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Abstract 

 

An Examination of Intrapersonal Factors Related to  

Behavioral Risk Outcomes Among Latino Youth in the Adelante Study:  

Mediation, Moderation, and Path Analyses  

 

This paper examines how personal factors such as religion, future goals, and 

perceived social support impact behavioral risks in Latino youth from Washington, DC, 

based on the Adelante study. This population faces challenges including barriers to 

healthcare access, limited community resources, and an increased exposure to violence, 

making it vital to understand resilience and protective factors in this group. 

Using data from the second wave Adelante community-level survey of youth 

(N=723), we analyzed the influence of positive youth development (PYD) constructs, 

social support, religiosity, and future aspirations on risk outcomes such as substance use, 

sexual behaviors, and violence. Religiosity and future aspirations were independent 

variables, social support was a moderator, and the PYD constructs confidence, 

connection, competence, and contribution were mediators. 

Regression models examined the influence of independent variables on risky 

behaviors, while mediation analysis investigated how PYD constructs impact these 

relationships, with Sobel's test assessing mediation significance. Moderation analysis 

examined how varying social support levels affected these relationships, and path 

analysis and moderated mediation tested the theoretical model's fit using statistics such as 

chi-square, CFI, and RMSEA. 
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Results indicated that higher religiosity and aspirations correlated with fewer 

risky behaviors and household structure modestly influenced social support. PYD 

constructs both partially and fully mediated the relationships between religiosity, 

aspirations, and risk behaviors, and social support moderated these effects, mostly 

strengthening protective influences in contexts of lower support. 

The study suggests promoting PYD and enhancing personal factors such as 

religiosity and social support to reduce risks among Latino youth. These findings support 

the development of culturally informed public health strategies and interventions to foster 

resilience and prevent risky behaviors in this demographic. 
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Chapter 1. Overview 

1.1 Introduction 

The disproportionately higher prevalence of co-occurring substance use, sexual 

risk behaviors, and interpersonal violence represents health disparities for Latino youth 

(Salas-Wright, Olate, & Vaughn, 2015; Singer, 2009). Youth engaged in these higher risk 

behaviors can experience long-term consequences for their well-being (Jones, McMahon, 

& Choukas-Bradley, 2018; Miller, Byczkowski, Scott, & Wiehe, 2020; Smith & Johnson, 

2019). Substance use can lead to drug addiction, violence, and sexual risk behaviors 

(Kliewer, Murrelle, Prom, Ramirez, Obando, Sandi, & del Carmen Karenkeris, 2006), 

sexual risk behaviors can lead to higher rates of sexually transmitted infections and 

unintended pregnancies (Larson, Ballard, & Nuncio, 2014), and physical harm and 

emotional trauma can stem from interpersonal violence (Devries, Mak, Bacchus, Child, 

Falder, Petzold, & Watts, 2019; World Health Organization & Resolve, 2021).  

In 2012, The George Washington University’s Avance Center for the 

Advancement of Immigrant/Refugee Health (Avance Center) and numerous community 

organizations in Maryland formed a partnership to address substance use and co-

occurring health behavior risks among Latino youth in the Washington, DC metropolitan 

area. Their project, called Adelante – a Spanish word meaning “forward” in English, ran 

from 2012-2017 as a community-based multilevel study designed to address the 

aforementioned public health disparities by creating opportunities for asset development 

among Latino adolescents (Edberg, Cleary, Andrade, Evans, Quinteros-Grady, Alvayero, 

& Gonzalez, 2022). Assets, in the context of public health, are any factors or resources 

which improve the quality of an individual’s life (Rotegård, Moore, Fagermoen, & 
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Ruland, 2010) and enhance their ability to maintain an overall sense of well-being (Van 

Bortel, Wickramasinghe, Morgan, & Martin, 2019). In addition, assets play a crucial role 

in supporting resilience by enhancing adaptive capacities, fostering positive health 

outcomes, and promoting a sense of collective empowerment, thereby reducing the 

impact of risk factors and promoting better health outcomes (Herrman, Stewart, Diaz-

Granados, Berger, Jackson, & Yuen, 2016; Mmari, Blum, Atnafou, Chilet-Rosell, Boyce, 

& Irwin, 2018). 

The main goal of Adelante was not only to create opportunities for Latino youth 

to increase assets, but to build a supportive community environment to help foster those 

assets, and to improve the evidence base regarding multilevel, community prevention 

efforts on risk behaviors for Latino youth. Results revealed that the study was effective in 

resilience-building across various ecological levels – individual, interpersonal, and 

community – and fostered change in attitudes regarding self-reported substance use, 

violence, and sexual risk behaviors and/or attitudes (Edberg et al., 2022). To evaluate the 

project’s impact, three waves of surveys were administered between 2012 and 2016 to a 

total community representative sample size of 3,600 youth (ages 12-17) and young adults 

(ages 18-24). The surveys used a repeated cross-sectional design to measure self-reported 

substance use, sexual risk behaviors, violence behaviors, Adelante-related positive youth 

development (PYD) constructs (confidence, connection, competence, contribution), and 

the assets of religion/spirituality, perceived social support, and future 

aspirations/expectations. Other survey measures included the following: attitudes and 

perceived risk related to substance use, sexual risk behaviors, and violence behaviors; 
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acculturation and acculturative stress; multicultural efficacy; depression; stressful life 

events; sociodemographic information (Edberg et al., 2022). 

Apart from the Adelante study, research among youth has shown that 

religion/spirituality has a positive relationship to reduced substance use/violence/sexual 

behavioral risk outcomes (Salas-Wright, Vaughn, Hodge, & Perron; Jang, Bader, & 

Johnson, 2008; Sinha, Cnaan, & Gelles, 2007), PYD mediators have positive 

relationships to reductions in behavioral risk outcomes (Edberg et al., 2022; Jelicic, 

Bobek, Phelps, Lerner, & Lerner, 2007), and perceived social support and future 

aspirations/expectations also have positive relationships to reduction in behavioral risk 

outcomes (Heaney & Israel, 2008; Edberg et al., 2022; Mahler, Simmons, Frick, 

Steinberg, & Cauffman, 2017). In addition, familismo, or the importance of family and 

extended kin relations in Latino culture, has shown to have a positive relationship to 

social support among youth (Martinez, McClure, & Eddy, 2019; Perez & Cruess, 2019). 

Building on prior research evaluating the Adelante study (Edberg et al., 2022), the 

purpose of this dissertation was to examine how PYD constructs as mediators, perceived 

social support as a moderator, and religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations 

as independent variables work together for the strongest association leading to reduced 

substance use, sexual, and violence behavior risk outcomes among 12 to 17-year-old 

Latino youth in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. Research was guided and 

informed by the PYD theoretical framework to identify the positive assets most plausible 

for reducing behavioral risk outcomes.  
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1.2 Latino Population Growth  

Latinos are the largest ethnic minority group in the United States (Office of 

Minority Health, 2019). More than 62 million Latinos live in the U.S., accounting for 

approximately 19% of the country’s total population of 331 million people (Jones, Marks, 

Ramirez, & Rios-Vargas, 2020). In addition, Latinos are one of the fastest growing 

populations in the nation (Funk & Lopez, 2022). Within the past decade, Latinos have 

accounted for 52% of U.S. growth, compared to Asians and African Americans who 

accounted for 19% and 7% of growth, respectively (Krogstad & Noe-Bustamante, 2021). 

Approximately 26% of children under the age of 18 in the U.S. are Latino (The 

Annie E. Casey Foundation Kids Count Data Center, 2021; Child Trends, 2018) and 

constitute of 28% of the 54 million K-12 student population (Latino Student Success, 

2022). Furthermore, the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that one in three youth will be 

Latino by the year 2035 (Colby & Ortman, 2015). Over the last 50 years, tens of millions 

of Latino immigrants have come to the U.S., with an estimated half of U.S.-born Latinos 

today being the children of immigrants (Patten, 2016). While growing numbers of Latino 

youth substantially contribute to the U.S. population, Latino youth remain both 

underserved and understudied (Bosma, Orozco, Barriga, Rosas-Lee, & Sieving, 2019; 

Rodriguez & Morrobel, 2004; Haack, Gerdes, & Lawton, 2014). 

1.3 Challenges Latinos Face 

Latinos have a lower likelihood of involvement in research studies, stemming 

from a distrust of scientific and medical systems and a fear of deportation (Haack et al., 

2014; Bosma et al., 2019). Due to their reluctance to participate, researchers have found it 

difficult to enroll Latino youth into studies, often resulting in insignificant analytical 
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inferences due to meager sample sizes (Spencer & Spencer, 2014; Haack et al., 2014). 

Additional barriers to research participation include the absence of bilingual personnel, a 

paucity of culturally appropriate study materials, and the general lack of focus on 

researchers tailoring study methodologies to Latino populations (Haack et al., 2014; 

Quintana, Aboud, & Chao, 2016). As a result, there is a scarcity of research studies that 

aptly assess and evaluate the well-being of this vulnerable population (Turner, Steinberg, 

Weeks, Rodriguez, & Cullen, 2022; Yates, Byrne, Donahue, McCarty, & Mathews, 2020; 

Haack et al., 2014). 

Latino youth also have a higher likelihood of experiencing hardships that can 

have an impact on their development (Noguera, 2006; Ko & Perreira, 2010; Rodriguez & 

Dawkins, 2017). These hardships include difficulties navigating language barriers with 

parents who may speak little to no English, limited to no access to health care services, 

minimal community resources, high levels of unemployment, and an increased exposure 

to violence (Krohn, Schmidt, Lizotte, & Baldwin, 2011; Fuligni & Tsai, 2015). 

Furthermore, economic stability can seem inaccessible and inconceivable for Latino 

youth who are living in poverty and have limited opportunities for upward mobility (Barr 

& Gómez-Becerra, 2020; Bosma et al., 2019; Fuligni & Tsai, 2015). 

Latinos often face increased levels of violence and stress as compared to non-

Latinos in the U.S. (Flores, 2019), with Latino youth being more affected by 

acculturative stress and adversity as compared to their non-Latino peers (Nair, Roche, & 

White, 2018). To date, the bulk of studies on young Latinos have primarily focused on 

their involvement in risky behaviors, in addition to the predictors and outcomes of the 

behaviors (Bosma et al., 2019). While such studies address the negative factors that may 
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impact Latino youth, it is imperative for research to examine positive areas where they 

are thriving or have developed resilience (Edberg et al., 2022).  

1.4 Conceptual Framework 

Focusing on the assets of familismo, religion, future aspirations, positive youth 

development constructs, and perceived social support, the conceptual framework for this 

dissertation can be found in Figure 1. The figure has been constructed based on 

previously published research on assets and reductions in behavioral risk among youth 

(Gonzalez & Torres, 2019; Salas-Wright et al., 2012; Jang et al., 2008; Edberg et al., 

2022; Jelicic et al., 2007; Mahler et al., 2017). The overarching research question 

addressed in the dissertation is: How do PYD mediators, perceived social support as a 

moderator, and religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations as independent 

variables interact for the strongest association leading to reduced substance use, sexual, 

and violence behavior risk outcomes among 12 to 17-year-old Latino youth in the 

Washington, DC metropolitan area? 
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Figure 1. The Conceptual Framework for Interacting Assets among Latino Youth 

Leading to a Reduction in Behavioral Risk Outcomes 

 

1.5 Purpose  

 The statistical analyses, further described in Chapter 3, assessed diverse 

relationships between religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, social support, 

PYD constructs, and behavioral risk outcomes. Results were then used to determine the 

strongest relationship between the examined assets in order to identify the ones most 

plausible for reducing behavioral risk outcomes among Latino youth in the Washington, 

DC metropolitan area. Please note that, for purposes of this dissertation, the terms 

"perceived social support" and "social support" are interchangeable. 

1.6 Public Health Significance  

Findings from the analyses contribute to public health literature by providing a 

better understanding of the interacting role of religion/spirituality, future 

aspirations/expectations, social support, and PYD constructs found within its framework. 

In addition, this research adds to the dearth of research studies examining the role of PYD 

constructs and assets in Latino youth (Schwartz, Unger, Meca, Lorenzo-Blanco, 
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Baezconde-Garbanati, Cano, & Pattarroyo, 2017; García-Hernández, Rodríguez, & 

Rosario-Santiago, 2020), a critical need for this vulnerable population (Umaña-Taylor, 

Updegraff, Gonzales-Backen, & Jahromi, 2014; García-Hernández et al., 2020). 

Through the analysis of the pathway mechanisms, this dissertation aims to 

provide support for the examination of positive areas whereby Latino youth benefit from 

increased individual and community assets. Furthermore, the results of this dissertation 

aim to inform future tailored interventions in an effort to reduce behavioral risks and 

increase health outcomes among this marginalized community in the Washington, DC 

metropolitan area and beyond. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   9 
 

Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Defining Assets 

Familismo 

Familismo, a prominent cultural value within Latino communities, is a 

multidimensional construct encompassing strong family bonds, interdependence, and 

collective well-being (Sabogal, Marin, Otero-Sabogal, Vanoss Marin, & Perez-Stable, 

1987). This concept underscores the centrality of family and extended kin relations in an 

individual's life, with a focus on mutual support, loyalty, and shared responsibilities 

(Campos, Ullman, Aguilera, & Dunkel Schetter, 2014). Familismo is deeply ingrained in 

daily life, influencing decision-making, caregiving roles, and the prioritization of family 

over personal pursuits (Calzada, 2010). 

Research has highlighted the dynamic nature of familismo, which can manifest 

differently based on factors such as acculturation, socioeconomic status, and generation. 

For instance, studies have shown that while familismo remains a core value for many 

Latino individuals, the expression of this value may evolve over time, especially in 

response to acculturative processes (Ramos, Villagra, Barr, & Castro, 2019). 

Additionally, familismo has been linked to positive outcomes in mental health, academic 

achievement, and overall wellbeing, illustrating its significant impact on the lives of 

individuals within Latino communities (Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2019).  

Religion/Spirituality 

While the terms "religion" and "spirituality" have been defined and debated 

extensively in academic literature, scholars generally view religion as a set of beliefs that 

involve a connection to a divine being or deity, often centered around a particular 
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institution or community. In contrast, spirituality is often seen as a more subjective 

experience, involving a search for significance and purpose in life, and an attachment to 

something greater than oneself, which may or may not be related to systematized religion 

(Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003; Pargament, 1999). 

Research on how the terms "religion" and "spirituality" are defined for Latino 

youth is still emerging, but studies suggest that these terms may have unique meanings 

and implications for this population. In one study, Latino adolescents defined religion as 

involving organized practices and rituals, while spirituality was seen as more 

individualistic, highlighting a personal connection to a higher power (Perez, Fortuna, & 

Alegria, 2008). Other studies have emphasized the importance of family and community 

in shaping Latino youth's understanding and practice of religion and spirituality, as well 

as the role of cultural identity in shaping these practices (Gonzales-Backen, Kalil, & 

Guan, 2015; Perez, Cruess, & Mays, 2018). 

Future Aspirations/Expectations 

The terms "future aspirations" and "expectations" are often used interchangeably 

in research, but they may refer to distinct concepts. Future aspirations generally refer to 

an individual's goals, desires, and hopes for their future, while expectations may refer to 

an individual's beliefs or predictions about what they think will happen in the future 

(Henderson & Bialeschki, 2017). Aspirations may be shaped by personal, cultural, and 

environmental factors, and may reflect an individual's values and beliefs about what they 

want to achieve in life (Bardi & Schwartz, 2003). Expectations, on the other hand, may 

be influenced by a variety of factors, including past experiences, social norms, and 

perceived barriers to achieving one's goals (Bandura, 1989).  
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Research suggests that individuals may adjust their aspirations and expectations 

over time, depending on their experiences and circumstances. For instance, individuals 

may lower their aspirations or adjust their expectations in response to setbacks or 

barriers, or they may increase their aspirations and expectations when presented with new 

opportunities or positive experiences (Henderson & Bialeschki, 2017). Further research 

on future aspirations and expectations among Latino youth has identified cultural and 

social factors that may influence how these concepts are defined and experienced. For 

instance, research has highlighted the role of familismo in shaping aspirations and 

expectations (Cauce, Domenech-Rodriguez, Paradise, Cochran, Shea, Srebnik, & Baydar, 

2012). Other studies suggest that Latino youth may place a greater emphasis on collective 

goals and values, such as supporting their families and communities, than individual 

achievement (Cauce et al., 2012; Gonzales, Germán, Fabrett, & Knight, 2011). 

Furthermore, research has identified the importance of considering the 

intersection of culture and context in understanding aspirations and expectations among 

Latino youth. For instance, Latino youth living in low-income neighborhoods may face 

greater structural and systemic barriers to achieving their goals, such as limited access to 

resources and discrimination (Gonzales et al., 2011). In addition, having undocumented 

status in the U.S. can significantly hinder Latino youths' future aspirations and 

expectations, limiting their access to education and stable employment opportunities and 

creating a sense of vulnerability and uncertainty about their future (Patler, 2017; Roche, 

Walsdorf, Jordan, & Falusi, 2021). This may shape their aspirations and expectations, as 

they may adjust their goals and beliefs about what is possible based on their experiences 

and contextual factors. 
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Social Support 

Social support is a complex construct that has been defined and measured in 

various ways across disciplines such as psychology, sociology, and health sciences. One 

of the earliest definitions of social support was proposed by Cobb in 1976, who defined it 

as “the provision of assistance or comfort to an individual by members of his or her social 

network” (Cobb, 1976). Later, House in 1981 proposed a conceptual model of social 

support that included four types of support: emotional, informational, tangible, and 

companionship. Emotional support refers to the provision of empathy, love, and trust, 

while informational support includes advice, guidance, and feedback. Tangible support 

involves the provision of material aid, such as financial assistance or transportation, and 

companionship support is the provision of opportunities for social interaction and 

belongingness (House, 1981). 

Other researchers have built upon these definitions and proposed additional 

dimensions of social support, such as perceived support, received support, and enacted 

support. Perceived support refers to an individual’s beliefs about the availability and 

effectiveness of support, while received support refers to the actual receipt of support 

from others. Enacted support refers to the actions taken by others to provide support, 

regardless of whether the recipient perceives it as helpful or not (Barrera, 1986; Wills & 

Shinar, 2000). Despite these differences in definitions, social support is generally 

considered to be an important factor in promoting mental and physical health and has 

been linked to various outcomes such as stress reduction, improved coping, and better 

quality of life (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Uchino, 2004). 
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Defining social support for Latino youth is particularly important given the 

unique cultural and contextual factors that shape their experiences. Some researchers 

have argued that social support for Latino youth should be defined within a cultural 

framework that considers the role of family, community, and religiosity in providing 

support (Cauce, Domenech-Rodriguez, Paradise, Cochran, Shea, Srebnik, & Baydar, 

2002; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). For example, cultural values such as familismo may 

shape the type and quality of support that Latino youth receive by integrating several 

support source domains (Sabogal et al., 1987). 

In addition to cultural factors, researchers have also highlighted the importance of 

examining social support for Latino youth within the context of acculturation and 

immigration experiences. Studies have found that Latino youth who experience greater 

acculturative stress may have lower levels of social support, particularly from family 

members (Gonzales, Germán, Fabrett, & Millsap, 2008; Schwartz, Unger, Lorenzo-

Blanco, Des Rosiers, Villamar, Soto, & Szapocznik, 2010). Furthermore, immigrant 

youth may face additional challenges in accessing social support due to language barriers 

or limited social networks (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Additionally, immigration or 

immigration-related factors can lead to a disruption in social support networks for Latino 

youth, as the migration process may separate them from extended family members and 

close friends, creating feelings of isolation and limited access to traditional sources of 

support (Vargas Bustamante, Fang, Rizzo, Ortega, & Garza, 2017; Roche, White, 

Lambert, Schulenberg, Calzada, Kuperminc, & Little, 2020). 
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Adelante Positive Youth Development Constructs 

Lerner, developer of the PYD 5Cs model, describes PYD as a process that 

promotes competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring (Lerner, Phelps, 

Forman, & Bowers, 2009). Youth are inherently more likely to be better prepared to 

transition into adulthood if their homes, schools, and communities provide opportunities 

for them to learn how to improve their capacity in these 5Cs (Family and Youth Services 

Bureau, 2017; Geldhof, Bowers, Mueller, Napolitano, Callina, & Lerner, 2014).  

While Lerner's 5Cs model is one well-known framework, there are other notable 

models that contribute to understanding and supporting the positive development of 

youth. One prominent model is the Social Development Model (SDM) proposed by 

Richard Catalano and colleagues. The SDM emphasizes the role of social factors in 

shaping adolescent behavior and development. It emphasizes the role of risk factors and 

how they can increase the likelihood of problem behaviors. However, it also 

acknowledges the importance of protective factors, such as bonding with peers, family 

support, and school connectedness, in reducing the likelihood of engagement in risky 

behaviors and promoting positive outcomes for youth (Catalano, Skinner, Alvarado, 

Kapungu, Reavley, Patton, & Petroni, 2019). 

Other researchers have also developed their own positive youth development 

models. For instance, Benson's Developmental Assets Framework, based on the research 

conducted by the Search Institute, identifies 40 assets that are essential for promoting the 

positive development of youth. These assets are divided into external and internal factors 

and encompass a wide range of areas, including support, empowerment, boundaries, 
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constructive use of time, commitment to learning, and positive values (Benson, Scales, & 

Syvertsen, 2011). 

These various models contribute to the field of positive youth development by 

offering different perspectives on the factors that contribute to the well-being and positive 

outcomes of young individuals. They provide valuable insights into the interplay of 

individual, family, community, and societal influences on youth development, which can 

further inform the design of effective interventions and programs. However, for purposes 

of this dissertation, Lerner’s 5Cs PYD framework is the reference model for positive 

youth development constructs.  

While his PYD model is known for its 5Cs, Lerner suggests that these outcomes 

lead to a 6th C, contribution. In the model, contribution refers to youth enhancing and 

being involved in their community (Lerner, Almerigi, & Lerner, 2005; Lerner & Boyd, 

2010). Lerner’s PYD framework is commonly used in youth programs and plays an 

important role in comprehending the development of youth and the influential function of 

positive assets on their lives, notably among those facing hardships (Lerner & Boyd, 

2010; Bosma et al., 2019). However, very few research studies have implemented the 

PYD approach among Latino youth (Schwartz et al., 2017) and multiple authors have 

identified the needed for culturally relevant PYD frameworks (Spencer & Spencer, 2014; 

Lippman, Moore, & McIntosh, 2011).  

To address this need, the Adelante study created an adaptation of Lerner’s PYD 

framework, the Adelante PYD model. The model focuses on four of the six PYD 

constructs: competence, confidence, connection, and contribution (Edberg, Cleary, 

Andrade, Evans, Simmons, & Batista, 2017). These constructs were identified using a 
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comprehensive participatory process specifically tailored to the Latino community 

whereby researchers and community partners operationally defined constructs to 

appropriately reflect attributes of the community (Edberg et al., 2022). The two 

remaining PYD “Cs” (character and caring) were omitted and found to be less relevant to 

the context of the Adelante population. Additionally, character and caring were defined in 

various ways which, in context of the community, conclusively overlapped with the 

constructs confidence and connection (Edberg et al., 2017). 

Confidence 

Richard M. Lerner has defined confidence as a "generalized belief in one's 

competence across diverse domains" (Lerner et al. 2009). According to Lerner and 

colleagues, confidence is not a unitary construct, but rather a multidimensional one that 

reflects a person's beliefs about their abilities and competencies in different areas of life. 

These areas can include academic, social, emotional, and physical domains, among 

others. 

Confidence is closely related to the concept of positive youth development, which 

emphasizes the importance of promoting strengths and assets in young people rather than 

just addressing problems and deficits (Lerner et al., 2009). Lerner has argued that 

fostering confidence in young people is a key component of promoting positive 

development and enabling them to navigate the challenges and opportunities of life more 

effectively (Lerner et al., 2009). 

Research has also shown that confidence is an important construct for 

understanding the well-being and positive development of Latino youth. In a study by 

Gonzales-Backen and colleagues (2015a), confidence was defined as a belief in one's 
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abilities to succeed in academic and non-academic domains, including interpersonal 

relationships and future aspirations. The authors found that confidence was positively 

associated with psychological well-being, academic achievement, and future orientation 

among Latino youth. 

Other studies have highlighted the role of cultural factors in shaping the meaning 

and expression of confidence among Latino youth. For example, a study by Romero and 

colleagues (2013,1b) found that cultural values such as familismo and respeto (respect for 

authority) were important influences on the development of confidence among Latino 

adolescents.  

Connection 

The importance of connection is another fundamental aspect of positive youth 

development. According to Lerner, connection refers to "the extent to which individuals 

are socially integrated into and supported by their families, schools, peer groups, and 

communities" (Lerner, 2006). Connection is seen as a multidimensional construct that 

includes aspects such as feeling cared for, having opportunities to participate in 

meaningful activities, and having positive relationships with peers and adults. It is a 

critical factor in promoting positive development in young people, as connection provides 

a sense of belonging, identity, and purpose that can help them navigate the challenges of 

adolescence and early adulthood. It is also seen as a protective factor that can buffer 

against the negative effects of stress, adversity, and risk factors such as substance use and 

delinquency (Lerner, 2006).  

Research has identified various dimensions of connection that are important for 

understanding the experiences and well-being of Latino youth. For example, in a study by 
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Cabrera and colleagues (2012), connection was defined as a sense of belonging to school 

and family, as well as engagement in extracurricular activities. The authors found that 

connection was positively associated with academic achievement, psychological well-

being, and behavioral outcomes among Latino youth. Other studies have highlighted the 

importance of cultural factors in shaping the meaning and expression of connection 

among Latino youth. For instance, a study by Gonzales-Backen and colleagues (2015b) 

found that cultural values such as familismo and personalismo (the importance of 

interpersonal relationships) were important influences on the development of connection 

among Latino adolescents.  

Competence 

Competence is an additional key component of positive youth development. 

Lerner (2005) defined competence as "the individual's ability to act effectively on behalf 

of the self and others, including one's community, consistent with one's developmental 

status and within sociocultural contexts." This definition emphasizes the importance of 

both individual and contextual factors in understanding competence. 

Lerner's definition of competence has been widely cited in the literature on 

positive youth development and has served as a foundation for research on the 

development of competence in youth. For example, studies have examined the role of 

various factors, such as family and school environments, in promoting the development 

of competence in youth (Lerner et al., 2005; Shek & Ma, 2010). In addition, researchers 

have used Lerner's definition to guide the development of interventions aimed at 

promoting competence in youth (Sánchez, Colón-Torres, Feuerstein-Simon, & Rivera, 

2018). 
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Competence is not just about what an individual knows, but also about how they 

apply that knowledge in practice (Lerner, 2005). For Latino youth, competence has been 

defined as the ability to navigate two cultures (i.e., their own Latino culture and the 

dominant U.S. culture) and to develop positive relationships with both. This includes 

being able to communicate effectively in both English and Spanish, understanding the 

values and traditions of their own culture, and being able to adapt to the expectations of 

the dominant culture (Smokowski & Bacallao, 2007). Studies have also found that 

competence is an important predictor of positive outcomes for Latino youth, including 

academic achievement, social-emotional wellbeing, and reduced risk behaviors 

(Smokowski & Bacallao, 2007; Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, Teranishi, Suárez-Orozco, & 

Yun, 2018).  

Contribution 

Richard M. Lerner defines contribution as "the use of personal skills and abilities 

to benefit others in society." (Lerner, 2004). He suggests that contribution is a key aspect 

of positive youth development, as it allows young people to feel a sense of purpose and 

belonging, while also making meaningful contributions to their communities, families, 

and peers. According to Lerner, youth who feel that they are making positive 

contributions to society are more likely to have higher levels of well-being, including 

greater levels of self-esteem and a sense of life purpose (2004). 

Lerner's definition of contribution emphasizes the importance of altruism and 

social responsibility among youth. By actively seeking out ways to make a positive 

impact in their communities, youth are able to develop a sense of agency and a 

commitment to social change. Lerner's research has demonstrated that youth who engage 
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in prosocial behaviors, such as volunteering or helping others, are more likely to develop 

a positive identity and a sense of belonging to their communities (Lerner, Lerner, 

Almerigi, Theokas, Phelps, Gestsdottir, & von Eye, 2011). Furthermore, by contributing 

to society, youth are able to develop a sense of personal competence and efficacy, which 

can lead to increased motivation and future success (Lerner, Lerner, Lewin-Bizan, 

Bowers, Boyd, Mueller, & Napolitano, 2011). 

Research on contribution among Latino youth has focused on the cultural values 

of familismo and respeto. Studies have found that Latino youth who exhibit high levels of 

contribution tend to have stronger connections to their families and communities and may 

view their contributions as a way to repay their debt to their families and give back to 

their communities (Martinez, Johnson, & Duran, 2017; Piña-Watson, Castillo, Ojeda, 

Rodriguez, & Ray, 2015).  

2.2 Familismo & Risk Outcomes 

Familismo & Substance Use 

Research has indicated that familismo can act as a protective factor against 

substance use among Latino youth. It can create a family environment that discourages 

risky behaviors, including substance use, by fostering close family ties and a sense of 

belonging (Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000). Additionally, familismo can encourage open 

communication between parents and children about the risks associated with substance 

use (Marsiglia, Kulis, Hecht, & Sills, 2004).  

This communication dynamic can not only inform youth about the potential 

consequences of substance use, but also reinforce their sense of responsibility to the 

family unit, including extended family, potentially reducing the likelihood of engaging in 
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such behaviors. Furthermore, familismo can contribute to a support network that enables 

Latino youth to seek advice, guidance, and emotional sustenance from family members 

(Marsiglia et al., 2004).  

Familismo & Sexual Risk 

In the context of sexual risk behavior among Latino youth, familismo has been 

identified as a significant influencing factor. Research indicates that higher levels of 

familismo are associated with lower rates of sexual risk-taking behaviors among Latino 

adolescents. This may be attributed to the close-knit family structures and the emphasis 

on maintaining familial harmony, which create an environment that discourages risky 

sexual behaviors (Córdova et al., 2011). 

In addition, familismo can foster open communication within families about 

sexual health, allowing for the transmission of cultural norms and values related to 

responsible sexual behavior. This dialogue can provide youth with guidance, knowledge, 

and a sense of accountability, ultimately potentially reducing the likelihood of engaging 

in risky sexual practices (Villarruel et al., 2019).  

Familismo & Violence 

Research also suggests that familismo can be associated with reduced violence 

outcomes among Latino youth and can act as a protective factor against engaging in 

violent behaviors (Germán, Gonzales, & Dumka, 2009). Familismo can allow for family 

discussion regarding conflict resolution and the consequences of violent actions, 

potentially leading to a decreased likelihood of youth participating in violent behaviors 

(Córdova et al., 2010) and an increased likelihood of deterred engagement in violent 

behaviors (Smokowski & Bacallao, 2009).  
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2.3 Religion/Spirituality & Risk Outcomes 

Religion/Spirituality & Substance Use 

Religion and spirituality have been found to be associated with substance use 

outcomes in numerous studies. Research suggests that greater religious involvement and 

spirituality are associated with lower levels of substance use and fewer substance use 

problems (Beyene & Wondie, 2020; Kraus & Ellison, 2020; Pardini, Plante, & Sherman, 

2019). These associations have been found across different religious traditions, including 

Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism, as well as among those who identify as 

spiritual but not religious (Paloutzian & Park, 2013).  

Studies have also suggested that Latino youth who report higher levels of 

religious involvement and spirituality are less likely to engage in substance use and 

experience fewer substance use problems. These findings have been consistent across 

different religious traditions, including Catholicism and Pentecostalism, among others 

(Gonzales, Jensen, Montano, & Wynne, 2016; Marsiglia, Kulis, Yabiku, Nieri, & 

Coleman, 2011). Religious and spiritual involvement may serve as protective factors 

against substance use by providing a sense of belonging, social support, and a sense of 

purpose and meaning in life (Vasquez, Piña-Watson, & Bettez, 2016).  

Religion/Spirituality & Sexual Risk 

Religion and spirituality have been found to be associated with sexual risk 

behaviors and outcomes. Several studies have shown that individuals who report higher 

levels of religious involvement and spirituality are less likely to engage in risky sexual 

behaviors, such as unprotected sex and multiple sexual partners (Lehrer, Dubois, & 

Massey, 2006; Thornton, Graham, & Carlson, 2016). This relationship may be explained 
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by the fact that religion and spirituality often promote moral values and beliefs that 

discourage sexual risk behaviors, as well as provide social support and emotional 

direction (Miller & Gur, 2002; Ross, Rosser, Coleman, & Mazin, 2010).  

Among Latino youth, studies have shown that higher levels of religiosity and 

spirituality are associated with less sexual risk-taking, such as lower rates of unprotected 

sex and fewer sexual partners (Marsiglia, Kulis, Nieri, & Parsai, 2012; Walker-Barnes, 

Mason, & Kim, 2010). The relationship between religion, spirituality, and sexual risk 

among Latino youth may also be explained by cultural values and beliefs that prioritize 

family and traditional gender roles, as well as the role of religious institutions in 

providing social support and guidance (De La Rosa, Dillon, & Schwartz, 2013; Unger, 

Ritt-Olson, Wagner, Soto, & Baezconde-Garbanati, 2014).  

Religion/Spirituality & Violence 

Religion and spirituality have been examined as potential protective factors 

against violence perpetration and victimization. Several studies have found that 

individuals who report higher levels of religious involvement and spirituality are less 

likely to engage in violent behavior (Kirkpatrick, Hood, Jr., & Park, 2001; Shariff, 

Willard, Andersen, & Norenzayan, 2016). Additionally, religious and spiritual beliefs 

have been shown to promote prosocial values and behaviors, including empathy, 

forgiveness, and social connectedness, which may serve as protective factors against 

violence (Pargament, 2013; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2012).  

There is a growing body of research examining the relationship between religion, 

spirituality, and violence outcomes among Latino youth. Some studies have suggested 

that religious involvement and spirituality may serve as protective factors against 
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violence perpetration and victimization among Latino youth (Jang, Johnson, & Li, 2010; 

Kulis, Yabiku, Marsiglia, Nieri, & Crossman, 2016). Other studies have highlighted the 

importance of cultural and community factors in shaping the relationship between 

religion and violence outcomes among Latino youth (De La Rosa, Babino, Rosario, 

Aijaz, González-Barrera, 2016; Gilreath, Cederbaum, Astor, Benbenishty, Pineda, Atuel, 

& Esqueda, 2014). For example, research has found that community-level religiosity is 

associated with reduced violence among Latino youth, but only in communities with high 

levels of social cohesion (De La Rosa et al., 2016).  

2.4 Future Aspirations/Expectations & Risk Outcomes 

Future Aspirations/Expectations & Substance Use 

The relationship between future aspirations and substance use outcomes has been 

the subject of much research in recent years. Some studies have suggested that having 

high aspirations and expectations for the future can serve as protective factors against 

substance use among adolescents and young adults (Botvin, Griffin, Diaz, & Ifill-

Williams, 2013; Cleveland, Feinberg, Bontempo, Snyder, & Greenberg, 2012). Other 

research has found that low aspirations and expectations for the future may be a risk 

factor for substance use and related problems (Crosnoe, Johnson, & Elder, 2004; 

Oesterle, Hawkins, Hill, & Abbott, 2014). Additionally, some studies have found that the 

relationship between future aspirations and substance use outcomes may be influenced by 

other factors, such as gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Fergusson, Lynskey, 

& Horwood, 2005; Steinberg, Catalano, Englund, & Allen, 2014).  

There is also evidence to suggest that future aspirations and expectations are 

associated with substance use outcomes for Latino youth. For instance, a study found that 
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higher levels of future aspirations were associated with lower levels of substance use 

among Latino adolescents, while lower levels of future aspirations were associated with 

higher levels of substance use (Perez, Borders, & Iglesias, 2009). Additionally, another 

study found that Latino youth with higher educational and career aspirations had lower 

levels of substance use and were less likely to engage in risky behaviors (Schinke, 

Schwinn, & Cole, 2008).  

Future Aspirations/Expectations & Sexual Risk 

Future aspirations and expectations are also associated with sexual risk outcomes. 

For instance, studies have shown that higher levels of educational and career aspirations 

are associated with decreased likelihood of engaging in risky sexual behaviors among 

adolescents (Dittus et al., 2014; Teitler, Das, Ali, & Martsolf, 2014). Moreover, low 

aspirations and expectations for the future have been linked to an increased likelihood of 

engaging in risky sexual behaviors, such as unprotected sex and multiple sexual partners 

(Buhi, Goodson, & Neilands, 2010; East, Felice, & Morgan, 2012).  

Several studies have explored the relationship between future aspirations and 

sexual risk behaviors among Latino youth. Research suggests that low levels of future 

aspirations and expectations are associated with an increased likelihood of engaging in 

sexual risk behaviors, including unprotected sex and numerous sexual partners 

(Marsiglia, Nieri, & Stiffman, 2008; Unger, Gallaher, Shakib, Ritt-Olson, Palmer, 

Johnson, Theodora, 2002). Conversely, high levels of future aspirations and expectations 

are associated with a reduced likelihood of engaging in these behaviors among Latino 

youth (Marsiglia et al., 2008).  
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Future Aspirations/Expectations & Violence 

Research suggests that future aspirations and expectations are important factors in 

understanding violence outcomes among youth (Lösel & Farrington, 2012; Carlo, Mestre, 

Samper, Tur, & Armenta, 2013). Positive future expectations, such as the belief in 

achieving personal goals and a successful future, have been linked to decreased 

likelihood of violent behavior, while negative future expectations, such as hopelessness 

and lack of future prospects, have been associated with increased risk for violence 

perpetration (Jaffee & Gallop, 2007; Losel & Farrington, 2012). Studies with Latino 

youth have also found a similar pattern, with positive future expectations being protective 

against violent behavior (Romero, Edwards, Bauman, & Ritter, 2013, 1a).  

2.5 Social Support & Risk Outcomes 

Social Support & Substance Use 

Research has shown that social support is associated with substance use 

outcomes. Specifically, social support has been found to have both positive and negative 

associations with substance use outcomes. Positive social support from family and friends 

has been associated with lower levels of substance use and lower risk for substance use 

disorders. However, negative social support, such as peer pressure or exposure to drug 

use, has been associated with increased substance use and higher risk for substance use 

disorders (Arria, Caldeira, Bugbee, Vincent, & O’Grady, 2015; Kelly, Stout, Magill, 

Tonigan, Pagano, 2011). In addition, the quality of social support can also play a role, 

with higher levels of perceived support being associated with lower levels of substance 

use (Lee, Neighbors, & Woods, 2007). 



   27 
 

A growing body of literature suggests that social support is an important factor in 

reducing substance use among Latino youth. Studies have found that social support from 

family, friends, and community members can serve as a protective factor against 

substance use initiation and continued use (Gonzales, Wong, & Toomey, 2016; 

Marsiglia, Kulis, Yabiku, Nieri, Coleman, 2014). Research has also shown that 

acculturation, or the degree to which an individual adopts the cultural values and 

practices of the dominant society, can influence the availability and quality of social 

support for Latino youth (Pérez, Voekel, & Joiner, 2009). The role of social support may 

be particularly important for Latino youth, who often experience unique stressors related 

to immigration, discrimination, and family conflict (Pérez et al., 2009). 

Social Support & Sexual Risk 

Studies have consistently demonstrated that social support is associated with 

lower levels of sexual risk behavior (Barrera, Castro, Strycker, & Toobert, 2013; Koniak-

Griffin, Lesser, Nyamathi, Uman, & Stein, 2003). Research has also shown that 

individuals who report higher levels of social support are less likely to engage in risky 

sexual behaviors and more likely to engage in protective sexual practices (Schnittker, 

Bacak, & Matthews, 2018). Moreover, social support may also serve as a protective 

factor against the negative consequences of sexual risk behaviors, such as sexually 

transmitted infections and unintended pregnancies (Latkin, Davey-Rothwell, Knowlton, 

Alexander, & Williams, 2019). When highlighting Latino youth, (Marsiglia, Kulis, Nieri, 

& Parsai, 2015) found that social support from family and peers was negatively 

associated with sexual risk behaviors. Similarly, another study by Prado (Prado, Huang, 

Maldonado-Molina, Bandiera, Schwartz, de la Rosa, & Cano, 2012) found that social 
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support from family and friends was associated with decreased sexual risk behaviors 

among Latino adolescents.  

Social Support & Violence 

Social support has been consistently linked to lower levels of violence, including 

both physical and psychological forms. Research has shown that social support from 

family, friends, and community can serve as a protective factor against involvement in 

violent behaviors and can promote positive behaviors and attitudes. Social support can 

also serve as a buffer against the negative effects of stressful life events and can enhance 

coping skills, thereby reducing the likelihood of engaging in violent behavior. (Barrera, 

2000; Coker, Smith, McKeown, & King, 2000; Gelles & Cavanaugh, 2005). 

Additional studies have shown that, for Latino youth, strong relationships with 

family members, peers, and community members can serve as buffers against exposure to 

violence and involvement in violent behavior (Córdova, Heinze, Mistry, Salas-Wright, & 

Zimmerman, 2014; Edwards, Romero, & López, 2016; Sabina & Cuevas, 2018). 

Additionally, social support can help to foster a sense of resilience and empowerment, 

providing Latino youth with the resources they need to cope with stressful situations and 

overcome adversity (Córdova et al., 2014). In contrast, lack of social support and social 

isolation have been linked to increased risk for violent behavior among young Latinos 

(Córdova et al., 2014; Perez-Pena, Estrada, Rosen, Fortuna, & Alegría, 2020).  

2.6 Familismo & Social Support 

Familismo is often associated with increased social support for Latino youth. 

Research indicates that the presence of familismo tends to foster a sense of belonging and 

connectedness within the family unit, providing emotional, instrumental, and 
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informational support (Calzada et al., 2012). This social support network contributes 

positively to the psychosocial development and overall well-being of Latino youth, acting 

as a buffer against various stressors and risk factors they may encounter (Germán et al., 

2009). Additionally, familismo can play a crucial role in shaping coping strategies and 

resilience, providing a foundation for navigating challenges and promoting positive 

outcomes for Latino youth (Umaña-Taylor & Alfaro, 2009). 

2.7 Adelante PYD Constructs & Risk Outcomes 

Adelante PYD Constructs & Substance Use 

The Adelante PYD constructs confidence, connection, competence, and 

contribution have been linked to lower rates of substance use among youth (Catalano, 

Fagan, Gavin, Greenburg, Irwin, Ross, & Shek, 2011). In particular, higher levels of 

confidence and competence have been associated with lower rates of substance use 

(Bekman, Winward, Lau, Wagner, & Brown, 2010; Patrick, Wightman, Schoeni, 

Schulenberg, & Johnston, 2013). Connection to family, peers, and community has also 

been linked to lower substance use rates (Catalano et al., 2011; Resnick, Bearman, Blum, 

Bauman, Harris, Jones, & Udry, 1997), while positive contributions to society have been 

associated with a lower likelihood of engaging in substance use (Oesterle, Hawkins, 

Kuklinski, Fagan, Fleming, Rhew, & Catalano, 2015).  

One study found that higher levels of family connectedness and school 

engagement were associated with lower substance use among Latino youth (Kulis, 

Marsiglia, Kopak, Olmsted, & Crossman, 2009). Another study found that higher levels 

of confidence and competence were associated with lower alcohol use among Latino 
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youth, but this association was not significant for other substance use (Bekman et al., 

2010).  

Adelante PYD Constructs & Sexual Risk 

Studies have shown that higher levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy (which can 

be considered indicators of confidence and competence) are associated with lower levels 

of sexual risk behavior (Lanier, Diaz, & Bornovalova, 2014; Resnicow, Soler, 

Braithwaite, Ahluwalia, & Butler, 1997). Additionally, social connection and support 

have been found to be protective factors against sexual risk behavior (Harper, Contreras, 

Bangi, Pedraza, & Lauby, 2005). Research also indicates that a sense of contribution or 

purpose in life may be associated with lower levels of sexual risk behavior (Levy, 2010). 

In addition, a study by Guilamo-Ramos et al. (2012) found that higher levels of parental 

monitoring (a form of social support and connection) were associated with lower levels 

of sexual risk behavior among Latino adolescents. 

Adelante PYD Constructs & Violence 

Research has shown that youth who experience higher levels of PYD assets are 

less likely to engage in violent behaviors. For example, one study found that higher levels 

of competence and confidence were associated with lower levels of violence perpetration 

among youth in a high-risk urban community (Swartz, Lutzker, Bigelow, & Gershoff, 

2017). Similarly, another study found that higher levels of connection and contribution 

were associated with lower levels of violence among youth in rural communities (Zhang, 

Musci, Goyal, & Feinberg, 2019).  

Literature also suggests that confidence, connection, competence, and 

contribution are important protective factors that can buffer against the negative effects of 
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violence exposure for Latino youth. Confidence has been linked to lower levels of 

aggression and delinquency among Latino youth (Gonzales, Germán, Fabrett, & Knight, 

2012), while connection to family, peers, and community has been associated with 

reduced risk for violence involvement (Martinez & Richters, 1993). Competence, or the 

ability to effectively navigate challenges and achieve goals, has been linked to lower 

levels of externalizing behaviors and aggression (Schwartz, Dodge, Coie, Hubbard, 

Cillessen, Lemerise, & Bateman, 2013), while contribution, or engagement in prosocial 

activities, has been found to promote positive development and reduce involvement in 

violence (Barber, Maughan, & Olsen, 2011). 

2.8 Evidence of PYD Constructs as a Mediators 

Between Religion/Spirituality & Risk Outcomes 

Research has examined the mediating role of positive youth development 

constructs in the relationship between religion/spirituality and behavioral risk outcomes. 

Studies have found that religious/spiritual involvement is associated with higher levels of 

positive youth development constructs and lower levels of substance use, sexual risk-

taking, and violence among adolescents (Hodge, 2016; Rostosky, Wilcox, Comer Wright, 

& Randall, 2004; Yonker, Schnabelrauch, Dehaan, & Scott, 2012). Positive youth 

development constructs, such as higher levels of self-esteem and prosocial behavior, have 

been found to mediate the relationship between religious/spiritual involvement and lower 

levels of substance use (Yonker et al., 2012). Moreover, constructs from broader PYD 

asset lists, such as resilience, self-efficacy, and positive identity, have been found to 

mediate the relationship between religious/spiritual involvement and lower levels of 

sexual risk-taking (Hodge, 2016; Rostosky et al., 2004). 
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In addition, studies have found that positive youth development constructs can 

also mediate the relationship between spirituality and lower levels of violence among 

adolescents (Bartkowski & Xu, 2015; Fox, Perez, Cassarino, Baglivio, & Epps, 2016). 

For example, a study by Fox et al. (2016) found that spirituality was indirectly associated 

with lower levels of violent behavior through the mediation of positive youth 

development constructs, such as empathy, emotion regulation, and problem-solving 

skills. 

Between Future Aspirations/Expectations & Risk Outcomes 

Positive youth development constructs from other streams of literature, such as 

self-esteem, resilience, and goal setting, have been found to mediate the relationship 

between future aspirations/expectations and substance use, sexual risk-taking, and 

violence outcomes among adolescents. As previously mentioned, research has found that 

adolescents who have high future aspirations/expectations are less likely to engage in 

substance use, sexual risk-taking, and violence (Boyd, Esteban, Teter, & Guthrie, 2015; 

De Luca, Wyman, & Warren, 2016; Greene, Busse, Forster, Ritter, & Gau, 2017). 

Positive youth development constructs have been found to mediate this relationship. For 

example, self-esteem has been found to mediate the relationship between future 

aspirations/expectations and substance use among adolescents (Greene et al., 2017). 

Additionally, resilience has been found to mediate the relationship between future 

aspirations/expectations and sexual risk-taking (De Luca et al., 2016). 

Moreover, goal setting has been found to mediate the relationship between future 

aspirations/expectations and violence outcomes among adolescents (Boyd et al., 2015). 

Adolescents who have high future aspirations/expectations and set goals to achieve them 
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are less likely to engage in violent behavior. Positive youth development constructs, such 

as self-efficacy and problem-solving skills, have also been found to mediate this 

relationship (Hartinger-Saunders, Rine, & Jennings, 2017). 

2.9 Evidence of Social Support as a Moderator 

Between Assets and PYD Constructs 

Social support is an important factor that can moderate the relationship between 

religion/spirituality and positive youth development constructs as well as future 

aspirations/expectations and positive youth development constructs. For example, social 

support has been found to moderate the relationship between religion/spirituality and 

positive youth development constructs, such as resilience (Dodge, Daly, Huyton, & 

Sanders, 2015). Additionally, social support has been found to moderate the relationship 

between future aspirations/expectations and positive youth development constructs, such 

as academic achievement (Fredricks & Simpkins, 2012).  

Between PYD Constructs and Risk Outcomes  

Research has consistently shown that social support plays a critical role in 

promoting positive youth development and reducing negative outcomes such as substance 

use, sexual risk, and violence (Catalano et al., 2011). Social support has been found to 

moderate the relationship between positive youth development constructs and substance 

use, sexual risk, and violence outcomes (Catalano et al., 2011). For example, social 

support has been found to reduce the likelihood of engaging in substance use and sexual 

risk behaviors among youth with high levels of self-esteem (Kulis, Marsiglia, Nieri, & 

Sicotte, 2012). Similarly, social support has been found to buffer the negative effects of 



   34 
 

adverse childhood experiences on violence perpetration (Thompson, Tabone, Salloum, 

Nurius, & Hanson, 2018).  

Between Assets and Risk Outcomes 

  Literature has shown that social support can play a moderating role in the 

relationship between religion/spirituality and negative outcomes such as substance use, 

sexual risk, and violence. For example, social support has been found to strengthen the 

protective effect of religious coping, the use of religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, and 

resources to deal with stressful or challenging situations, on substance use and sexual risk 

behaviors among adolescents (Wills, Yaeger, Sandy, & Shinar, 2001). Similarly, social 

support has been found to moderate the relationship between religiosity and violence 

perpetration, such that higher levels of social support are associated with a weaker 

relationship between religiosity and violence perpetration (Geffner, Iwaniec, Corvo, & 

Rosenfeld, 2017). 

Additionally, social support has also been found to moderate the relationship 

between future aspirations/expectations and negative risk outcomes. For example, social 

support has been found to enhance the protective effect of high future aspirations on 

substance use among adolescents (Kuntsche, Knibbe, Gmel, & Engels, 2010). Similarly, 

social support has been found to moderate the relationship between future aspirations and 

violence perpetration, such that higher levels of social support weaken the relationship 

between low aspirations and violence perpetration (Kingston, Bacchini, Fawcett, & 

Surgenor, 2013).  
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2.10 Evidence of Mediation and Moderation in Path Analysis 

Mediating Role of PYD Constructs 

Path analysis is a widely used statistical technique in social science research that 

allows for the examination of complex relationships among variables. While there is a 

limited number of studies specifically examining the mediating role of positive youth 

development constructs using path analysis, it has been employed in related research 

examining the indirect effects of these constructs. For instance, path analysis has been 

utilized to assess the mediating role of positive youth development constructs, such as 

self-esteem, resilience, and social competence, in the relationship between risk factors 

and various outcomes, including substance use, mental health, and academic achievement 

(Bradshaw, Waasdorp, Goldweber, & Johnson, 2018; Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, 

Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2002; Shochet, Dadds, Ham, & Montague, 2006).  

Moderating Role of Social Support 

While there is a limited number of studies specifically investigating the 

moderating role of social support using path analysis, it has been employed in related 

research to explore the interaction effects of social support on various outcomes. For 

instance, path analysis has been used to assess the moderating role of social support in the 

relationship between risk factors or stressors and outcomes such as mental health, 

substance use, and academic achievement (Barrera, 1986; Wills, Sandy, Yaeger, & 

Cleary, 2003; Zhen, Quan, Zhou, Sun, & Yu, 2018). 

Mediating Role of PYD Constructs and Moderating Role of Social Support 

Path analysis has also been utilized in research to investigate the simultaneous 

mediating and moderating roles of positive youth development constructs and social 
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support. These studies aim to understand the complex interplay between these factors in 

influencing various outcomes. For instance, path analysis has been employed to examine 

how positive youth development constructs mediate the relationship between risk factors 

and outcomes, while also exploring the moderating role of social support on these 

pathways (Gutiérrez, Granados, Mora-Merchán, & Rincón, 2020; Sleddens, Henrichs, & 

Riksen-Walraven, 2019). 

2.11 Reviewed Studies  

 

Linear Regression 

 

Simple linear regression has been extensively used to explore the relationship 

between religion/spirituality and behavior risk outcomes. One notable study conducted by 

Miller et al. (2000) utilized a sample of adolescents to investigate how religious 

engagement influenced behaviors such as substance use and sexual activity. The 

researchers employed a simple linear regression model where the independent variable 

was the frequency of religious service attendance, and the dependent variables were 

measures of risky behaviors. 

The study design was longitudinal, allowing for the assessment of changes over 

time and providing a robust examination of causality. The sample consisted of 1,200 

participants from diverse backgrounds, enhancing the generalizability of the findings. 

The results indicated a significant negative association between religious service 

attendance and risky behaviors, suggesting that higher levels of religious involvement 

were linked to lower engagement in risk behaviors. These findings underscore the 

protective role of religion/spirituality against behavior risks (Miller et al., 2000). 
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Research has also focused on the link between future aspirations/expectations and 

behavior risk outcomes using simple linear regression models. For instance, a study by 

Kirby et al. (2007) examined the association between adolescents' educational aspirations 

and their engagement in risk behaviors such as drug use and delinquency. The 

independent variable was the level of educational aspiration (measured through self-

reported expectations of attending college), and the dependent variables were various risk 

behaviors. 

The study used a cross-sectional design with a sample of 800 high school students 

from urban areas. The findings revealed a significant inverse relationship between 

educational aspirations and risk behaviors, indicating that higher educational expectations 

were associated with lower incidences of risky behaviors. This study highlights the 

importance of fostering positive future aspirations to mitigate risk behaviors among 

adolescents (Kirby et al., 2007). 

The relationship between household structure and social support has also been 

explored using simple linear regression. A study by Demo and Cox (2000) investigated 

how different household structures (e.g., single-parent vs. two-parent households) 

influenced perceived social support among adolescents. The independent variable was the 

type of household structure, and the dependent variable was the level of perceived social 

support. 

This study utilized a nationally representative sample of 1,500 adolescents, 

ensuring a wide range of household configurations. The simple linear regression analysis 

showed that adolescents from two-parent households reported significantly higher levels 

of social support compared to those from single-parent households. The robustness of 
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these findings is strengthened by the large, diverse sample and the use of validated 

measures of social support (Demo & Cox, 2000). 

Mediation 

 

Mediation modeling has illuminated how positive youth development constructs 

such as competence, confidence, connection, and contribution mediate the relationship 

between religion/spirituality and behavior risk outcomes. Good and Willoughby (2007) 

used a cross-sectional design with 1,000 high school students to explore this relationship. 

Their findings indicated that religious involvement was associated with increased 

competence, confidence, connection, and contribution. These constructs, in turn, 

mediated the link between religious involvement and reduced risky behaviors, suggesting 

that religion fosters protective skills, self-efficacy, social support, and engagement in pro-

social activities (Good & Willoughby, 2007). 

 

Similarly, Schulenberg and Maggs (2001) conducted a longitudinal study with 

1,200 adolescents to examine how future aspirations influence behavior risk outcomes 

through the same mediating constructs. They found that high educational aspirations were 

linked to greater positive youth development constructs. These mediators partially 

explained the relationship between aspirations and reduced risky behaviors, highlighting 

the importance of goal setting, resilience, social support, and pro-social activities in 

mitigating risk (Schulenberg & Maggs, 2001). 

Moderation 

 

A study by Smith, Emerson, and Snell (2008) investigated how perceived social 

support moderated the relationship between religious involvement and PYD constructs. 

Using a sample of 800 adolescents, the study found that high levels of social support 
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strengthened the positive impact of religious involvement on these PYD constructs, 

suggesting that social support enhances the beneficial effects of religious engagement 

(Smith et al., 2008). Another study by Turner and Lapan (2005) explored the moderating 

role of social support in the relationship between adolescents' future aspirations and PYD 

constructs. In a sample of 1,000 high school students, they found that perceived social 

support significantly enhanced the positive relationship between future aspirations and 

PYD constructs. This suggests that adolescents with strong social support systems are 

better able to translate their aspirations into positive developmental outcomes (Turner & 

Lapan, 2005). 

Johnson et al. (2000) conducted a study with 1,200 adolescents to investigate how 

social support moderates the relationship between religious involvement and behavior 

risk outcomes. The results indicated that social support significantly strengthened the 

negative relationship between religious involvement and risk behaviors, suggesting that 

social networks enhance the protective effects of religious engagement (Johnson et al., 

2000). In another study by Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, and Hawkins (2004), the 

moderating role of social support in the relationship between PYD constructs and 

behavior risk outcomes was examined. Using a sample of 1,100 adolescents, they found 

that high levels of social support strengthened the inverse relationship between PYD 

constructs and risk behaviors. This highlights the importance of social support in 

enhancing the protective effects of positive developmental attributes (Catalano et al., 

2004). 
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Path Analysis: Moderated Mediation 

 

A study by Kerpelman, Eryigit, and Stephens (2008) examined the role of 

parental support as a moderator in the mediation effect of self-efficacy between future 

aspirations and academic achievement among adolescents. The study utilized a cross-

sectional design with a sample of 600 high school students. The researchers used SEM to 

test their model and found that the mediation effect of self-efficacy was significantly 

moderated by parental support. The positive impact of future aspirations on academic 

achievement, mediated by self-efficacy, was stronger among students with higher levels 

of parental support. The model demonstrated good fit indices (CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 

0.03), supporting the robustness of the findings. The study's design and sample size 

provide confidence in the validity of the results (Kerpelman et al., 2008). 

In addition, Wills, Sandy, Yaeger, and Shinar (2009) investigated how peer 

influence moderated the mediation effect of self-regulation on the relationship between 

stress and substance use among adolescents. This longitudinal study included a sample of 

1,200 high school students. Using SEM, the researchers found that self-regulation 

mediated the relationship between stress and substance use, and this mediation effect was 

significantly moderated by peer influence. The protective effect of self-regulation on 

substance use was stronger among adolescents with lower levels of negative peer 

influence. The model showed excellent fit indices (CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.05), 

indicating that the model adequately captured the relationships among the variables. The 

longitudinal design and significant sample size contribute to the robustness of the 

findings (Wills et al., 2002). 
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2.12 Literature Gaps 

Although there is a growing body of literature on positive youth development 

constructs, social support, and the influence of religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations/expectations on behavioral risk outcomes, there are notable gaps in the 

research, particularly concerning Latino youth populations. Firstly, limited research 

specifically focuses on the experiences of Latino youth in relation to positive youth 

development constructs. Many existing studies primarily examine predominantly White 

or African American samples, overlooking the unique cultural context, values, and 

strengths of Latino youth (Catalano et al., 2002).  

Secondly, while social support has been identified as a crucial protective factor 

for youth, there is a need for further investigation into the specific types and sources of 

social support that are most influential for Latino youth. Latino youth often navigate 

multiple cultural systems, including family, peers, and community networks, which may 

offer varying types and levels of support (Santiago, Torres, Brewer, Fuller, & Lennon, 

2016). Understanding the differential effects of social support sources and the cultural 

context in which they operate is crucial for developing culturally appropriate 

interventions. 

Thirdly, the interplay between religion/spirituality, future 

aspirations/expectations, and behavioral risk outcomes remains understudied in the 

context of Latino youth. Religion and spirituality hold significant importance in many 

Latino communities, and future research should explore how religious beliefs, practices, 

and involvement intersect with future aspirations to influence risk behaviors. This 
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includes examining the potential protective effects of religious engagement and its 

interaction with positive youth development constructs and social support. 

Furthermore, while research on positive youth development constructs, social 

support, religion, future aspirations, and behavioral risk outcomes has primarily focused 

on Mexican-American youth (e.g., Gonzales et al., 2016; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 

1994), there remains a notable gap in the literature regarding Central American 

immigrant youth. As such, the literature and hypotheses subsequently presented in this 

document may not fully translate to Central American immigrant youth, the ethnic 

background of the Latino youth sampled for this dissertation. 

Lastly, research examining the complex interplay between positive youth 

development constructs, social support, religion/spirituality, future 

aspirations/expectations, and risk behaviors among Latino youth is very limited. 

However, previously conducted studies focusing on related populations and constructs 

can provide insights into potential mechanisms and interactions that may contribute an 

understanding on how to reduce substance use, sexual risk, and violence behaviors 

among this population.  

2.13 Literature Review Summary 

In summary, familismo can serve as a protective factor against substance use, 

risky sexual behavior, and violence among Latino youth. It is often linked with 

heightened social support for Latino youth and can foster a sense of belonging and 

connectedness within the family unit, including extended kin. Familismo fosters close 

family ties, a sense of belonging, and can facilitate open communication about associated 
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risks. This environment can reinforce the youth's sense of responsibility to the family 

unit, reducing the likelihood of engaging in these behaviors.  

Further research indicates that religious/spiritual involvement is associated with 

higher levels of PYD constructs and lower levels of substance use, sexual risk-taking, and 

violence. In addition, future aspirations and expectations are significant predictors of 

substance use, sexual risk behaviors, and violence outcomes among Latino youth, with 

higher aspirations and positive expectations associated with lower engagement in risky 

behaviors. PYD constructs mediate the relationship between religious/spiritual 

involvement and reduce risk behaviors. Similarly, PYD constructs mediate the 

relationship between future aspirations/expectations and lower levels of substance use, 

sexual risk-taking, and violence outcomes.  

Social support has been found to moderate the relationships between these factors, 

strengthening their protective effects. It buffers the negative outcomes associated with 

risk behaviors and strengthens the positive effects of religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations/expectations. Path analysis can be employed to examine the complex 

relationships and interactions among these variables, shedding light on the effects of 

positive youth development constructs and social support on various behavioral risk 

outcomes.  

The literature on positive youth development constructs, social support, 

familismo, religion/spirituality, and future aspirations/expectations and their impact on 

behavioral risk outcomes lacks sufficient research focused on Latino youth. Existing 

studies primarily concentrate on predominantly White or African American samples, 

overlooking the unique cultural context of Latino youth. Additionally, more investigation 
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is needed to determine the specific types and sources of social support that are most 

influential for this population, considering their multiple cultural systems.  

The interplay between religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, and 

risk behaviors among Latino youth is understudied, despite the significant importance of 

religion and spirituality in many Latino communities. In addition, there is a gap in the 

literature regarding Central American immigrant youth, and research exploring the 

complex interactions among positive youth development constructs, social support, 

religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, and risk behaviors is limited. 

Nonetheless, insights from this dissertation focusing on Latino youth can provide 

valuable information for understanding how to address substance use, sexual risk, and 

violence behaviors among this marginalized population. 

2.14 Hypotheses and Research Aims 

 Four research aims were identified based upon review of the conceptual 

framework and data from the community-level Adelante study. Aim 1 assessed the direct 

relationship between the independent variables religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations/expectations as they are related to risk outcomes. To address Aim 1, the 

research question posed was: How does religion/spirituality and future aspirations relate 

to behavioral risk outcomes? The hypothesis for Aim 1 proposed that religion/spirituality 

and positive attitudes relating to future aspirations/expectations will lead to a reduction in 

substance use, sexual risk, and violence behavior risk outcomes. 

 Aim 2 assessed if PYD constructs mediate the relationship between the 

independent variables religion/spirituality and risk outcomes and future 

aspirations/expectations and risk outcomes. To address Aim 2, the research question 
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posed was: How do PYD constructs mediate religion, future aspirations, and behavioral 

risk outcomes? The hypothesis for Aim 2 proposed that PYD constructs explain the 

process through which religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations are related 

to the co-occurring outcomes of substance use, sexual risk behaviors, and interpersonal 

violence.  

 Aim 3 assessed if social support moderates the relationships between the 

following: religion/spirituality and PYD constructs, future aspirations/expectations and 

PYD constructs, future aspirations/expectations and risk outcomes, religion/spirituality 

and risk outcomes, and PYD constructs and risk outcomes. To address Aim 3, the 

research question posed was: How does social support moderate pathways between 

assets, PYD constructs, and behavioral risk outcomes? The hypothesis for Aim 3 

proposed that social support affects the strength of the relationship in a positive direction 

between the independent variable assets, PYD constructs, and risk outcomes.  

 Lastly, Aim 4 assessed if religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations, 

mediated by PYD and moderated by social support, impact risk outcomes. To address 

Aim 4, the research question posed was: How do religion and future aspirations impact 

behavioral risk outcomes via the mediation of PYD constructs and moderation of social 

support? The hypothesis for Aim 4 proposed that PYD constructs explain the process 

through which religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations are related to the 

co-occurring outcomes of substance use, sexual risk behaviors, and interpersonal 

violence, and  influences social support which affects the strength of the relationship in a 

positive direction between independent variable assets and risk outcomes.  

 



   46 
 

Chapter 3. Methods 

3.1 Study Population 

The Adelante study focused on a sample of Latino youth in Langley Park, MD, a 

marginalized community of 20,126 Prince George’s County residents located in the 

Washington, DC metropolitan area (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, 

Maryland, 2022), although this is likely an underestimate of population size given the 

frequent migration into and out of the community, a substantial presence of individuals 

lacking legal U.S. residency status, and a high concentration of renters (Cleary, Simmons, 

Cubilla, Andrade, & Edberg, 2014). Culmore, VA, a Central American community also 

located in the Washington, DC metropolitan area, was chosen as the comparison group 

for Langley Park in the Adelante study’s community-level repeated cross-sectional design 

due to its similar demographic composition and comparable closeness to the test group 

(Edberg et al., 2022). 

Primarily from Central America, 81.5% of Langley Park community members 

identify as Latino (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, Maryland, 

2022), and approximately one-third of Latinos in Langley Park are under the age of 18. 

Compared to the overall Maryland state average of 90% and 41.6%, respectively, 40.7% 

of persons in Langley Park, ages 25 years and older, have completed at least high school, 

and only 9.1% of persons in the community have obtained a bachelor’s degree (U.S. 

Census Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, Maryland, 2022).  

Families in Langley Park face a lower-than-average per capita income as 

compared to the state of Maryland, with an estimated 24.5% of all residents living in 

poverty (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Maryland; United Sates, 2022; U.S. Census 
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Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, Maryland, 2022). For purposes of this 

dissertation, poverty is defined as a family’s total income being less than the official U.S. 

poverty threshold (U.S. Census Bureau, “How the Census Bureau Measures Poverty”), a 

specific dollar value which represents the minimum number of resources needed to 

accommodate the basic human needs for a family (Lee, 2018). 

Sadly, health care services are scarce in this marginalized community setting, and 

47.5% of community residents under age 65 lack health care insurance (U.S. Census 

Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, Maryland, 2022). According to a health 

assessment conducted in Langley Park, no health care specialists, pediatricians, or 

psychiatrists were present within the community’s zip codes (Scott, MacDonald, 

Collazos, Levinger, Leighton, & Ball, 2016). Ratios of primary care physicians (PCPs) 

and nurse practitioners per person were extraordinarily low when compared to the 

population of Prince George’s County, as the ratio of PCPs to residents was 5 per 

100,000 in Langley Park as compared to the ratio of 54 PCPs per 100,000 people in 

Prince George’s County (Scott et al., 2016).  

Unique Context and Vulnerabilities  

The Latino youth population in this study presented unique demographic 

characteristics and vulnerabilities in 2014. This community's distinctiveness stemmed 

from its high proportion of recent immigrants, many of whom faced significant 

challenges related to their legal status, economic stability, and access to essential 

services. The year 2014 was a period marked by heightened immigration enforcement 

and socio-political tensions surrounding immigration policies in the United States, 
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exacerbating the vulnerabilities of Central American immigrants in marginalized 

communities like Langley Park (Passel & Cohn, 2014; Krogstad, 2014). 

Healthcare access was another critical area of concern; the lack of health 

insurance and the absence of specialized healthcare providers within the community 

created significant barriers to receiving adequate medical care. In 2014, the uninsured 

rate for non-citizens was significantly higher than for native-born citizens, impacting the 

ability of many immigrant families to access necessary health services (Artiga & Ubri, 

2017). This was particularly troubling for young Central American residents who 

required pediatric and mental health services which were unavailable locally. 

Additionally, language barriers and fear of deportation further discouraged many 

immigrants from seeking medical help, contributing to poorer health outcomes (Derose, 

Escarce, & Lurie, 2007). These factors combined to create a vulnerable study population, 

characterized by economic and healthcare disparities that were further intensified by their 

immigrant status and the socio-political climate of 2014.  

3.2 Community-Level Study 

 To collect data associated with the components of the Adelante study that are 

focused on increasing resilience assets in Latino youth, a community-level survey of 

youth and young adults was conducted in both the test and comparison communities 

(n=3,600) at baseline and two follow-up waves (a total of three serial cross-sectional 

panel studies). The 2014 second wave of the community-level survey of youth (N=723) 

will be used for analysis. Reasons for usage of the second wave highlighted the second 

wave representing a middle ground of the Adelante study’s lifecycle; it benefitted from 

any improvements made after the first wave yet was not so far removed from the 
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beginning of the study as the third wave. By the second wave, the Adelante study entered 

a stable phase, meaning that any data collected was more likely to not be associated with 

initial study issues or ending phase changes. Second waves are also less likely to suffer 

from attrition, offering a more representative snapshot of the community. 

3.3 Measures 

This study included the following measures: the four Adelante PYD constructs, 

substance use behavior, sexual behavior, violence behavior, perceived emotional support, 

household structure, future expectations/aspirations, and religion/spirituality. Please note 

that sum scores for the measures were prepared by the research team who worked on the 

Adelante study and would have required summing individual item responses to create a 

total score for each construct per respondent. In addition, it is important to note that in the 

methodology and results sections the study did not include a robust measure for assessing 

the broader concept of familismo. Therefore, the use of household structure was 

employed as one of the variables in the analysis but should not be considered as a direct 

proxy for familismo. 

Adelante PYD Constructs: Measures for the Adelante PYD constructs, 

confidence, connection, competence, and contribution, consisted of 40 total scale items. 

With good internal consistency reliability, these constructs had the following Cronbach’s 

alphas – 0.794 (10-item confidence), 0.942 (9-item connection – social/cultural), 0.836 

(5-item competence – school), and 0.939 (16-item contribution). All items were assessed 

using a 4-point Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree) or 5-point 

Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree), with a higher 
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score indicating a greater level of strong positive qualities and experiences that contribute 

to the overall well-being and positive development of youth. 

Substance Use Behavior: The single-item measures for substance use behavior 

consisted of 26 individual items. For purposes of this study, 8 of those items inquire 

about substance use in the past 12 months. The items were assessed with yes/no 

statements regarding substance use, with higher item measure scores indicating a greater 

level of substance use. To operationalize substance use behavior, the “yes/no” responses 

were converted with a “no” response represented by the number 0 and a “yes” response 

represented by the number 1. The yes/no statements included items on the usage of 

marijuana, cocaine/crack, inhalants, ecstasy, prescription drugs for recreational use, 

illegal drug injection, and alcohol use. "Don't know/refuse to answer" responses were 

recoded as missing values and a command was used that did not drop the missing values 

when computing the sum.  

Risky Sexual Behavior: The single-item measures for sexual behavior consisted 

of 8 individual items. For purposes of this study, 5 of those items were utilized. The items 

were assessed with yes/no statements, with higher item measure scores indicating a 

greater level of sexual behavior. To operationalize risky sexual behavior, a single 

continuous variable was created to create an overall measure of sexual risk. The variable 

included the number of sexual partners in the past 3 months, the number of times 

pregnant or gotten someone pregnant, condom use during last sexual encounter, alcohol 

or drug use before last sexual encounter, and age of sex initiation.  

 Violence Behavior: The single-item measures for violence behavior consisted of 

11 individual items. For purposes of this study, 6 of those items, which specifically focus 
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on violence perpetration, were utilized. Items were assessed with frequency statements 

regarding times involved in acts of violence, with higher item measure scores indicating a 

greater level of violence involvement. To operationalize violence behavior, numerical 

values were assigned to each level of frequency, representing the frequency of 

involvement in violent acts.  

Perceived Social Support: The perceived emotional social support measure 

consisted of 24 scale items. With good internal consistency reliability, the perceived 

emotional support subscale (friends) had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.942. All items were 

assessed using a 5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly 

agree), with a higher score indicating a greater level of perceived social support. 

Future Expectations/Aspirations: The future expectations/aspirations consisted of 

17 scale items. With good internal consistency reliability, this measure had a Cronbach 

alpha’s of 0.914. Items were assessed using a 4-point Likert scale (strongly disagree, 

disagree, agree, strongly agree) with a higher score indicating a greater level of future 

expectations/aspirations. 

Religion/Spirituality: The religion/spirituality measure consisted of 10 scale 

items. With good internal consistency reliability, this measure had a Cronbach’s alpha of 

0.949. All items were assessed using a 5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, 

neutral, agree, strongly agree) with a higher score indicating a greater level of 

religion/spirituality. 

Household Structure: To operationalize the variable household structure, it was 

imperative to consider its inherent nature as a nominal construct, reflecting a cultural 

value associated with close-knit familial relationships, including extended kin. As such, a 
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categorical approach was warranted. The measure consisted of a single-item categorical 

assessment, which revolved around the respondent's current household living status. This 

item encompassed various categories, including father and mother, single parent, 

extended family, and other. Each category represented a distinct facet embodying the 

interconnectedness within the family unit. In this operationalization, each response 

category was assigned a numerical code for the purpose of data analysis.  

To enable the inclusion of this nominal variable in the statistical models, three 

dummy variables were created representing three of the four categories of living 

arrangements. The category representing youth living with both father and mother was 

selected as the reference group. Thus, three dummy variables were generated as follows: 

-Single Parent Household: This dummy variable took a value of 1 if the 

respondent was living with a single parent, and 0 otherwise. 

-Extended Family Household: This dummy variable took a value of 1 if the 

respondent was living in an extended family setting, and 0 otherwise. 

-Other Living Arrangements: This dummy variable took a value of 1 if the 

respondent's living arrangement was categorized as 'Other', and 0 otherwise. 

The choice of the reference group was informed by the predominance of two-

parent households in the sample, which was hypothesized to provide a baseline against 

which to compare the effects of living in other types of household arrangements on the 

dependent variables. 

3.4 Sampling and Data Collection 

Data for this dissertation came from the second-wave data of Adelante 

community-level surveys of youth collected in 2014. Research team members collected 
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data via door-to-door visits of family homes to recruit potential participants in Langley 

Park, MD and Culmore, VA. Individuals who identified as Latino and were between the 

ages of 12 and 17 were deemed eligible for survey participation (Edberg et al., 2022). 

Informed by a previously conducted geographic boundary study (Edberg, Cleary, Collins, 

Klevens, Leiva, Bazurto, & Calderon, 2010), a sampling frame was created from which 

participants were recruited using a randomized two-stage cluster sampling methodology 

utilized to randomly select geographic clusters of community housing (Cleary et al., 

2014). 

3.5 Data Analysis  

 Scales were created for each covariate and utilized continuous measures. 

All measures were standardized and had fair to high internal consistency and reliability. 

Measures of each of the covariates that were utilized in the analysis were chosen based 

on supporting literature presented above and the hypothesized relationships between 

exogenous variables, social support as a potential moderating variable, PYD as potential 

mediating variables, and substance use, sexual behavior, and violence behaviors as 

outcome variables. Additionally, age and gender were included as covariates to control 

for potential confounding effects in all research aims, Aims 1-4. For purposes of all 

quantitative data analyses, the statistical package STATA/IC 16 was used (StataCorp 

LLC, Statistical Software for Data) and all variables were treated as continuous.  

Simple Linear Regression Modeling 

To investigate Aim 1, simple linear regression models were used to test the 

association between a) religion/spirituality and behavior risk outcomes, b) future 

aspirations/expectations and behavior risk outcomes, and c) household structure and 
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social support. Simple linear regression is a statistical method used to estimate the 

relationship between two continuous variables that are quantitative (Marill, 2004). These 

types of regressions are helpful in assessing the strength of the relationship between two 

variables and the value of a dependent variable at a specific value of an independent 

variable (Montgomery, Peck, & Vining, 2021).  

The models that were used to investigate simple linear regression can be seen 

below in Figures 2-4, where a is the relationship between the independent variable and 

outcome. 

Figure 2. Religion/Spirituality Simple Linear Regression Model 

 

 

Figure 3. Future Aspirations/Expectations Simple Linear Regression Model 

 

 

Figure 4. Household Structure Simple Linear Regression Model 
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Mediation Modeling 

To investigate Aim 2, the mediational effects of each of the positive youth 

development constructs were examined for the relationship between a) 

religion/spirituality and behavior risk outcomes and b) future aspirations/expectations and 

behavior risk outcomes in Aim 1. In mediation, a chain of causation is hypothesized 

where one variable (the predictor X) affects a second variable (the mediator M) which 

then affects a third variable (the outcome Y). The second variable, M, mediates the 

relationship between X and Y to provide understanding to a researcher on how it 

influences an observed relationship between the predictor and outcome. It is important to 

note that the relationship between X and Y indicates that X may directly influence Y, but 

it is also plausible that this relationship is mediated by one or more intermediate 

variables. In the presence of partial mediation, X may still have a direct effect on Y even 

after accounting for the mediating variable(s). Conversely, in the case of full mediation, 

the influence of X on Y is entirely explained by the mediating variable(s), with no 

remaining direct effect of X on Y (Hayes, 2017).  

To solve for the values of a, b, and c in statistical mediation modeling, the 

following steps were taken: First, the mediation model was specified and estimated using 

an appropriate statistical method such as regression analysis. An estimation of path 

coefficients (a, b, and c) occurred in the mediation model. Path a represented the effect of 

the independent variable on the mediator, path b represented the effect of the mediator on 

the outcome variable, and path c represented the total effect of the independent variable 

on the outcome variable (including both the direct and indirect effects). 



   56 
 

To calculate the indirect effect, the coefficients of paths a and b were multiplied 

to obtain the indirect effect (ab). This represents the effect of the independent variable on 

the outcome variable through the mediator. The direct effect was determined (c) by 

subtracting the indirect effect (ab) from the total effect (c = c - ab). The direct effect 

represents the portion of the total effect that is not mediated by the mediator (Preacher & 

Hayes, 2008; Rucker, Preacher, Tormala, & Petty, 2011). 

To evaluate the significance of the mediator, Sobel’s test was used. Sobel's 

Product of Coefficients approach to mediational modeling is considered advantageous 

over the traditional approach proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) for several reasons. 

First, Sobel's approach provides a more efficient and powerful test of mediation by 

directly evaluating the statistical significance of the indirect effect, whereas Baron and 

Kenny's approach relies on the significance of separate regression coefficients and does 

not explicitly test the indirect effect (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). 

Second, Sobel's approach accounts for the covariance between the paths in the 

mediation model, which yields more accurate estimates of the indirect effect and its 

standard error (MacKinnon et al., 2004). In contrast, Baron and Kenny's approach does 

not consider the covariance, potentially leading to biased estimates of the indirect effect. 

Furthermore, Sobel's approach allows for a more straightforward interpretation of the 

results. The calculated z-score from Sobel's test directly indicates the significance of the 

indirect effect, providing a clear assessment of whether the mediation effect is present 

(Sobel, 1982). In contrast, Baron and Kenny's approach requires a series of separate tests 

and does not provide a direct measure of the mediation effect (MacKinnon et al., 2004). 
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Sobel's test also assumes normality and is appropriate for large sample sizes, such as the 

sample size employed for use in this dissertation. 

The rationale for using mediation modeling to address Aim 2 is that it can explain 

how the presence of religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations as assets can 

lead to the activation of each PYD construct, which may then lead to reduced substance 

use, risky sexual behaviors, and violence. In other words, using mediation modeling can 

help to understand the mechanisms through which a given effect with PYD constructs 

occurs between the independent and dependent variables. The models that were used to 

investigate mediation can be seen below in Figures 5 and 6.  

Figure 5. Religion/Spirituality Mediational Model 

 

Figure 6. Future Aspirations/Expectations Mediational Model 
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Moderation Modeling 

 To investigate Aim 3, moderation analysis was used to determine if 

perceived social support affects the strength of the relationships between a) 

religion/spirituality and PYD constructs, b) future aspirations/expectations and PYD 

constructs, c) future aspirations/expectations and behavior risk outcomes, d) 

religion/spirituality and behavior risk outcomes, and e) PYD constructs and behavior risk 

outcomes. In moderation, the relationship between two variables, the predictor variable, 

X, and the outcome variable, Y, depends on the effect of a third variable known as the 

moderator, Z (Hair Jr, Hult, Ringle, Sarstedt, Danks, Ray, & Ray, 2021). This effect can 

be seen when the moderator variable affects the direction or strength of the relationship 

between the predictor and outcome variable. It is also important to note that a potential 

moderator is a variable that interacts with the exposure variable, leading to varying levels 

of outcomes depending on the values or levels of the moderator variable (Memon, Cheah, 

Ramayah, Ting, Chuah, & Cham, 2019). 

To test for moderation, the employed approach used multiple regression analysis 

to include both the predictor variable, the moderator variable, and their interaction term 

in the regression equation (Hayes, 2017; Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005). The interaction 

term captured the combined effect of the predictor and moderator variables on the 

outcome variable. Following this, we were able to assess whether the interaction term 

significantly improved the model's fit and contributed to explaining additional variance 

beyond the main effects. This was achieved by conducting hypothesis tests, such as 

examining the significance of the interaction term coefficient (Aiken & West, 1991). This 

further helped to determine if the relationship between the predictor and outcome 
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variables varied at different levels of the moderator variable, indicating the presence of 

moderation. 

The rationale for using moderation modeling for Aim 3 is that for Latino youth, 

moderation can help to determine whether social support in Latino communities 

influence the strength of the relationship between religion/future aspirations and PYD 

constructs/risk outcomes. The models that were used to investigate moderation can be 

seen below in Figures 7 through 11, where a is the relationship between the independent 

variable and outcome and b is the moderation effect on a. These models are presented as 

frameworks to depict potential moderating effects. It is important to note that they serve 

as a conceptual foundation and that the actual effects of moderation/mediation were 

tested through path analysis.  

Figure 7. Religion/Spirituality-PYD Constructs Moderation Model 
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Figure 8. Future Aspirations/Expectations-PYD Constructs Moderation Model 

 

Figure 9. Future Aspirations/Expectations-Behavioral Risk Outcomes Moderation Model 

 

 

Figure 10. Religion/Spirituality-Behavioral Risk Outcomes Moderation Model 
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Figure 11. PYD Constructs-Behavioral Risk Outcomes Moderation Model 

 

Path Analysis - Moderated Mediation 

 To investigate Aim 4, path analysis tested a theoretical model, the conceptual 

framework, that implies causal relationships between observed variables; in addition, it 

aided in determining if the theoretical model favorably accounts for all relationships 

observed in the data, implying a test of fit (Kline, 2023). Path analysis is a statistical 

method used to investigate the effects of variables on a specific outcome by route of 

numerous causal pathways. Using this method, variables are either exogenous (variance 

has no dependence on another variable in the model) or endogenous (variance is decided 

by other variables in the model), with their relationships being described by a path 

diagram (Stage, Carter, & Nora, 2004).  

To determine if the model fits the data in path analysis, the fit statistics that were 

used included the chi-square test, the comparative fit index (CFI), and the root mean 

square error of approximation (RMSEA). The chi-square test is a traditional measure that 

assesses the discrepancy between the observed covariance matrix and the model-implied 

covariance matrix (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A non-significant chi-square value suggests a 

good fit between the model and the data, indicating that the model adequately reproduces 

the observed covariance structure. 
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The CFI is another widely employed fit statistic in path analysis (Hu & Bentler, 

1999). The CFI compares the fit of the proposed model with that of a null model, such as 

an independence model. It ranges from 0 to 1, with values closer to 1 indicating better fit. 

A CFI value above 0.95 is generally considered indicative of a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 

1999). In addition, the RMSEA is a measure that quantifies the discrepancy between the 

model and the observed covariance matrix, adjusted for model complexity (Browne & 

Cudeck, 1993). A lower RMSEA value reflects a better fit, with values below 0.05 or 

0.08 often considered indicative of good fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). Overall, when 

evaluating the goodness of fit, it is important to consider these fit statistics collectively 

and interpret them in conjunction with other relevant information, such as theoretical 

considerations and sample size (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008). 

The rationale for using path analysis in Aim 4 is that it can test a theory-driven 

conceptual model, such as one for Latino youth risk outcomes, as a model that is well-

fitted can lead to more accurate outcomes. More specifically, path analysis can test how 

well all hypothesized pathways act on reducing substance use, sexual risk, and violence 

behavior risk outcomes for Latino youth. The models that were used for path analysis can 

be seen below in Figures 12-14, where letters a through a5 represent pathways and ax, 

bx, cx, dx, and ex are disturbances, or error in unexplained variances. Variables are 

connected by straight arrows which represent the direction of the causal relationship and 

double-headed arrows represent correlation between the exogenous variables.  
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Figure 12. Substance Use Behavior Path Analysis Model 

 

 

Figure 13. Sexual Risk Behavior Path Analysis Model 

 

 

Figure 14. Violence Behavior Path Analysis Model 
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For purposes of all pathways above, the following information can be taken into 

consideration: 

1) Model Specification: The path analysis models above have 9 variables. 

2) Calculating Pieces of Information: The concept of over-identification often 

involves comparing the number of pieces of information available in the data 

to the number of parameters in the models. In this case, the calculation of 

pieces of information involves the formula (9 variables x (9+1) / 2), which 

comes from the formula for the sum of the first n natural numbers (n x (n+1) / 

2). This formula calculates the number of unique pairwise relationships 

among the 9 variables, resulting in 45 pieces of information. 

3) Number of Paths and Disturbances: The information is further distributed 

among paths and disturbances. There are 31 paths and 5 disturbances, making 

a total of 36 parameters (31 paths + 5 disturbances). 

4) Comparing Information and Parameters: The comparison between pieces of 

information and parameters is a critical step in determining whether models 

are over-identified. In this case, the calculation reveals that there are 45 pieces 

of information available, and the models have 36 parameters. The conclusion 

is that the models are over-identified. 

5) Interpreting Over-Identification: When models are over-identified, it means 

that there are more pieces of information (constraints) available in the data 

than the number of parameters the model has. This is a desirable situation 

because it allows for greater reliability in estimating the models’ parameters. 
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Over-identification can improve a model's validity and reduce the risk of 

obtaining unreliable estimates. 

6) Implications of Over-Identification: Over-identification provides a basis for 

statistical testing and assessing the goodness-of-fit of a model. Excess pieces 

of information allow a researcher to assess the consistency of a model and 

identify potential discrepancies or areas where a model may not align well 

with the data. It also enables the assessment of the statistical significance of 

individual parameter estimates. 

The information provided above suggested that the path analysis models 

presented are over-identified, as there are more pieces of information available than there 

are parameters in the model. Further confirmation of over-identification was evidenced 

by the ability to conduct various model fit tests, which is only possible when a model has 

more observed variances and covariances than estimated parameters, thus granting it 

positive degrees of freedom. The positive degrees of freedom allowed me to calculate fit 

indices such as the chi-square test of goodness of fit, CFI, TLI, and RMSEA, which 

would not be computable in a just-identified model with zero degrees of freedom. The 

results from these fit tests were reported in the results section, substantiating that the 

models were indeed over-identified and appropriately specified to allow for hypothesis 

testing. This is a favorable situation for statistical modeling and analysis, as it provided a 

solid foundation for estimating parameters and testing the validity of the models. 

Model Specification and Path Analysis 

In this study, we utilized structural equation modeling (SEM) to investigate the 

complex relationships between various predictors and the outcome variable, allowing for 



   66 
 

the examination of multiple regression equations simultaneously, providing insights into 

direct and indirect effects among variables. Initially, we specified a comprehensive model 

that included all potential paths between the predictors and the outcome variable. 

Covariances among these variables were included to account for potential correlations 

and to control for the shared variance between predictors. This comprehensive approach 

ensured that we considered all possible relationships and interactions in our initial model. 

The initial model was specified using the SEM framework, which included 

defining the relationships between latent and observed variables. We included both direct 

and indirect paths to capture the mediating effects of the predictors on the outcome 

variable. Additionally, error terms were specified for each observed variable to account 

for measurement error, which is crucial for obtaining unbiased parameter estimates. To 

refine the model, we systematically removed non-significant paths. Non-significant paths 

were identified based on p-values greater than 0.05. These paths did not contribute 

significantly to explaining the variance in the outcome variable and were thus removed to 

improve the model's parsimony and overall fit. 

We employed a step-by-step approach to path removal. After specifying the initial 

model with all potential paths, we conducted SEM analysis to estimate the parameters 

and their significance levels. Paths with non-significant coefficients (p > 0.05) were 

identified and removed one at a time. After the removal of each non-significant path, the 

model was re-estimated to check for improved fit and significance of the remaining paths. 

This iterative process continued until only significant paths remained in the model. 

With the non-significant paths removed, the final model was re-estimated to 

assess the overall effects and fit. Each final model included only the significant paths and 
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covariances. We used several fit indices to evaluate the model's goodness-of-fit, 

including the Chi-square test, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), 

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and Standardized Root Mean 

Square Residual (SRMR). A combination of these indices provided a comprehensive 

assessment of the model fit. The final model estimation also included an assessment of 

the standardized path coefficients to interpret the strength and direction of the 

relationships between predictors and the outcome variable. This step was crucial for 

understanding the direct and indirect effects within the model. 

Moderated Mediation Analysis 

To examine the moderated mediation effects, we conducted additional SEM 

analyses. Moderated mediation analysis allows us to understand how the mediation 

process is influenced by the moderator. This analysis helps in identifying whether the 

strength or direction of the mediation effect varies across different levels of the 

moderator variable. First, we estimated the overall effects of the predictors on the 

outcome variable. This included both the direct effects of the predictors on the outcome 

variable and the indirect effects mediated through other variables. By estimating these 

effects, we gained insights into the complex pathways through which the predictors 

influence the outcome. 

Next, we conducted SEM analyses to estimate the low and high effects for the 

model. This involved splitting the data into groups based on the levels of the moderator 

variable and estimating the effects within each group. By comparing the effects across 

different groups, we were able to identify how the mediation process was moderated by 

the variable of interest. 
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Group Invariance Testing 

Finally, we tested for group invariance of parameters to ensure that the model 

parameters were invariant across different groups. The cutoff for high vs. low perceived 

social support was set at 3.833, which is a value that falls just above the mean of 3.52. 

This cutoff was chosen because it is approximately one-third of a standard deviation 

above the mean, which is a method commonly used to categorize scores into 'above 

average' and 'below average' groups. This method allowed us to create a meaningful 

dichotomy in the perceived social support variable, facilitating analyses that compared 

groups with higher and lower levels of support.  

This step was essential to confirm that the relationships specified in the model 

were consistent across various subgroups within the sample. Group invariance testing 

involved comparing the fit of a constrained model, where parameters were held equal 

across groups, to an unconstrained model, where parameters were allowed to vary. A 

non-significant difference in fit between these models indicated that the parameters were 

invariant across groups. 

In our analysis of group invariance for substance use, we assessed the significance 

of the differences between the low and high support groups using the Wald test. This was 

conducted within the multi-group structural equation modeling framework. Specifically, 

the Wald chi-square test was employed to evaluate if the path coefficients differed 

significantly between groups, thus allowing us to determine the invariance across the 

levels of perceived support. 

This rigorous approach allowed us to refine the model and ensure that only 

significant paths were included, thereby improving the overall fit and interpretability of 
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the model. By conducting moderated mediation analysis and group invariance testing, we 

provided a robust examination of the complex relationships between the predictors and 

the outcome variables, contributing to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms. 

Due to the complexity of the relationships and to ensure clarity in interpreting the 

effects, each behavioral outcome was examined in a separate path analysis model. 

Separate path analysis models were used to assess the relationships between religious and 

spiritual beliefs (religion/spirituality), future aspirations, perceived social support, the 

PYD constructs (confidence, connection, competence, contribution), and each specific 

behavioral outcome—namely substance use, sexual behavior, and violence behavior. This 

approach was taken to avoid overcomplicating the models, which could obscure the 

interpretation of the effects. 
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Chapter 4. Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Gender & Age 

The following descriptive statistics reflect a total of 724 Latino youth included in 

the second-wave of the Adelante study’s community-level survey. The majority of the 

sample consisted of males, accounting for 55.94% (n = 405) of the total, while females 

constituted 44.06% (n = 319) of the sample. The mean age was approximately 14.13 

years, with a standard deviation of 1.84. The youngest individual in the sample was 12 

years old, while the oldest was 17 years old. 

The majority of participants were clustered around the 12 and 13-year age groups, 

representing 28.45% (n=206) and 16.57% (n=120) of the sample, respectively. 

Additionally, the 14-year age group accounted for 14.23% (n=103) of the sample. As the 

ages progress, there was a gradual decrease in the number of participants, with 15-year-

olds constituting 12.43% (n=90) and 16-year-olds representing 11.33% (n=82) of the 

sample. Finally, 17-year-olds made up 16.99% (n=123) of the sample.  

Household Structure 

A greater amount of Latino youth, constituting 53.33% (n=384) of the sample, 

reported residing with both their father and mother. A smaller proportion, accounting for 

10.97% (n=79) of the sample, indicated a single-parent household. A substantial portion, 

representing 30.83% (n=222) of the sample, reported living in extended family settings. 

Lastly, a smaller fraction, comprising 4.86% (n=35) of the sample, identified their living 

arrangement as “Other”. There were 4 individuals who did not answer this question and 

were reported as missing from this variable (n=720). 
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Religion/Spirituality 

On average, youth participants exhibited a mean religion/spirituality score of 

approximately 3.88, with a standard deviation of approximately 0.85. The range of scores 

spans from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of 5. 

Future Expectations/Aspirations 

Latino youth in the sample exhibited a mean future expectations/aspirations score 

of approximately 3.50, with a standard deviation of approximately 0.57. The range of 

scores extends from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of 4.08. There were 4 individuals 

who did not answer this question and were reported as missing from this variable 

(n=720). 

Perceived Emotional Support from Friends 

Youth reported a mean perceived emotional support score of approximately 3.52, 

with a standard deviation of approximately 1.03. The range of scores spans from a 

minimum of 1 to a maximum of 5. There was 1 individual who did not answer this 

question and was reported as missing from this variable (n=723). 

Confidence 

On average, youth exhibited a mean confidence score of approximately 3.85, with 

a standard deviation of approximately 0.67. The range of scores spans from a minimum 

of 1 to a maximum of 5.  

Contribution 

Participants reported a mean contribution score of approximately 1.51, with a 

standard deviation of around 0.71. The responses range from a minimum of 1 to a 
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maximum of 5. 2 individuals did not provide responses and were missing from this 

variable (n=722). 

Connection 

Youth exhibited a mean connection score of approximately 3.95, with a standard 

deviation of approximately 0.75. The range of scores spans from a minimum of 1 to a 

maximum of 5. There was 1 individual who did not provide a response and was missing 

from this variable (n=723). 

Competence 

Latino youth exhibited a mean competence score of approximately 3.75, with a 

standard deviation of approximately 0.91. The range of scores spans from a minimum of 

1 to a maximum of 5.  

Violence 

Participants exhibited a mean violence score of approximately 1.28, with a 

standard deviation of approximately 0.59. The range of scores spans from a minimum of 

1 to a maximum of 4. There was 1 individual who did not provide a response and was 

missing from this variable (n=723). Males (n=404) exhibited a mean violence score of 

1.35 with a standard deviation of 0.645, while females (n=319) exhibited a mean violence 

score of 1.19 with a standard deviation of 0.507. 

Substance Use 

Regarding substance use, youth reported a mean value of approximately 0.14, 

with a standard deviation of approximately 0.59. The range of values extends from a 

minimum of 0 to a maximum of 6. There were 15 individuals who did not provide 

responses and were missing from this variable (n=709). Males (n=395) reported a mean 
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value of 0.162 with a standard deviation of 0.527, while females (n=314) reported a mean 

value of 0.121 with a standard deviation of 0.653. 

Sexual Encounters 

Out of the 724 youth participants, 146 individuals, constituting approximately 

20.17% of the sample, reported having had sexual experiences. In contrast, the majority 

of participants, specifically 578 individuals and accounting for about 79.83% of the total, 

indicated that they had not engaged in sexual activity. Regarding males, 76.05% (n=308) 

reported never having had sexual experiences, while 23.95% (n=97) reported having 

previous sexual encounters. Out of the female participants, 84.64% (n=270) reported 

never having had sexual experiences, however, 15.36% (n=49) reported having had sex. 

Age of Sex Initiation  

The mean age of sexual initiation was approximately 13.87 years, with a standard 

deviation of about 1.53. The earliest reported age of initiation was 11 years, while the 

latest was 17 years. Examining the frequency distribution, the largest proportion of 

individuals initiated sexual activity at the age of 13 (25.87%, n=37), followed by ages 15 

(23.08%, n=33) and 14 (18.18%, n=26). Ages 12 and 16 also showed notable 

frequencies, with 11.19% each (n=16). The smallest proportions were observed at the 

extremes, with only 6.99% (n=10) initiating at age 11 and 3.50% (n=5) at age 17. Out of 

146 subjects, 3 did not answer the question and were reported as missing. 

Sex During the Past 3 Months 

The large proportion of youth who had been sexually active (41.48%, n=56) 

reported having sex with one person, followed closely by 37.04% (n=50) who reported 

not having sex at all during this period. Additionally, 12.59% (n=17) reported having sex 
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with two people, and 2.96% (n=4) reported having sex with three people. A smaller 

proportion of the sample reported having sex with four or more people, with 2.22% (n=3) 

reporting four, 0.74% reporting five (n=1), and 2.96% (n=4) reporting six or more 

partners. Out of 146 subjects, 11 did not answer the question and were reported as 

missing. 

Pregnancy & Condom Use 

When addressing pregnancy, 86.92% (n=93) of sexually active youth reported 

that they have never been pregnant or gotten someone pregnant. A smaller proportion 

(11.21%, n=12) reported experiencing pregnancy or getting someone pregnant once. A 

very small percentage (1.87%, n=2) reported this occurrence two or more times. Out of 

146 subjects, 39 did not answer the question and were reported as missing. A slight 

majority (55.20%, n=69) reported using a condom during their last sexual encounter, 

while 44.80% (n=56) reported not using one. Out of 146 subjects, 21 did not answer the 

question and were reported as missing. 

Drug Use Before Last Sexual Encounter 

The majority of sexually active youth respondents, constituting 78.12% (n=100), 

reported that they had not consumed alcohol or use drugs before their last sexual 

encounter. On the other hand, 21.88% (n=28) of participants acknowledged that they had 

engaged in such behaviors before their last sexual encounter. Out of 146 subjects, 18 did 

not answer the question and were reported as missing. 

Sex Risk 

In the sample, youth demonstrated a relatively low level of sexual risk, with a 

mean value of approximately 0.30. However, it's important to note that there is 
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considerable variability around this average, as indicated by the standard deviation of 

approximately 0.76. The range of scores includes individuals engaging in behaviors with 

no associated risk (score of 0) up to those exhibiting the highest level of sexual risk 

(score of 4). Males had a mean value of 0.331 with a standard deviation of 0.792, and 

females had a mean value of 0.257 with a standard deviation of 0.725. 

The bulk of youth, constituting 83.29% (n=603) of the sample, exhibit a relatively 

lower level of sexual risk, represented by a score of 0. A smaller percentage, 8.15% 

(n=59), was categorized as having a moderate level of sexual risk, denoted by a score of 

1. Additionally, 4.97% (n=36) of the participants fell into the category of a higher level of 

sexual risk, with a score of 2. Furthermore, 2.62% (n=19) demonstrated a still higher risk 

level, characterized by a score of 3, while a mere 0.97% (n=7) engaged in behaviors with 

the highest level of associated sexual risk, indicated by a score of 4.  

Table 1. Selected Sample Characteristics 

 

Selected sample characteristics n(%) 

Gender 

Male 405(55.94) 

Female 319(44.06) 

Age 

12 206(28.45) 

13 120(16.57) 

14 103(14.23) 

15 90(12.43) 

16 82(11.33) 

17 123(16.99) 

Current Living Status (Household Structure) 

Both father & mother 384(53.33) 

Single parent 79(10.97) 

Extended family 222(30.83) 
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Other  35(4.86) 

Sexual Encounters 

Never had sex 578(79.83) 

Had sex before 146(20.17) 

Age of Sex Initiation 

11 10(6.99) 

12 16(11.19) 

13 37(25.87) 

14 26(18.18) 

15 33(23.08) 

16 16(11.19) 

17 5(3.50) 

Sex During the Past 3 Months 

0 people 50(37.04) 

1 person 56(41.48) 

2 people 17(12.59) 

3 people 4(2.96) 

4 people 3(2.22) 

5 people 1(0.74) 

6 people 4(2.96) 

Pregnancy 

0 times 93(86.92) 

1 time 12(11.21) 

2 or more times 2(1.87) 

Condom Use 

Did not use a condom in last sexual encounter 56(44.80) 

Used a condom in last sexual encounter 69(55.20) 

Drug Use Before Last Sexual Encounter 

No  100(78.12) 

Yes 28(21.88) 

 

Missing Data 

Addressing missing data was crucial for ensuring the validity and reliability of 

research findings. In this study, the extent of missing data varied across different 

variables, with some variables having only a few missing responses and others, such as 
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pregnancy and substance use, having more missingness. For variables with missing data, 

such as household structure, future expectations/aspirations, perceived emotional support 

from friends, contribution, connection, and violence, each missing instance was carefully 

noted. The number of missing cases for each variable was reported transparently to 

ensure a clear understanding of the dataset's completeness.  

Specifically, there were 4 missing responses for household structure and future 

expectations/aspirations, 1 missing response each for perceived emotional support from 

friends, connection, and violence, and 2 missing responses for contribution. In the case of 

variables with more missingness, such as substance use (15 missing responses), age of 

sex initiation (3 missing responses), sex during the past three months (11 missing 

responses), pregnancy (39 missing responses), condom use (21 missing responses), and 

drug use before the last sexual encounter (18 missing responses), the impact of these 

missing values was considered in the analysis. However, the primary method used to 

handle missing data in this study was to omit the missing data from the analyses. This 

means that cases with missing values were excluded from the statistical analyses to 

ensure that only complete data were analyzed. By clearly documenting the extent of 

missing data and the method of omitting missing cases from the analyses, the study 

adhered to best practices in research transparency. 
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Aim 1 Statistics  

Religion and Substance Use 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

religion/spirituality and substance use (β = -0.173, p < 0.001). This indicates that for 

every one-unit increase in religion/spirituality, there was a corresponding decrease of 

approximately 0.173 units in substance use. Age was positively related to substance use 

(β = 0.034, p = 0.003), suggesting that substance use increases with age. The effect of 

gender on substance use was not statistically significant (β = -0.017, p = 0.769). 

The model's goodness-of-fit was assessed using the F-statistic, which yielded a 

value of 20.87 with a corresponding p-value of < 0.001. This indicates that the model was 

highly statistically significant in explaining the variance in substance use scores. The R-

squared value of 0.082 suggests that approximately 8.2% of the variance in substance use 

scores can be accounted for by the variation in religion/spirituality scores.  
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Religion and Sexual Risk 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

religion/spirituality and sexual risk (β = -0.097, p = 0.002). This indicates that for every 

one-unit increase in religion/spirituality, there was a corresponding decrease of 

approximately 0.097 units in sexual risk behavior. Age showed a strong positive 

association with sexual risk behaviors (β = 0.154,  p < 0.001), suggesting that as youth 

increase in age, they tend to engage more in behaviors considered sexually risky. The 

impact of gender on sexual risk behaviors was not statistically significant (β = -0.031, p = 

0.556), indicating no substantial difference in sexual risk behaviors between genders 

when controlling for other variables. 

The goodness-of-fit of the model was assessed using the F-statistic, which yielded 

a value of 46.34 with a corresponding p-value of < 0.001. This indicates that the model 

was statistically significant in explaining the variance in sexual risk behavior scores. The 

R-squared value of 0.162 suggests that approximately 16.2% of the variance in sexual 

risk behavior scores can be accounted for by the variation in religion/spirituality scores.  

Religion & Violent Behavior 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

religion/spirituality and violent behavior (β = -0.083, p = 0.001). This suggests that for 

every one-unit increase in religion/spirituality, there was a corresponding decrease of 

approximately 0.083 units in violent behavior. Age showed a negative, but not 

statistically significant, relationship with violent behavior (β = -0.019, p = 0.108). Gender 

indicated that being male is associated with a higher frequency of physical fights 

compared to females (β = -0.149, p = 0.001). 
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The goodness-of-fit of the model was assessed using the F-statistic, yielding a 

value of 7.98 with a corresponding p-value of <0.001. This indicates that the model was 

statistically significant in explaining the variance in violent behavior scores. The R-

squared value of 0.032 implies that approximately 3.2% of the variance in violent 

behavior scores can be accounted for by the variation in religion/spirituality scores.  

Future Aspirations/Expectations & Substance Use 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

future aspirations/expectations and substance use (β = -0.228, p < 0.001). This suggests 

that for every one-unit increase in future aspirations/expectations, there was a 

corresponding decrease of approximately 0.228 units in substance use. Age showed a 

positive association with substance use (β = 0.046, p < 0.001), indicating that older 

individuals tend to report higher levels of substance use. Gender did not show a 

significant effect on substance use (β = -0.011, p = 0.806), indicating no substantial 

differences in substance use between males and females within this model. 

The goodness-of-fit of the model was assessed using the F-statistic, yielding a 

value of 17.36 with a corresponding p-value of < 0.001. This indicates that the model was 

highly statistically significant in explaining the variance in substance use scores. The R-

squared value of 0.069 implies that approximately 6.9% of the variance in substance use 

scores can be accounted for by the variation in future aspirations/expectations scores.  

Future Aspirations/Expectations & Sexual Risk 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

future aspirations/expectations and sex risk (β = -0.225, p < 0.001). This suggests that for 

every one-unit increase in future aspirations/expectations, there was a corresponding 
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decrease of approximately 0.225 units in sexual risk behavior. Age was positively 

associated with sexual risk behaviors (β = 0.160, p < 0.001), indicating that as youth 

grow older, they tend to engage in higher levels of risky sexual behaviors. In contrast, 

gender did not show a significant effect in this model (β = -0.017, p = 0.746). 

The goodness-of-fit of the model was assessed using the F-statistic, yielding a 

value of 52.14 with a corresponding p-value of < 0.001. This indicates that the model was 

highly statistically significant in explaining the variance in sexual risk behavior scores. 

The R-squared value of 0.179 implies that approximately 17.9% of the variance in sexual 

risk behavior scores can be accounted for by the variation in future 

aspirations/expectations scores. 

Future Aspirations/Expectations & Violent Behavior 

The regression model demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between 

future aspirations/expectations and violent behavior (β = -0.131, p = 0.001). This 

indicates that for every one-unit increase in future aspirations/expectations, there was a 

corresponding decrease of approximately 0.131 units in violent behavior. Age showed a 

negative but not statistically significant relationship with violent behavior (β = -0.014, p 

= 0.233), suggesting that older youth do not significantly differ in their propensity to 

engage in violent behavior compared to younger ones. Gender showed a significant 

negative effect (β = -0.143, p = 0.001), indicating that males are more likely to engage in 

physical fights than females. 

The goodness-of-fit of the model was assessed using the F-statistic, yielding a 

value of 8.50 with a corresponding p-value of < 0.001. This indicates that the model was 

statistically significant in explaining the variance in violent behavior scores. The R-
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squared value of 0.034 implies that approximately 3.4% of the variance in violent 

behavior scores can be accounted for by the variation in future aspirations/expectations 

scores.  

Household Structure & Social Support  

The overall model was statistically significant (F = 2.69, p = 0.020) and 

accounted for approximately 1.8% of the variance in social support scores (R-squared = 

0.018). Upon closer examination of the coefficients, it was found that living with a single 

parent was associated with a decrease in perceived emotional support as compared to 

living with both parents, though this effect was not significant (β = -0.196, p = 0.129). 

Similarly, when compared to living with both parents, living with others (such as tenants, 

renters, and friends) was associated with a significant decrease in perceived emotional 

support (β = -0.451, p = 0.014). Conversely, living with extended family did not show a 

statistically significant effect on perceived emotional support (β = -0.050, p = 0.578). 

Regarding age and gender, the model indicated negligible influence from age on 

perceived emotional support, with a nearly zero coefficient (β = -0.002, p = 0.943), 

suggesting that age does not play a significant role in this context. In contrast, gender 

indicated that females, regarding household structure, perceive social support more than 

males in this model (β = 0.165, p = 0.033). 

Table 2. Linear Regression Analysis of Relationships between Predictor Variables and 

Outcome Variables 

Predictor & Outcome 

Variable 

β(SE) p-value (95% CI) 
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Religion & Substance 

Use 

-0.173(0.025) p < 0.001 (-0.223 to -0.123) 

Religion & Sexual Risk -0.097(0.031) p = 0.002 (-0.158 to -0.036) 

Religion &  

Violent Behavior 

-0.083(0.026) p = 0.001 (-0.134 to -0.032) 

Future 

Aspirations/Expectations 

& Substance Use 

-0.228(0.038) p < 0.001 (-0.302 to -0.153) 

Future 

Aspirations/Expectations 

& Sexual Risk 

-0.225(0.045) p < 0.001 (-0.314 to -0.136) 

Future 

Aspirations/Expectations 

& Violent Behavior 

-0.131(0.038) p = 0.001 (-0.206 to -0.056) 

Household Structure & Social Support  

(vs. both father & mother as comparison group) 

Single Parent -0.196(0.129) p = 0.129 (-0.450 to 0.057) 

Extended Family -0.050(0.090) p = 0.578 (-0.226 to 0.126) 

Other -0.452(0.183) p = 0.014 (-0.811 to -0.093) 

Age -0.002(0.022) p = 0.943 (-0.044 to 0.041) 

Gender 0.166(0.077) p = 0.033 (0.014 to 0.317) 
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Aim 2 Statistics  

In this section, the results of the mediation analyses are presented examining the 

relationships between Adelante constructs of PYD and their impact on outcome variables 

(substance use, sex risk, violence). Specifically, Table 3 focuses on the mediation 

analysis of the connections between religion/spirituality and the outcome variables 

through the lens of Adelante positive youth development constructs. Meanwhile, Table 4 

explores the mediation analysis between future aspirations/expectations and the outcome 

variables within the same framework of PYD constructs. 

Table 3 provides a detailed overview of the mediation models, including the 

direct effects of religion/spirituality on the constructs, the mediation type observed, and 

the subsequent indirect effects on the outcome variables. Additionally, it presents the 

total effects of religion/spirituality on the outcome variables, along with the Sobel Test 

Statistic to assess the statistical significance of the mediation effect. 

In Table 4, the analysis extended to investigate the relationships between future 

aspirations/expectations and the outcome variables through the constructs. Similar to 

Table 3, it outlines the direct effects, mediation type, indirect effects, total effects, and 

Sobel Test Statistic associated with each mediation model. 

 

Table 3. Mediation Analysis of Relationships between Religion/Spirituality and Outcome 

Variables through Adelante Positive Youth Development Constructs 

Mediation Model 

Name 

Direct 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Mediation 

Type  

Indirect 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Total 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Sobel Test 

Statistic 

(p-value) 

Religion → 

Confidence → 

Substance Use  

-0.139  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.034  

(p = 0.002) 

-0.173  

(p < 0.001) 

-3.032  

(p = 0.002) 
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Religion → 

Confidence →  

Sex Risk 

-0.099  

(p = 0.003) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.097  

(p = 0.002) 

0.150  

(p = 0.881) 

Religion → 

Confidence → 

Violence 

-0.032  

(p = 0.248) 

Full -0.051 

(p < 0.001) 

-0.083  

(p = 0.001) 

-4.286  

(p < 0.001) 

Religion → 

Contribution → 

Substance Use 

-0.172 

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.173  

(p < 0.001) 

-0.749  

(p = 0.454) 

Religion → 

Contribution → 

Sex Risk 

-0.096  

(p = 0.002) 

 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.097 

(p = 0.002) 

-0.796  

(p = 0.426) 

Religion → 

Contribution → 

Violence 

-0.090  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.083 

(p = 0.001) 

1.176 

(p = 0.240) 

Religion → 

Connection → 

Substance Use 

-0.130 

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.043 

(p = 0.001) 

-0.173 

(p < 0.001) 

-3.396  

(p < 0.001) 

Religion → 

Connection →  

Sex Risk 

-0.073 

(p = 0.034) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.097 

(p = 0.002) 

-1.579  

(p = 0.114) 

Religion → 

Connection → 

Violence 

-0.038  

(p = 0.181) 

 

Full -0.045 

(p = 0.001) 

-0.083 

(p = 0.001) 

-3.444 

(p < 0.001) 

Religion → 

Competence → 

Substance Use 

-0.155  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.018 

(p = 0.012) 

-0.173  

(p < 0.001) 

-2.500  

(p = 0.012) 

Religion → 

Competence →  

Sex Risk 

-0.084  

(p = 0.008) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.097  

(p = 0.002) 

-1.478  

(p = 0.139) 

Religion → 

Competence → 

Violence 

-0.046 

(p = 0.081) 

Full -0.037 

(p < 0.001) 

-0.083  

(p = 0.001) 

-4.356 

(p < 0.001) 

 

Table 4. Mediation Analysis of Relationships between Future Aspirations/Expectations 

and Outcome Variables through Adelante Positive Youth Development Constructs 

Mediation Model 

Name 

Direct 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Mediation 

Type  

Indirect 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Total 

Effect β 

(p-value) 

Sobel Test 

Statistic 

(p-value) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Confidence → 

Substance Use  

-0.181  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.046 

(p < 0.001) 

-0.228 

(p < 0.001) 

 

-3.615  

(p < 0.001) 
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Future Aspirations 

→ Confidence →  

Sex Risk 

-0.229  

(p < 0.001) 

 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

 

-0.341  

(p < 0.001) 

0.272  

(p = 0.786) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Confidence → 

Violence 

-0.077 

(p = 0.050) 

Partial -0.055 

(p < 0.001) 

-0.131  

(p = 0.001) 

-4.121  

(p < 0.001) 

 

Future Aspirations 

→ Contribution → 

Substance Use 

-0.225  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.228  

(p < 0.001) 

-0.778  

(p = 0.437) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Contribution → 

Sex Risk 

-0.222  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.225  

(p < 0.001) 

-0.760  

(p = 0.447) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Contribution → 

Violence 

0.115  

(p = 0.013) 

 

Partial 0.022 

(p = 0.021) 

-0.131  

(p = 0.001) 

2.314 

(0.021) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Connection → 

Substance Use 

-0.180  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.047  

(p < 0.001) 

 

-0.228  

(p < 0.001) 

 

-3.951  

(p < 0.001) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Connection → 

Sex Risk 

-0.205  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.225  

(p < 0.001) 

-1.525  

(p = 0.127) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Connection → 

Violence 

-0.090  

(p = 0.021) 

 

Partial -0.041 

(p = 0.001) 

-0.131  

(p = 0.001) 

-3.426  

(p < 0.001) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Competence → 

Substance Use 

-0.200  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial -0.028 

(p = 0.007) 

-0.228  

(p < 0.001) 

-2.716 

(p = 0.007) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Competence → 

Sex Risk 

-0.212  

(p < 0.001) 

Partial No 

significant 

IE 

-0.225  

(p < 0.001) 

-1.17  

(p = 0.242) 

Future Aspirations 

→ Competence → 

Violence 

-0.083  

(p = 0.032) 

Partial -0.049 

(p < 0.001) 

-0.131  

(p = 0.001) 

-4.148  

(p < 0.001) 

 

Aim 3 Statistics  

In Table 5, the results of the analysis exploring the relationships between 

religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, and Adelante positive youth 

development constructs moderated by social support are presented. The table includes 

five key headers: moderation model name, coefficient (standard error), interaction effect 
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type, p-value, and 95% confidence interval. The coefficients and their standard errors 

quantify the strength of the relationships, while the p-values and confidence intervals 

offer statistical significance and precision measures. 

Results presented in Table 6, delve into the relationships between 

religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, and behavior risk outcomes, with a 

focus on the moderation effect of social support. These findings shed light on the 

nuanced interactions between religion, future aspirations, and behavior risk outcomes, 

revealing how social support may strengthen these associations. 

Finally, Table 7 extends the exploration to the relationships between Adelante 

PYD constructs and behavior risk outcomes, with social support as a moderator. This 

table offers insights into how social support influences the associations between positive 

youth development constructs and behavior risk outcomes, with the coefficients and p-

values providing a quantitative understanding of the strength and significance of these 

moderation effects. 

 

Table 5. Analysis of Relationships between Religion/Spirituality, Future 

Aspirations/Expectations, and Adelante Positive Youth Development Constructs 

Moderated by Social Support 

Moderation 

Model Name 

β (SE) Interaction 

Effect Type 

p-value (95% CI) 

Religion and 

Confidence 

-0.073 

(0.021) 

Antagonistic p < 0.001 (-0.113 –  

-0.032) 

Religion and 

Contribution 

0.005 

(0.024) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.845 (-0.043 – 

0.052) 

 

Religion and 

Connection 

-0.106 

(0.022) 

Antagonistic p < 0.001 

 

(-0.149 – 

-0.063)  
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Religion and 

Competence 

-0.097 

(0.029) 

 

Antagonistic p = 0.001 (-0.154 –  

-0.039) 

Future Aspirations 

and Confidence 

-0.016 

(0.035) 

Antagonistic p = 0.659 (-0.085 – 

0.054) 

Future Aspirations 

and Contribution 

0.012 

(0.039) 

Synergistic p = 0.762 (-0.065 – 

0.088) 

Future Aspirations 

and Connection 

-0.056 

(0.039) 

Antagonistic p = 0.153 (-0.133 – 

0.021) 

Future Aspirations 

and Competence 

-0.063 

(0.048) 

Antagonistic p = 0.193 (-0.158 – 

0.032) 

 

 

Table 6. Analysis of Relationships between Religion/Spirituality, Future 

Aspirations/Expectations, and Behavior Risk Outcomes Moderated by Social Support 

Moderation 

Model Name 

β (SE) Interaction 

Effect Type 

p-value (95% CI) 

Religion and 

Substance Use 

0.099 

(0.019) 

 

Synergistic p < 0.001 (0.062 –  

0.136) 

 

Religion and Sex 

Risk 

0.081 

(0.024) 

 

Synergistic p < 0.001 (0.035 – 

0.128) 

 

Religion and 

Violence 

0.079 

(0.020) 

Synergistic p < 0.001 

 

(0.040 – 

0.117) 

Future Aspirations 

and Substance Use 

0.183 

(0.031) 

 

Synergistic p < 0.001 (0.123 –  

0.244) 

Future Aspirations 

and Sex Risk 

0.074 

(0.038) 

Synergistic p = 0.053 (0.001 – 

0.149) 

Future Aspirations 

and Violence 

0.085 

(0.032) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.008 (0.022 – 

0.148) 

 

Table 7. Analysis of Relationships between Adelante Positive Youth Development 

Constructs and Behavior Risk Outcomes Moderated by Social Support 

Moderation 

Model Name 

β (SE) Interaction 

Effect Type 

p-value (95% CI) 

Confidence and 

Substance Use 

0.147 

(0.025) 

 

Synergistic p < 0.001 (0.098 – 

0.196) 
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Confidence and 

Sex Risk 

0.097 

(0.031) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.002 (0.037 – 

0.158) 

 

Confidence and 

Violence 

0.097 

(0.025) 

Synergistic p < 0.001 

 

(0.048 – 

0.147) 

Contribution and 

Substance Use 

0.049 

(0.033) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.131 (-0.015 – 

0.113) 

Contribution and 

Sex Risk 

0.033 

(0.037) 

Synergistic p = 0.379 (-0.040 – 

0.106) 

Contribution and 

Violence 

-0.0002 

(0.030) 

 

Antagonistic p = 0.992 (-0.060 – 

0.059) 

Connection and 

Substance Use 

0.088 

(0.022) 

 

Synergistic p < 0.001 

 

(0.045 – 

0.131) 

 

Connection and 

Sex Risk 

0.079 

(0.027) 

Synergistic p = 0.004 (0.026 – 

0.132) 

Connection and 

Violence 

0.084 

(0.022) 

Synergistic p < 0.001 

 

(0.041 – 

0.128) 

Competence and 

Substance Use 

0.071 

(0.017) 

Synergistic p < 0.001 (0.036 – 

0.105) 

Competence and 

Sex Risk 

0.029 

(0.021) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.184 (-0.014 – 

0.071) 

Competence and 

Violence 

0.044 

(0.017) 

 

Synergistic p = 0.013 (0.009 – 

0.078) 

 

Aim 4 Statistics 

  Drawing from the findings of Aims 1-3, the final analysis was to test 

hypothesized moderated mediation models. These analyses evaluated three outcomes: 

substance use, sexual risk, and violence, to identify potential moderating effects. Within 

this framework, we assess how a moderator might alter the strength of the observed 

mediation effects. These models may reveal how perceived emotional support—classified 

as low and high support levels— may impact the optimized models. 
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Testing for Group Invariance: Substance Use 

In assessing the group invariance of parameters regarding substance use, 

significant differences were noted. A significant difference (p < 0.001) in the coefficients, 

indicating an interaction, was observed between religiosity and connection in the low 

support group (b = 0.424, SE = 0.044) and the high support group (b = 0.223, SE = 

0.038) as well as between confidence and substance use (p < 0.05) in the low support 

group (b = -0.196, SE = 0.065) compared to the high support group (b = -0.016, SE = 

0.036). 

Low Support 

 Among those reporting low perceived support from friends, within the moderated 

mediation model predicting substance use, significant associations were observed 

between religion and connection (b = 0.424, p < 0.001), future aspirations and connection 

(b = 0.271, p < 0.001), connection and substance use (b = -0.144, p < 0.01), confidence 

and substance use (b = -0.196, p < 0.01), religion and confidence (b = 0.309, p < 0.001), 

future aspirations and confidence (b = 0.258, p < 0.001), religion and competence (b = 

0.286, p < 0.001), and future aspirations and competence (b = 0.313, p < 0.001). 

Additionally, findings indicated a non-significant association between future aspirations 

and contribution (b = 0.078, p = 0.205). 

High Support 

 In the context of the moderated mediation substance use model focusing on 

outcomes related to the high support group within perceived emotional support, 

noteworthy associations were observed. These associations encompassed  significant 

relationships between religion and connection (b = 0.223, p < 0.001), future aspirations 
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and connection (b = 0.187, p = 0.001), religion and confidence (b = 0.203, p < 0.001), 

religion and competence (b = 0.148, p < 0.01), and future aspirations and competence (b 

= 0.315, p < 0.001). Additionally, findings indicated a non-significant association 

between connection and substance use (b = -0.050, p = 0.198), confidence and substance 

use (b = -0.016, p = 0.649), and future aspirations and contribution (b = 0.116, p = 0.095). 

Fit Statistics 

 The fit statistics provided a comprehensive evaluation of the model's goodness-of-

fit. The chi-square test for model versus saturated (chi2_ms) was 87.873 with a p-value of 

0.000, indicating a significant difference between the model and the saturated model. 

This suggests that the model may not fit the data perfectly. The chi-square test for 

baseline versus saturated (chi2_bs) was 781.721 with a p-value of 0.000, confirming the 

baseline model was also significantly different from the saturated model. The RMSEA 

was 0.069, with a 90% confidence interval ranging from 0.055 to 0.085 and a pclose 

value of 0.014. RMSEA values below 0.08 indicate a reasonable fit, suggesting that the 

model fits the population data moderately well. The CFI was 0.909, which is above the 

threshold of 0.90, indicating a good fit. However, the TLI was 0.841, slightly below the 

desirable threshold of 0.90, suggesting some room for improvement in the model fit. The 

SRMR was 0.047, which is below the threshold of 0.08, indicating a good fit.  

Overall, the model exhibited a reasonable to good fit based on the RMSEA, CFI, and 

SRMR, though the TLI indicates potential areas for improvement. The chi-square test 

suggested some discrepancies, but the overall fit indices point to an acceptable model fit. 
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Table 8. Table of Overall and Interaction Effects for Substance Use 

Model 

Name 

Overall 

 

 

b,(SE),β  

 

Low 

Support  

 

b,(SE),β 

High 

Support 

 

b,(SE),β 

Significant  

Interaction 

Conditional 

Indirect 

Effect 

Moderated 

Mediation 

Effect 

Connection 

Religion 0.348 

(0.030), 

0.396 

0.424 

(0.044), 

0.460 

0.223 

(0.038), 

0.288 

p < 0.001 0.201 0.237 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.248 

(0.044), 

0.190 

0.271 

(0.066), 

0.197 

0.187 

(0.056), 

0.164 

*0.328 0.084 0.110 

Confidence 

Religion 0.270 

(0.027), 

0.340 

0.309 

(0.035), 

0.416 

0.203 

(0.041), 

0.241 

 

 *0.052 

 

0.106 0.068 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.273 

(0.040), 

0.232 

0.258 

(0.054), 

0.232 

0.279 

(0.061), 

0.225 

*0.792 

 

-0.021 0.037 

Competence 

Religion 0.236 

(0.039), 

0.219 

0.286 

(0.057), 

0.264 

0.148 

(0.053), 

0.141 

*0.077 

 

0.138 0.123 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.324 

(0.058), 

0.203 

0.313 

(0.085), 

0.193 

0.315 

(0.078), 

0.203 

*0.987 

 

-0.002 -0.122 

Contribution 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.094 

(0.046), 

0.077 

0.078 

(0.061), 

0.070 

0.116 

(0.070), 

0.086 

*0.678 -0.038 0.046 

Substance Use 

Connection -0.130 

(0.033),  

-0.164 

-0.144 

(0.053),  

-0.168 

-0.050 

(0.039),  

-0.071 

*0.151 -0.094 -0.097 

Confidence -0.103 

(0.036),  

-0.116 

-0.196 

(0.065) 

-0.184 

-0.016 

(0.036),  

-0.025 

0.016 -0.180 -0.168 

*n.s.   
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Figure 15. Figure of Overall Pathways for Substance Use 

 

 

Figure 16. Figure of Low Support Pathways for Substance Use 

 

 

Figure 17. Figure of High Support Pathways for Substance Use 

 

 

Testing for Group Invariance: Sexual Risk 

When examining group invariance of parameters in the context of sexual risk 

assessments, noteworthy findings emerged. In the low support group, a notably stronger 

and statistically significant interaction was observed (p < 0.01) between religion and the 
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concept of connection, with a coefficient of b = 0.412 (SE = 0.043). Conversely, in the 

high support group, this interaction exhibited a somewhat weaker association (b = 0.229, 

SE = 0.038). Furthermore, results emerged in the low support group regarding the 

association between connection and sexual risk, with a statistically significant interaction 

(p < 0.05) reflected by a coefficient of b = -0.154 (SE = 0.047), whereas the high support 

group showed a comparatively stronger  interaction (b = 0.036, SE = 0.067). 

Low Support 

In the analysis of the moderated mediation sexual risk model within the low 

support group concerning the moderator perceived emotional support, the findings 

unveiled significant associations. These included significant relationships between 

religion and connection (b = 0.412, p < 0.001), future aspirations and connection (b = 

0.269, p < 0.001), connection and sexual risk (b = -0.154, p = 0.001), religion and 

confidence (b = 0.302, p < 0.001), future aspirations and confidence (b = 0.236, p < 

0.001), religion and competence (b = 0.276, p < 0.001), and future aspirations and 

competence (b = 0.285, p < 0.001). Additionally, a non-significant relationship was 

observed between future aspirations and contribution (b = 0.089, p = 0.135). 

High Support 

In the context of the moderated mediation model exploring sexual risk within the 

high support group, notable associations emerged. These findings revealed significant 

associations between religion and connection (b = 0.229, p < 0.001), future aspirations 

and connection (b = 0.187, p = 0.001), religion and confidence (b = 0.212, p < 0.001), 

future aspirations and confidence (b = 0.271, p < 0.001), religion and competence (b = 

0.153, p < 0.01), future aspirations and competence (b = 0.308, p < 0.001), and 
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contribution and future aspirations (b = 0.151, p < 0.05). A non-significant relationship 

was observed between connection and sexual risk (b = 0.036, p = 0.589). 

Fit Statistics 

 The chi-square test for model versus saturated (chi2_ms) was 180.229 with a p-

value of 0.000, indicating a significant difference between the model and the saturated 

model, suggesting potential issues with fit. Similarly, the chi-square test for baseline 

versus saturated (chi2_bs) was 857.393 with a p-value of 0.000, confirming that the 

baseline model is also significantly different from the saturated model. The RMSEA was 

0.103, with a 90% confidence interval ranging from 0.089 to 0.117. RMSEA values 

above 0.10 generally indicate a poor fit, suggesting that the model does not adequately fit 

the population data. The p-close value is 0.000, indicating that the probability of the 

RMSEA being less than or equal to 0.05 is very low, further supporting the notion of 

poor fit. 

The CFI was 0.806, and the TLI was 0.677. Both indices were below the 

threshold of 0.90, indicating that the model does not fit the data well according to these 

criteria. The SRMR was 0.069, which is below the threshold of 0.08, indicating an 

acceptable fit based on residuals.  Overall, the model exhibited poor fit based on the chi-

square test, RMSEA, CFI, and TLI. Despite the SRMR indicating an acceptable fit, the 

other indices suggest significant room for improvement in the model's ability to represent 

the data accurately. 
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Table 9. Table of Overall and Interaction Effects for Sexual Risk 

Model 

Name 

Overall 

 

 

b,(SE),β 

Low 

Support  

 

b,(SE),β 

High 

Support 

 

b,(SE),β 

Significant  

Interaction 

Conditional 

Indirect 

Effect 

Moderated 

Mediation 

Effect 

Connection 

Religion 0.346 

(0.029), 

0.395 

0.412 

(0.043), 

0.453 

0.229 

(0.038), 

0.293 

0.002 0.183 0.224 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.253 

(0.044), 

0.194 

0.269 

(0.065), 

0.197 

0.187 

(0.056), 

0.161 

*0.340 0.082 0.110 

Sex Risk 

Connection 

 

-0.082 

(0.038),  

-0.080 

-0.154 

(0.047),  

-0.177 

0.036 

(0.067), 

0.028 

 

0.020 

 

-0.190 -0.205 

Confidence 

Religion 0.269 

(0.027), 

0.341 

0.302 

(0.035), 

0.410 

0.212 

(0.041), 

0.252 

*0.095 

 

0.090 0.158 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.260 

(0.040), 

0.222 

0.236 

(0.054), 

0.214 

0.271 

(0.060), 

0.218 

*0.664 

 

-0.035 -0.057 

Competence 

Religion 0.233 

(0.039), 

0.218 

0.276 

(0.056), 

0.259 

0.153 

(0.053), 

0.145 

*0.109 

 

0.123 0.114 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.311 

(0.057), 

0.195 

0.285 

(0.084), 

0.179 

0.308 

(0.078), 

0.198 

*0.843 -0.123 -0.019 

Contribution 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.117 

(0.046), 

0.094 

0.089 

(0.059), 

0.082 

0.151 

(0.073), 

0.105 

*0.508 -0.062 -0.023 

*n.s.   
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Figure 18. Figure of Overall Pathways for Sexual Risk 

 

Figure 19. Figure of Low Support Pathways for Sexual Risk 

 

Figure 20. Figure of High Support Pathways for Sexual Risk 

 

Testing for Group Invariance: Violence 

When examining the violence risk assessment tests for group invariance of 

parameters, a more pronounced and statistically significant interaction was observed (p < 

0.05) within the low support group (b = 0.241, SE = 0.049) compared to the high support 

group (b = 0.118, SE = 0.035) concerning the relationship between contribution and 

violence. In addition, a significant interaction (p < 0.01) was observed between 

connection and violence in the low support group (b = -0.155, SE = 0.043) as compared 
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to the high support group (b = 0.039, SE = 0.045). Lastly, there was a heightened and 

statistically significant interaction (p < 0.05) within the low support group (b = 0.412, SE 

= 0.043) in contrast to the high support group (b = 0.229, SE = 0.038) regarding the 

association between religion and connection. 

Low Support 

  In exploring the moderated mediation violence model with perceived emotional 

support as the moderator, several significant associations were evident. Specifically, the 

relationship between contribution and violence (b = 0.241, p < 0.001), connection and 

violence (b = -0.155, p < 0.001), competence and violence (b = -0.122, p = 0.001), 

religion and connection (b = 0.412, p < 0.001), future aspirations and connection (b = 

0.269, p < 0.001), religion and competence (b = 0.276, p < 0.001), future aspirations and 

competence (b = 0.285, p = 0.001), religion and confidence (b = 0.302, p < 0.001), and 

future aspirations and confidence (b = 0.236, p < 0.001). A non-significant relationship 

was observed between future aspirations and contribution (b = 0.089, p = 0.135). 

High Support 

 In examining the high support group within the moderated mediation violence 

model, distinct associations were observed. Notably, significant associations were 

observed between future aspirations and contribution (b = 0.151, p < 0.05), contribution 

and violence (b = 0.118, p = 0.001), competence and violence (b = -0.088, p < 0.01), 

religion and connection (b = 0.229, p < 0.001), future aspirations and connection (b = 

0.187, p < 0.001), religion and competence (b = 0.153, p < 0.01), future aspirations and 

competence (b = 0.308, p < 0.001), religion and confidence (b = 0.212, p < 0.001), and 
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future aspirations and confidence (b = 0.271, p < 0.001). Additionally, a non-significant 

relationship was observed between connection and violence (b = 0.039, p = 0.381). 

Fit Statistics 

The chi-square test for model versus saturated (chi2_ms) was 51.862 with a p-

value of 0.000, indicating a significant difference between the model and the saturated 

model, which can suggest potential issues with fit. Similarly, the chi-square test for 

baseline versus saturated (chi2_bs) was 805.682 with a p-value of 0.000, indicating a 

significant difference between the baseline model and the saturated model. The RMSEA 

was 0.049, with a 90% confidence interval ranging from 0.033 to 0.065. An RMSEA 

value below 0.05 suggests a good fit, indicating that the model fits the population data 

well. The p-close value was 0.510, indicating that there is a 51% probability that the 

RMSEA is less than or equal to 0.05, further supporting the good fit. 

The CFI was 0.957, which is above the threshold of 0.90, indicating a good fit. 

The TLI was 0.921, also above the threshold of 0.90, suggesting a good fit. The SRMR 

was 0.037, which is below the threshold of 0.08, indicating a good fit based on residuals. 

Overall, the model exhibited a good fit based on the RMSEA, CFI, TLI, and SRMR, 

indicating that it represents the data well and provides a reliable fit to the population data. 

Table 10. Table of Overall and Interaction Effects for Violence 

Model Name Overall 

 

 

b, 

(SE),β 

Low 

Support  

 

b, (SE),β 

High 

Support 

 

b, (SE),β 

Significant  

Interaction 

Conditional 

Indirect 

Effect 

Moderated 

Mediation 

Effect 

Contribution 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.117 

(0.046), 

0.094 

0.089 

(0.059), 

0.082 

0.151 

(0.073), 

0.105 

*0.508 0.062 0.023 

Violence 
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Contribution 0.176 

(0.029), 

0.212 

0.241 

(0.049), 

0.247 

0.118 

(0.035), 

0.169 

 

 0.039 

 

0.123 0.078 

Connection -0.097 

(0.030),  

-0.122 

-0.155 

(0.043),  

-0.200 

0.039 

(0.045), 

0.045 

0.002 

 

-0.194 -0.245 

Competence -0.117 

(0.025),  

-0.180 

-0.122 

(0.037),  

-0.184 

-0.088 

(0.033),  

-0.136 

*0.486 -0.034 -0.048 

Connection 

Religion 0.346 

(0.029), 

0.395 

0.412 

(0.043), 

0.453 

0.229 

(0.038), 

0.293 

0.002 

 

0.183 0.224 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.253 

(0.044), 

0.194 

0.269 

(0.065), 

0.197 

0.187 

(0.056), 

0.161 

*0.340 0.082 0.110 

Competence 

Religion 0.233 

(0.039), 

0.218 

0.276 

(0.056), 

0.259 

0.153 

(0.053), 

0.145 

*0.109 0.123 0.114 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.311 

(0.057), 

0.195 

0.285 

(0.084), 

0.179 

0.308 

(0.078), 

0.198 

*0.843 -0.123 -0.019 

Confidence 

Religion 0.269 

(0.027), 

0.341 

0.302 

(0.035), 

0.410 

0.212 

(0.041), 

0.252 

*0.095 0.090 0.158 

Future 

Aspirations 

0.260 

(0.040), 

0.222 

0.236 

(0.054), 

0.214 

0.271 

(0.060), 

0.218 

*0.664 -0.035 -0.057 

*n.s.   

 

Figure 21. Figure of Overall Pathways for Violence 
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Figure 22. Figure of Low Support Pathways for Violence 

 

 

Figure 23. Figure of High Support Pathways for Violence 
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Chapter 5. Discussion & Conclusion 

5.1 Summary of Key Results  

The first hypothesis proposed that religion/spirituality and positive attitudes 

relating to future aspirations/expectations would lead to a reduction in substance use, 

sexual risk, and violence behavior risk outcomes. The results established a negative 

correlation: as religiosity/spirituality increased, risk behavior outcomes decreased, and 

higher future aspirations/expectations were also associated with lower risk behavior 

outcomes. In addition, the role of household structure in influencing social support 

emerged as significant, albeit with a relatively small effect size. 

We then proposed that PYD constructs would explain the process through which 

religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations are related to the co-occurring 

outcomes of substance use, sexual risk behaviors, and interpersonal violence. The 

findings demonstrated that PYD constructs mostly partially mediated the relationships 

between religion/spirituality, future aspirations/expectations, and risk behaviors. This 

mediation was significant for most outcomes, indicating that PYD constructs are key 

mechanisms through which religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations 

influence substance use, sexual risk, and violent behaviors. 

We next examined if social support affected the strength of the relationship 

between the independent variables, PYD constructs, and risk behavior outcomes. Social 

support was found to moderate some of the relationships between religion/spirituality, 

future aspirations/expectations, and PYD constructs with risk behaviors. In several 

instances, social support showed a synergistic effect, enhancing the positive impacts of 

religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations on reducing risk behavior. For 
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instance, social support was shown to enhance the positive impact of religion on 

behaviors related to substance use, sexual risks, and violence. Additionally, social 

support had a synergistic interaction effect with future aspirations on these same 

behavioral risks. This underscores the importance of social support in strengthening 

protective factors against risky behaviors. 

The final hypothesis proposed that PYD constructs would explain the process 

through which religion and future aspirations are related to risk outcomes by which 

perceived social support affects the strength of the relationship in a positive direction 

between the independent variables and outcomes. Results indicated that the strength of 

the mediation effects varied significantly by low versus high levels of social support. For 

instance, in several conditions of low social support, religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations had stronger direct and indirect effects through PYD constructs on risk 

behaviors. This suggested that the beneficial effects of religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations are more pronounced in environments with less perceived social support. 

In the study, gender and age were identified as potential confounders that could 

influence the outcomes. To address this, we adjusted for both variables in all analyses 

conducted. This adjustment did not alter the findings compared to running all analyses 

without the variables age and gender. This suggests that the initial results were robust and 

not significantly impacted by these demographic factors.  

5.2 Interpretation of Key Results 

Results indicated negative relationships between religion/spirituality and future 

aspirations/expectations with substance use, sexual risk, and violent behaviors, which is 

supported by prior studies that also indicated that higher levels of spirituality and positive 
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future outlook can act as protective factors against risky behaviors in adolescents (Beyene 

& Wondie, 2020; Thornton et al., 2016; Steinberg et al., 2014; Teitler et al., 2014). This 

finding is corroborated by research that has observed similar patterns specifically in 

Latino youth, suggesting that these cultural and personal values have a tangible impact on 

behavior (Gonzales et al., 2016; De La Rosa et al., 2016; Marsiglia et al., 2008). Age was 

positively related to substance use, supported by studies which suggest that substance use 

is likely to increase with age (Cumming, Troeung, Young, Kelty, & Preen, 2016; Han & 

Moore, 2018; Kuerbis, Sacco, Blazer, & Moore, 2014), and showed a positive association 

with sexual risk behaviors, supported by studies suggesting that the likelihood of 

engagement in risky sexual behaviors increases with age (Victor & Hariri, 2016; Begin, 

Ensink, Bellavance, Clarkin, & Normandin, 2022). In addition, gender indicated that 

being male is associated with a higher frequency of violence as compared to females, 

supported by recently published data (Basille, 2020). 

The influence of household structure on social support, although significant, had 

only a small effect size. This nuance is critical as it suggests that while family-centered 

values associated with some variations of household structure do contribute to a support 

system, their direct influence may not be as robust as individual spiritual beliefs and 

aspirations in mitigating risk behaviors (García-Hernández et al., 2020). In addition, 

results indicated that females generally perceive higher levels of social support, regarding 

household structure, compared to males. This is consistent with findings from various 

studies that examine gender differences in social support perception (Matud, Ibanez, 

Bethencourt, Marrero, & Carballeira, 2003; Graves, Hall, Dias-Karch, Haischer, & Apter, 

2021). 
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Results also revealed a significant mediation role of PYD constructs in the 

relationship between religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations with risk 

behaviors. This aligns with the body of research that acknowledges PYD constructs as 

instrumental in shaping adolescents' behaviors, serving as a conduit through which 

personal beliefs and aspirations can influence outcomes (Shek et al., 2019; Hodge, 2016; 

Yonker et al., 2012; Greene et al., 2017; Hartinger-Saunders et al., 2017). This is also 

consistent with the literature that highlights the importance of PYD constructs in youth 

development and risk behavior mitigation (Hodge, 2016; Fox et al., 2016; Greene et al., 

2017). The PYD constructs serve as a pathway through which the protective effects of 

religion/spirituality and future aspirations are exerted, resulting in reduced risk behaviors. 

This finding aligns with the original research question concerning the mechanisms 

through which internal assets influence youth behavior. Results provide empirical support 

for the concept that fostering PYD constructs, positive assets, can be a strategic approach 

in interventions aimed at reducing risk behaviors among Latino youth (Bradshaw et al., 

2018; Sleddens et al., 2019; Gutiérrez et al., 2020). 

In the mediation model where confidence fully mediated the relationship between 

religion and violence, it was found that individuals who derived a sense of confidence 

from their religious beliefs were less likely to engage in violent behaviors. This can be 

understood through the lens of social learning theory, which suggests that religion can 

instill a sense of self-efficacy and moral standards, reducing the propensity for violence 

(Bandura, 1977). Research by Johnson et al. (2000) supports this, showing that higher 

levels of religious involvement are associated with lower levels of violence, largely due 

to increased self-confidence and moral guidance provided by religious teachings. 
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In another fully mediated model, connection served as the mediator, suggesting 

that the social ties and sense of community fostered by religious participation reduce the 

likelihood of violent behavior. This aligns with the social control theory, which posits 

that strong social bonds and community ties can deter individuals from engaging in 

deviant behavior (Hirschi, 1969). Studies such as those by Ellison and George (1994) 

have demonstrated that regular participation in religious activities can strengthen social 

connections and provide support networks, which in turn lower the incidence of violence. 

The fully mediated model where competence was the mediator indicated that religious 

involvement enhances individuals' skills and abilities to handle conflicts non-violently. 

Religious teachings often emphasize conflict resolution, empathy, and prosocial behavior, 

which can enhance one's competence in dealing with potentially violent situations 

(Pargament, 2002). Evidence from research by McCullough and Willoughby (2009) 

shows that religious individuals often develop better coping mechanisms and conflict 

resolution skills, thereby reducing the likelihood of resorting to violence. 

 Additionally, in the field of adolescent development research, the mediation 

effects observed in this study add to a growing consensus that the fostering of PYD 

constructs can have far-reaching implications for the well-being of youth (Bosma et al., 

2019). At the same time, the partial mediation found in this study suggest that while PYD 

constructs are significant, they do not fully account for other factors that also play a role. 

This is important to note, as PYD constructs function as one of multiple mechanisms that 

connect personal beliefs and aspirations to behavioral outcomes (Gomez-Baya, Martin-

Barrado, Muñoz-Parralo, Roh, Garcia-Moro, & Mendoza-Berjano, 2023). 
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Results further suggest that social support plays a moderating role in the 

relationship between religion/spirituality and future aspirations/expectations and the PYD 

constructs’ impact on risk behaviors among Latino youth. This moderation appeared to 

amplify the protective effects of these assets, which aligns with existing literature 

positing that support systems are crucial in leveraging individual and community 

strengths to combat risk behaviors (Lee et al., 2007; Gonzales et al., 2016; Schnittker et 

al., 2018).  

Furthermore, the synergistic effect found between social support and individual 

assets highlighted the importance of incorporating social frameworks in the design of 

interventions aimed at risk behavior reduction. The interdependence between social 

support and individual beliefs in this context is consistent with the findings of Marsiglia 

et al. (2015), who emphasized the role of social support in enhancing the influence of 

personal aspirations on behavior change. 

In the context of substance use, significant differences were observed in the group 

invariance tests, indicating interactions based on the levels of perceived support. For the 

low support group, religiosity was significantly associated with connection and this 

connection was inversely related to substance use. This suggests that in environments 

with low perceived support, religious connections play a critical role in reducing 

substance use, possibly due to the moral guidance and community support provided by 

religious affiliations (Johnson et al., 2000; Ellison & George, 1994). Additionally, 

confidence was found to be negatively associated with substance use, highlighting the 

protective role of self-efficacy in preventing substance abuse (Bandura, 1977).  
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Conversely, in the high support group, while similar significant associations were 

noted between religiosity and connection, the strength of these associations was generally 

weaker, and the direct influence of connection on substance use was not significant. This 

indicates that in environments with high perceived support, the protective effects of 

religion and confidence on substance use are less pronounced, potentially due to the 

overall higher baseline of support mitigating the need for additional protective factors 

(McCullough & Willoughby, 2009). 

For sexual risk, the analysis revealed stronger interactions in the low support 

group, where religiosity significantly influenced connection, which in turn was negatively 

associated with sexual risk. This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that 

strong social connections fostered through religious communities can discourage risky 

sexual behaviors (Victor & Hariri, 2016). In contrast, in the high support group, the 

associations between these variables were weaker, and the direct effect of connection on 

sexual risk was not significant, again suggesting that high levels of perceived support 

may buffer the need for additional mediators. 

When examining violence, significant interactions were noted within the low 

support group, particularly between contribution and violence and connection and 

violence. This suggests that in environments with low perceived support, contributions to 

the community and strong social connections can significantly reduce violent behaviors 

(Hirschi, 1969; Pargament, 2002). The high support group showed weaker associations, 

indicating that higher baseline support levels might overshadow the additional protective 

effects provided by these mediators. 
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5.3 Strengths and Limitations  

Strengths 

This research study had several notable strengths that collectively contributed to 

its rigor and relevance, particularly in understanding the dynamics affecting Latino youth 

in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. A strength of this study was the comprehensive 

and methodologically sound approaches to the analysis. The use of statistical tests, 

including Sobel’s Test of mediation, and the application of robust fit statistics such as 

RMSEA, CFI, and TLI, underpinned the statistical rigor of the research. These methods 

provide support for the identified mediation effects and support the appropriateness of the 

specified models for the data. The integration of both mediation and moderation analyses 

facilitated a thorough examination of complex data relationships, enhancing the 

methodological foundation of the study. 

Additionally, the study’s focus on Latino youth, specifically within the 

Washington, DC metropolitan area, illuminated the intersections of cultural heritage and 

social dynamics. By centering on a specific marginalized population, primarily Central 

American immigrant youth, the study acknowledged the diversity within the Latino 

demographic and the unique historical and socioeconomic factors influencing their 

experiences. 

The study also examined the variability of social support and its pivotal role in 

adolescent development. Exploring how varying levels of social support interacted with 

other factors, such as religion/spirituality, and future aspirations, offered a nuanced 

perspective on its influence. This is particularly pertinent for understanding the formative 

years of Latino youth, where identity, belonging, and development are critical and where 
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variability in levels of social support may be influenced by migration and drastic shifts in 

socially supportive ties (Vasquez, 2018). 

Furthermore, the research recognized the multifaceted nature of these youths' 

lives by encompassing multiple dimensions such as religion/spirituality and social 

support, and by focusing on positive youth development assets. This approach provided a 

comprehensive framework for evaluating various dimensions of growth, thereby offering 

insights into the relationship between these assets and behavioral risk outcomes. In 

addition, testing for moderation revealed some intricacies of the subgroup dynamics, 

illustrating a nuanced mechanism that varied across different levels of social support. 

Finally, the study's findings revealed complex relationships, informed by previous 

research (Catalano et al., 2002; Karcher, 2014; Desmond, Morgan, & Kuehn, 2016) 

indicating that positive youth development constructs, along with social support, 

religion/spirituality, and future aspirations, could significantly reduce risky behaviors 

among Latino youth. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this study stemmed from its research design, methodology, 

conceptualization of variables, and the scope of its inquiry.  While the cross-sectional 

design provides a snapshot of the Latino youth population at a specific point in time, it 

limits our ability to establish a temporal sequence and therefore the ability to infer 

causality. The absence of longitudinal data hindered the support for cause-and-effect 

dynamics within the observed relationships, which are correlative. This challenge was 

exacerbated by the use of self-reported measures, which increase the risk of bias due to 

socially desirable and inaccurate recall, leading to potential misclassification issues.  



   111 
 

Sensitive questions regarding personal or confidential issues may have induced 

response bias, with participants possibly providing socially acceptable or false 

information, thus also compromising data accuracy. Familismo's conceptualization in the 

study was also a limitation and household structure was used instead as a variable in 

analyses. While household structure can potentially provide some insights into family 

dynamics, it does not capture the full essence of familismo and should not be considered 

as a direct proxy for the construct. 

 The explanatory power of the study was constrained by the relatively low R-

squared values of the regression models, suggesting that important variance may be 

attributable to factors that are not part of the current analysis. Lastly, there was an 

indication of potential selection bias as the study focused on Latino youth in the 

Washington, DC metropolitan area, which may not be generalizable to other populations.  

While the models for substance use and violence demonstrated good fit, the 

model for sexual risk did not exhibit acceptable fit, as evidenced by several key fit 

indices. These limitations suggest that the model may not adequately capture the 

complexities of sexual risk behaviors within the given framework. To address this 

limitation, future research should consider exploring additional variables or incorporating 

longitudinal data that could provide more insights into the temporal dynamics of these 

relationships.  

5.4 Generalizability 

Sample Representation and Demographics 

The study's results emerged from a specific segment of the Latino youth 

population in the Washington, DC metropolitan area, predominantly from Langley Park, 
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MD. Such demographic specifics bear heavily on the external validity of the study's 

findings. This community has a distinct socioeconomic profile characterized by lower 

educational attainment, a high percentage of individuals without legal U.S. residency 

status, and a considerable proportion living below the poverty line (Cleary, Simmons, 

Cubilla, Andrade, & Edberg, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Langley Park CDP, 

Maryland, 2022). The underrepresentation of higher educational achievements and the 

overrepresentation of economic hardship may skew the study's findings, limiting their 

applicability to Latino populations with different socioeconomic statuses or educational 

backgrounds. Moreover, the constant migration into and out of this community might 

affect the stability and representativeness of the sample (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: 

Langley Park CDP, Maryland, 2022), further constraining the generalizability of the 

results. 

Variable Operationalization and Cultural Relevance 

The operational definitions of key constructs within the study are inherently 

culturally laden. The meanings ascribed to terms like religious/spiritual beliefs and future 

aspirations are bound by the respondents' cultural perceptions, which are informed by 

their experiences as members of a marginalized community. The study's findings are 

therefore reflective of a population where these constructs have specific connotations and 

impacts. Generalizing these results to populations where such constructs may hold 

different meanings or have varying degrees of influence can be problematic and should 

be done so with this in mind. 
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Statistical Analysis and Interpretation 

The statistical methodologies employed in this study, which included multiple 

regression analyses, mediation models, and moderation models, are sophisticated tools 

that offered a detailed examination of the relationships between the study variables. The 

results, indicated by the statistical significance of the relationships and the fit of the 

specified models to the data, are compelling within the context of the study. However, the 

extent to which these statistical findings can be extrapolated to other populations depends 

on the similarity of the contexts. Unaccounted-for variance in the models may represent 

factors which were not present in the study's context, and could be influential in other 

settings, thus affecting the generalizability of the results. 

Population-Related Vulnerabilities  

Conducted in 2014, the second wave study focused on Latino youth from Langley 

Park, MD, a community with a significant proportion of recent immigrants primarily 

from Central America. This period was marked by heightened immigration enforcement 

and socio-political tensions surrounding immigration policies in the United States, which 

had a substantial impact on the experiences and behaviors of Central American 

immigrants (Passel & Cohn, 2014; Krogstad, 2014). These external factors may have 

influenced the generalizability of the results, as the stressors and challenges faced by 

Central American immigrants during this time were particularly acute and may not be 

representative of Latino youth from other regions or periods. 

Healthcare access was another significant issue for the study population. The lack 

of health insurance and the absence of specialized healthcare providers within the 

community created significant barriers to receiving adequate medical care, particularly 
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for pediatric and mental health services. Language barriers and fear of deportation further 

discouraged many Central American immigrants from seeking medical help, contributing 

to poorer health outcomes (Derose, Escarce, & Lurie, 2007). These healthcare disparities 

may have influenced the behaviors and outcomes observed in the study, highlighting the 

importance of considering these contextual factors when interpreting the results. 

5.5 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made to 

enhance future research and interventions targeting risky behaviors among Latino youth. 

For example, research should employ more robust measures that capture the full 

spectrum of familismo. While familismo was not a proxy for household structure in this 

research, familismo encompasses emotional, attitudinal, and behavioral dimensions that 

are not always reflected by household structure (Campos et al., 2008; Sabogal et al., 

1987). Utilizing validated instruments specifically designed to measure familismo will 

provide a more accurate understanding of its impact on youth behavior. 

To address the cross-sectional nature of the current study, future research should 

incorporate longitudinal designs that can establish temporal sequences and causal 

relationships. Longitudinal studies will allow researchers to observe changes over time 

and provide stronger evidence for the directionality of the relationships between 

religion/spirituality, future aspirations, PYD constructs, and risk behaviors (Sampson et 

al., 2002; Bynner, 2012). The study's relatively low R-squared values suggest that other 

unmeasured factors may also influence risk behaviors. Future research should consider a 

broader range of variables, including socioeconomic status, peer influence, school 
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environment, and community resources, to capture a more comprehensive picture of the 

factors affecting Latino youth (Murry et al., 2018; Zimmerman et al., 2015). 

Interventions designed to reduce risky behaviors among Latino youth should be 

culturally tailored to include elements of religiosity and future aspirations. Programs that 

leverage cultural values and provide support within a culturally relevant framework are 

more likely to be effective (Gonzales et al., 2006; Mario, Holleran, Rugh, & MacMaster, 

2012). Community-based interventions that involve religious and community leaders 

could help reinforce the protective factors identified in this study. The significant 

mediation role of PYD constructs highlights the importance of fostering these assets in 

interventions. Programs should focus on building confidence, competence, and 

connection among youth to mitigate risk behaviors. PYD frameworks that emphasize 

these constructs can help adolescents develop the skills and support networks necessary 

to navigate challenges and reduce engagement in risky behaviors (Catalano et al., 2002; 

Lerner et al., 2005). 

Interventions should consider the gender differences in perceived social support 

observed in the study. Tailoring support mechanisms to address the specific needs of 

males and females can enhance the effectiveness of these interventions. For instance, 

programs for males might focus more on building social connections and community ties, 

while those for females might emphasize strengthening existing support networks (Matud 

et al., 2003; Graves et al., 2021). The study's findings suggest that social support 

moderates the relationship between personal assets and risk behaviors. Interventions 

should include strategies to enhance social support from family, peers, and community 

members, thereby amplifying the protective effects of individual assets. Creating 
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supportive environments that foster positive interactions and provide emotional backing 

can significantly reduce the likelihood of risky behaviors (Lin, Dean, & Ensel, 2013). 

5.6 Conclusion 

This research has made strides in elucidating the behaviors and influences on 

Latino youth in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. It uncovered intricate 

relationships between religious and spiritual beliefs, future aspirations, and a range of risk 

behaviors such as substance use, sexual risks, and violence. The study's notable finding is 

the role of PYD constructs as full and partial mediators in these relationships, 

highlighting the complexity of the youth's social ecosystem. The importance of social 

support also emerged in this study. It showed that support from peers, the chosen measure 

of support for this study, not only mitigates risk behaviors but also amplifies the benefits 

of religious/spiritual beliefs. This insight is crucial for creating community-centric 

interventions that utilize these support systems to foster healthier choices among Latino 

youth. 

Despite some limitations, the implications of this research are significant, 

particularly for policy and practice. Prevention programs and policies that integrate 

family and culturally-relevant values may be more effective for this demographic. 

Furthermore, reinforcing positive community support networks could be vital in reducing 

risk behaviors. As such, the study opens new avenues for further research. Investigating 

similar dynamics in different Latino populations or regions could enhance the 

generalizability of the findings. Additionally, intervention-based research, testing 

programs developed from these insights, would be a logical next step to ascertain the 

practical applicability of the findings. Overall, this study contributes to a deeper 
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understanding of the complex factors that promote resilience among Latino youth, 

providing a foundation for future research and the development of targeted interventions 

aimed at reducing risk behaviors within this community. 
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Appendix 1. Questionnaire Items for Measures Used in Analyses: 

 

Confidence – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.794 

1. I feel that I am a person of value. 

2. I feel that I have a number of good qualitites. 

3. I feel that I am a failure. 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. 

5. I feel that I do not have much to be proud of. 

6. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

7. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

9. I feel useless at times. 

10. At times I think I am not good at all. 

Connection – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.942 

1. I am happy that I am Latino. 

2. I really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the culture and 

history of my ethnic group. 

3. I have a strong sense of belonging to my ethnic group. 

4. I understand what my ethnicity means to me in terms of how to relate to my own 

group and other groups. 

5. In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked to other 

people about my ethnic group. 

6. I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group and its accomplishments. 

7. I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group. 
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8. I feel good about my cultural or ethnic background. 

9. I have a clear sense of my Latino background and what it means for me. 

Competence – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.836 

1. I feel that I am just as smart as other people my age. 

2. I am pretty slow at finishing my (school) work. 

3. I do very well completing my (class) work. 

4. I have trouble figuring out the answers in school/work. 

5. I feel that I am intelligent. 

Contribution – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.939 

1. Took care of other families' children (on an unpaid basis). 

2. Participated in a church-connected group. 

3. Participated in a political party, club, or organization. 

4. Participated in a social or cultural group or organization. 

5. Participated in a school academic club or team. 

6. Participated in a sports team or club. 

7. Helped with a fund-raising project. 

8. Helped organize neighborhood or community events. 

9. Helped prepare and make verbal and written presentations to organizations, 

agencies, conferences, or politicians. 

10. Helped others who needed it. 

11. Wrote a letter to a school or community newspaper or publication. 

12. Collected signatures for a petition drive. 

13. Contacted a public official to tell him/her how you felt about a particular issue. 
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14. Joined a protest march, meeting or demonstration. 

15. Got information about community services from a local community information 

center. 

16. Volunteered with a community service organization. 

Substance Use 

1. Last 12 months used Marijuana? 

2. Last 12 months used cocaine/crack? 

3. Last 12 months used inhalants? 

4. Last 12 months used ecstasy? 

5. Last 12 months used prescription drugs for recreation? 

6. Last 12 months used a needle to inject illegal drugs? 

7. During the last 12 months, have you had at least 1 drink of any kind of 

alcohol, not counting tastes or sips? 

8. During the last 12 months, did you have a total of at least 12 drinks of any 

kind of alcohol? 

Risky Sexual Behavior 

1. During the past 3 months, with how many people did you have sex? 

2. How many times have you been pregnant or gotten someone pregnant? 

3. The last time you had sex, did you or your partner use a condom? 

4. Did you drink alcohol or use drugs before you had sex the last time? 

5. How old were you when you had sex for the first time? 

Violence Behavior 

1. During the last 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight? 
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2. During the past 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight in which 

you were injured and had to be treated by a doctor or nurse? 

3. During the past 12 months, how many times were you in a physical fight on 

school property? 

4. During the past 30 days, on how many days did you carry a weapon such as a 

gun, knife, machete, bat or club? 

5. During the past 12 months, did you ever hit, slap or physically hurt your 

boyfriend or girlfriend on purpose? 

6. Have you every physically forced someone to have sexual intercourse when 

he/she did not want to? 

Perceived Social Support – Cronbach’s alpha: 0942 

1. I can share my feelings with my friends & peers. 

2. I feel that I can trust my friends and peers as someone to talk to. 

3. When I feel bad about something,  my friends & peers will listen. 

4. If I talk to my friends and peers, I think they try to understand how I feel. 

5. When I talk to my friends/peers, they make me feel better. 

6. If I talk to my friends and peers, they have suggestions about how to handle 

problems. 

7. When I have a problem with money, I can ask my friends and peers. 

8. If I need help with my schoolwork, I can ask my friends and peers. 

9. If I need help getting somewhere, I can ask my friends and peers. 

10. When I have a health problem, I can talk to my friends and peers. 
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11. If I'm having a problem with friends, my friends or peers would have advice about 

what to do. 

12. How often do your friends come over to the house/apartment where you live? 

Future Expectations/Aspirations – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.914 

1. How far would you LIKE to go in school? 

2. How far do you THINK you will go in school? 

3. Likely: Will have a well-paying job? 

4. Likely: Will have a steady job? 

5. Likely: Will have a good reputation in the community? 

6. Likely: Will work hard to get ahead? 

7. Likely: Will save money for the future? 

8. Likely: Will be careful about how much money you spend? 

9. Likely: Will marry? 

10. Likely: Will have children? 

11. Likely: Will be a good mother/father? 

12. Likely: Will have a happy family life? 

13. Likely: Will own a home? 

14. Likely: Will be in trouble with the police? 

15. Likely: Will stay in touch with your parents? 

16. What kind of job would you LIKE to get? 

17. Likely: How likely are you you to get that job? 

Religion/Spirituality – Cronbach’s alpha: 0.949 

1. I feel close to God, Jesus, Virgin Mary, and/or the Saints. 
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2. Talking everyday with God, Jesus, Virgin Mary and/or my Saints is important to 

me. 

3. God/Jesus teaches us important lessons when bad things happen. 

4. My religion or spirituality guides me to do what is right. 

5. I depend on God, Jesus, Virgin Mary and/or Saints to help with my problems. 

6. My well-being is in God's/Jesus's hands. 

7. I still feel close to loves ones who are deceased. 

8. My spirituality helps me get through bad times. 

9. Religion/spirituality helps me to understand life suffering. 

10. God/Jesus punishes me when I do something wrong. 

Household Structure 

1. Who do you live with in Langley Park/Culmore?  
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