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Of people who identify themselves as Hispanic in the U.S. Census, 35% are under the age of 
18.31 According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 26% of current public school 
students are Hispanic, a number expected to rise to 29% by 2027.18 

As the number of Hispanic/Latino youth continues to grow in the U.S., understanding the historical 
and cultural factors that impact cannabis use among these youth is important for educators, 
policymakers, and service professionals. When planning prevention and treatment efforts, care 
should be taken to understand the diverse backgrounds and experiences of Latino/Hispanic 
individuals in order to prevent stereotyping. 

Even the terms used to identify people as Latino or Hispanic can be problematic, as 
Latinos/Hispanics are from diverse ethnic, linguistic, and geographical backgrounds – they are from 
Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, South America, Spain, Dominican Republic, and Central America. For 
simplicity, we use the terms Latino or Hispanic here. 

Historical context of cannabis and Latino/Hispanic youth 

Many Latinos/Hispanics are acutely aware of the historical context of the term “marijuana” and how 
it was used to vilify the cannabis plant by relating it closely to Mexican people and Spanish 
speakers. Prejudices against Mexicans, particularly Mexican laborers, and other minorities, were 
employed to garner support for criminalization of cannabis.  The racialized origins of U.S. cannabis 
policy continues to impact enforcement, and communities of color remain disproportionately 
represented within the prison system.4 

• While making up less than 20% of the U.S. population, Hispanics received 77% of federal 
cannabis sentences in 2016 (U.S. Sentencing Commission, 2017). 

• Hispanic youth are also overrepresented in the juvenile justice system.28 

• Many Latino/Hispanic youth in the U.S. have close relationships with people who have been 
disproportionally incarcerated or sentenced for cannabis-related offenses. 

How does culture impact cannabis use by Latino/Hispanic youth? 

“Hispanic adolescents who identify primarily with the U.S. culture but not with their heritage cultures 
may be at increased risk for substance use.”29 



People At Risk of Developing Problems with Cannabis 2 

 

There is little research specifically on cannabis use disorder among Latino/Hispanic youth, but 
studies of overall substance use prevention and treatment find that Latino/Hispanic heritage 
may be either a protective factor or a risk factor for substance use. For example, some studies 
suggest the strong social relationships and families commonly experienced by Hispanics are a 
protective factor against substance use.8, 20, 24 

On the other hand, some Latino adolescents are exposed to discrimination and racism on a daily 
basis,6 which may increase their risk of substance use. For example, Hispanic 9th graders who 
reported more discrimination indicated higher levels of substance use compared to their peers who 
reported experiencing less discrimination.30 

Family 

Many Hispanic/Latino youth have strong relationships with their families. This familism is described 
as including a) a sense of obligation to help family members, b) confidence in the support from 
family members, and c) looking to family members to determine appropriate behavior and 
attitudes.14 For youth with strong family relationships, understanding the relationships may provide 
awareness of potential underlying causes of substance use and knowledge about how to help the 
family function in a healthier way.23 

Immigration 

Not all Latino/Hispanic youth are immigrants or from immigrant families.  In fact, some families, 
particularly in the American southwest, have ancestors who lived in that geographic area since 
before the region became part of the U.S. in 1848. However, for youth and families who are 
undocumented or do not have permission to live in the U.S. permanently, there are unique 
circumstances that may impact prevention and treatment of cannabis use: 

• Fear of deportation. Parents may be reluctant to report their children’s criminal or 
delinquent behavior or may terminate treatment early to avoid deportation.23 

• Length of time since immigrating to the U.S. 

• Latinas who are born outside the U.S are more likely to abstain from substance use than 
U.S.- born Latinas.2, 33 

• Hispanics who immigrated to the U.S. before age six or those who have lived in the U.S. for 
13 years or more had a similar risk of SUD to U.S.-born Hispanics of the same age.1 

Acculturation 

Acculturation refers to the changes that occur as a result of the direct and continuous contact of 
individuals to a culture different from their own.21 Latino/Hispanic youth and their families may 
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identify with U.S. culture, with their home country/ culture, with both cultures, or with neither 
culture. Notably, biculturalism may be a protective factor against substance use.5,19 

• Youth often acculturate faster than their parents, which can widen the generation gap.23 

• An adolescent’s quicker assimilation into a culture that values individualism may create 
additional parent/child tension when the adolescent is seeking independence. This 
developmental stage may have happened more slowly in the country of origin.23 

• A mismatch between an adolescent’s and parent’s level of acculturation has been linked to 
youth intentions to use substances, less effective parenting, and increased family stress for 
middle school age children and their parents.15 

Cannabis use by Latino/Hispanic youth in the U.S. and Washington State 

 

• According to the 2018 Monitoring 
the Future national survey of 
secondary school students, by 12th 
grade, 43.7% of Hispanic youth report 
they have ever used cannabis – about 
the same as white and African 
American youth in that grade.11 

• Also in 12th grade, 34.2% of Hispanic 
youth report they have used cannabis 
in the past year; 20.5% have used in 
the past 30 days; and 4.3% are daily users. These rates are lower than for white and African 
American youth.11 

• According to the national Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), 42.1% of 
Hispanic youth have used cannabis at least once, and 24.4% reported using cannabis within 
the month before completing the survey.13 

• According to the 2014 and 2016 Washington Healthy Youth Survey, 23.4% of Hispanic 
students in 10th grade reported using cannabis in the past 30 days.26, 33 

Trends in treatment admissions for cannabis use by Latino youth 

Research on nationwide Hispanic treatment samples is scarce.16 Guerrero et al (2013) found that 
Latinos experience disparities in seeking and receiving treatment — i.e. they have less access to 
treatment, fewer service offered, and less satisfaction with treatment provided. 
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For Hispanic youth, the rate of cannabis-
related admissions increased from 13% in 
1995 to 27.33% in 2012, indicating more 
likelihood of seeking treatment.16 Marzell 
et al (2016) also found: 

• Hispanic youth are more likely to 
seek treatment between the ages 
of 15-17; are attending high 
school; not living independently; 
and report no income. 

• High schools are increasingly a 
referring source, suggesting that school personnel may be more committed to their 
students’ recovery. 

• Hispanic youth entering treatment reported low frequency of use of cannabis and not 
having problems with other substances. 

Culturally informed treatment interventions for Latino youth 

There is a lack of research about how culturally relevant factors such as discrimination and 
language differences impact healthy development in Latino families.3,6 Additionally, there are few 
studies on service use, and treatment outcomes for Hispanic youth, and the findings of the studies 
that exist are inconsistent.10 In 2007, a study located only four randomized substance abuse 
prevention intervention models targeting Latino youth (ages 12-17) and only 70% of the 
participants identified as Latino.28 

For prevention and treatment approaches to be effective, it’s important to understand the risk and 
protective factors for substance use among this vulnerable population, especially those factors that 
are unique to immigrant and/or minority groups.28 Research has demonstrated that culturally 
informed behavioral health inteventions are more effective for Latino youth.22 

Treatment and prevention models for Latino/Hispanic youth 

Culturally Informed and Flexible Family-Based treatment for Adolescents (CIFFTA) 
CIFFTA is an outpatient treatment program (for youth 11-18 years old) that combines family 
treatment, individual treatment, and psycho-educational modules to address adolescent conduct 
problems, depression, school failure, family conflict, delinquency/violent behavior, drug use and/or 
risky sexual behavior. CIFFTA also identifies and strengthens protective/resiliency factors as part of 
the program. The program was designed to address unique issues faced by diverse populations 
which may impact treatment and outcomes. For example, discrimination, acculturation, and 
immigration. http://sites.education.miami.edu/ciffta/ 

http://sites.education.miami.edu/ciffta/
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Familia Adelante: Multi-risk Reduction Behavioral Health Prevention for Latino Youth and 
Families 
Familia Adelante is a family development model to be used with youth with early signs of 
emotional or behavior problems. It is used with the youth and the parents (but in a separate group 
format). This 12 session curriculum designed to help Latino families (with youth age 10-14) manage 
the stress of acculturation and the associated negative behaviors. The curriculum provides 
education in peer communication, substance abuse prevention, HIV knowledge and harm from 
high-risk behaviors, and positive school bonding and behavior. http://www.familiaadelante.com/ 

Helpful resources for parents 

• Cómo prevenir el consumo de marihuana entre los jóvenes: una guía para padres de 
familia. (Parents’ Guide to Preventing Underage Marijuana Use, brochure by Childrens’ 
Hospital and UW School of Social Work) 
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