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ABSTRACT
While Black girls have lower rates of drug use, they face worse 
health and wellbeing consequences associated with drug use. 
Understanding which strengths-based factors serve as buffers 
to limit adverse outcomes related to drug use among Black 
girls is essential for prevention. This study investigated the 
mediating role of sociopolitical control on drug use among 
Black girls (n = 340). Using path analysis, models were tested 
to include the variables of interest. Sociopolitical control (e.g. 
leadership competency and policy control) significantly medi-
ated the relationship between ethnic identity and social sup-
port on drug use. Implications from this study may consider 
bolstering empowerment-based strategies in drug use preven-
tion for Black girls.

Introduction

Youth substance use, including alcohol, marijuana, tobacco and illicit drugs, 
has emerged as a public health epidemic with pronounced racial/gender 
disparities. While adolescent girls have traditionally had lower rates of 
drug use than adolescent boys, rates of drug use among girls are beginning 
to rise and even surpass adolescent boys (Underwood et al., 2020). Among 
female adolescents, 23.2% of Hispanic girls are currently using marijuana, 
compared to 20.5% of White girls and 20.2% of Black girls (Underwood 
et al., 2020). Regarding alcohol use, 35.8% of White girls and 33.5% of 
Hispanic girls reported engaging in this behavior compared to 19.2% of 
Black girls (Underwood et al., 2020). With regard to cigarette use, 7.5% 
of Hispanic girls used cigarettes for the first time before the age of 13 
compared to 7.1% of Black girls and 6.6% of White girls (Underwood et 
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al., 2020). Despite prevention efforts, drug use remains a prevalent issue 
for adolescent girls. Besides the use of cigarettes, Black girls have consis-
tently reported lower rates of illicit drug use (e.g., cocaine, heroin, meth-
amphetamines) than other adolescent girls from different ethnic and racial 
backgrounds in the past decade (Johnston et al., 2019; National Survey 
on Drug Use & Health [NSDUH], 2019). However, rates of illicit drug 
use are beginning to rise among all groups, but especially among Black 
girls. Increases in tobacco, marijuana and alcohol use are alarming, par-
ticularly among Black girls, as they are related to a myriad of adverse 
health and wellness outcomes (Johnston et al., 2019).

While Black girls use drugs at a lower rate than Black boys, Black girls 
tend to have worse health outcomes associated with drug use such as 
reproductive issues, fertility issues, and higher rates of sexually transmitted 
infections (Hill et al., 2019; Sanchez et al., 2018). Trauma exposure, such 
as experiencing contact intimate partner violence, sexual abuse, and wit-
nessing violence or crime, has also been cited as a major contributor to 
drug use among Black girls (Sartor et al., 2018). Sartor et al.  found that 
Black girls enrolled in the Pittsburgh Girls Study who used marijuana 
had higher rates of trauma exposure compared to White girls. There is 
evidence to show that substance use in Black girls may also be exacer-
bated by experiences of racial discrimination that can cause psychosocial 
stress (Stock et al., 2011). Stress induced from racial discrimination (i.e., 
negative treatment because of racial identity) may exacerbate tobacco, 
marijuana and alcohol use in adolescent girls and increase the risk of 
adverse health and wellness outcomes (Jelsma & Varner, 2020; Neblett et 
al., 2010). Stress caused by historically traumatic events may moderate 
the relationship between racial discrimination and substance use for Black 
people, more broadly (Matheson et al., 2019). Among adolescents, residual 
impacts of these discriminatory experiences were associated with increased 
marijuana use (Walsh et al., 2018). Due to the intersection of racist 
(prejudice, discrimination or intent to treat someone differently based on 
their socially constructed race; Jones, 2000) sexist (unequal treatment of 
female-identifying persons), and classist (devaluation of persons from 
lower socioeconomic status; Langhout et al., 2007; Swim et al., 2004) 
views that particularly impact Black girls in the United States, they may 
continue to be at a significant disadvantage of achieving positive health 
outcomes compared to their white female counterparts (Collins, 2015; 
Opara, 2018). Additionally, a study of Black adolescents recruited in mid 
adolescence and followed longitudinally into young adulthood found that 
marijuana use increased over time (Barton et al., 2018). In this study, 
adolescents who use marijuana also displayed elevated levels of circulating 
stress hormones when they were assessed in early adulthood, a potential 
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effect of chronic and repeat discrimination or psychological trauma 
(Barton et al., 2018). These studies suggest experiences of racial or gen-
der-based discrimination (e.g., racism & sexism) may increase stress 
leading to an onset of substance use in adolescence, increasing into young 
adulthood. Furthermore, emerging evidence suggests that experiences with 
interpersonal racism, or discrimination experienced from an individual 
or group, in adolescence increases the accumulation of stress hormones 
that contribute to inflammation levels linked to cardiovascular disease in 
adulthood (Brody et al., 2015; Jones, 2000).

As a result of these findings, federal funding for substance use preven-
tion programs serving youth of color in urban communities has increased 
(Lardier et al., 2018). However, prevention efforts continue to yield less 
than favorable results, particularly for Black girls. Unfortunately, many 
prevention efforts may be using narrow, ecologically based theories that 
focus primarily on individual risk factors and do not account for contex-
tual factors that influence adverse outcomes (Gentry et al., 2005). It is 
important to acknowledge that the presence of risk factors does not nec-
essarily equate to an influx of risky behaviors in Black girls and very few 
studies have examined the protective factors that have guarded Black girls 
in urban communities against drug use (Opara et al., 2019; Sanchez et 
al., 2018; Schinke et al., 2006).

Theoretical framework: empowerment theory for black girls

Empowerment theory can be used to highlight the strengths and protective 
factors for Black girls. Empowerment is a process by which individuals 
gain mastery and critical awareness of their environment (Zimmerman, 
1995). Measures of empowerment vary in that no single standard or mea-
sure can fully capture their meaning for all people in all contexts 
(Rappaport, 1987; Zimmerman, 1995). Grounded in public health, empow-
erment theory focuses on engaging community members to improve health 
outcomes in resource-limited communities (Beeker et al., 1998) and has 
been a major theory used in multiple areas including community-based 
health education (Opara et al., 2019; Reid, Yu, & Garcia-Reid, 2014) , 
community interventions (Speer et al., 2001), substance-abuse prevention 
(Peterson et al., 2011), community psychology (Rappaport, 1987), and 
HIV/AIDS prevention (Cooper et al., 2015; Reid, Garcia-Reid et al., 2014). 
Empowerment has been affirmed as a conceptual framework that uses a 
strengths-based approach and a guide for research methodology and prac-
tice (Christens et al., 2011; Opara, Rodas et al., 2020).

Psychological empowerment (PE) is the individual level of analysis of 
empowerment. PE represents an individual’s ability to apply control and 
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a critical understanding of their sociopolitical environment (Zimmerman 
& Zahniser, 1991). PE is a construct that includes the intrapersonal psy-
chological empowerment component (Zimmerman & Zahniser, 1991, 2000). 
The intrapersonal component references how people think and feel about 
their ability to influence social and political systems that can enact positive 
social change. This component, also referenced as the emotional compo-
nent, has received the greatest attention in extant research on PE. PE 
differs from critical consciousness as PE focuses more on behavioral beliefs 
(e.g. measuring one’s ability to engage in leadership roles) and action in 
enacting positive social change, while critical consciousness focuses on 
solely on examining inequality and injustice within the larger landscape 
(Watts et al., 2011).

Sociopolitical control

Researchers have suggested that sociopolitical control is the key indicator 
of the intrapersonal component of PE (Peterson, 2006; Zimmerman, 1995, 
2000). Understanding one’s sociopolitical environment references the ability 
to understand, lead, and perceive one’s social and political situation 
(Zimmerman, 1995, 2000). Sociopolitical control has been identified as a 
primary goal and outcome of empowering processes (Zimmerman, 1995). 
Due to this notion, a majority of empowerment researchers have focused 
on the interpersonal component of PE (Christens et al., 2013; Cooper at 
el., 2015; Hughey et al., 2008; Lardier et al., 2018; Miguel et al., 2015; 
Opara, Rodas et al., 2020; Peterson et al., 2011). Therefore, to be consistent 
with empowerment literature and previous research, PE was operationalized 
as sociopolitical control for this study. Empowerment researchers developed 
the sociopolitical control scale for youth (SPCS-Y) to measure intrapersonal 
PE (Peterson, 2006). Zimmerman and Zahniser (1991) developed the 
SPCS-Y, originally a 17-item scale, and Peterson (2006) confirmed that 
the SPCS-Y for youth (SPCS-Y) is a multidimensional construct that 
includes two underlying dimensions: leadership competency and policy 
control. Leadership competency refers to an individual’s perception of their 
ability to encourage and lead a group of people or groups. Policy control 
involves how confident an individual feels about their ability to influence 
and inform policies in their community (Cheryomukhin & Peterson, 2014). 
The SPCS-Y scale has been validated and used among youth populations 
across the United States (Christens et al., 2016; Lardier et al., 2018), 
including urban girls of color (Opara, Rodas et al., 2020), and interna-
tionally including Italian adolescents (Vieno et al., 2014), Portuguese youth 
(Rodrigues et al., 2018), and Malaysian adolescents (Cheryomukhin & 
Peterson, 2014).
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A significant body of research has also demonstrated a relationship 
between sociopolitical control and drug use (e.g., Christens et al., 2011; 
Lardier et al., 2018; Opara, Rodas et al., 2020; Peterson & Reid, 2003). 
Opara, Lardier et al. (2020) recently found that sociopolitical control and 
conceptually related variables (social support – trusted adults or peers – 
and ethnic identity – a sense of belonging and engagement in socio-cultural 
practices within an ethnic group) had a significant direct effect on drug 
use and sexual risk behavior among Black girls living in an urban com-
munity. However, very few studies have attempted to test sociopolitical 
control’s association as a mediating factor on drug use in Black adoles-
cent girls.

Ethnic identity, social support, and sociopolitical control for black girls

One of the known protective factors of combating negative stereotypes of 
Black females is to develop a strong sense of ethnic identity (Neblett et 
al., 2012). Culturally relevant curricula which have a predominant focus 
on highlighting strengths, increasing racial/ethnic pride, and centering the 
lived experiences of Black girls have been shown to promote identity 
development and literacy in school settings (Price-Dennis et al., 2017). 
Theories such as Black feminist thought and critical race feminism (CRF) 
acknowledge that racism is a fundamental part of U.S. history and the 
current climate (Clonan-Roy et al., 2016); however, they highlight the 
notion that Black girls hold powerful positions due to the ability to endure 
adversity and describe their own personal experiences of their own con-
tinued marginalization in society (Opara, Lardier et al., 2020; Wing, 1997). 
For example, Black girls in the United States experience instances of 
“double jeopardy,” and even “triple jeopardy,” also known as intersection-
ality (Crenshaw, 1991), which refers to multiplicative instances of oppres-
sion due to their race, gender, and class, and other oppressive identities 
to which they may belong. Such a plight can prevent the development of 
an admirable sense of self, especially pertaining to their racial/ethnic 
identity.

Resilience is defined as the achievement of successful outcomes despite 
adverse circumstances (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). In Black girls, resilience 
manifests as the presence of positive coping mechanisms during crises 
caused by structural inequalities, such as poverty, racism, residential seg-
regation, and exposure to trauma. Fostering resilience through other fac-
tors, such as social support, can nurture the positive development of Black 
girls. Social support—a three-dimensional construct that includes family, 
peers, and school support—is extremely beneficial in improving the like-
lihood of positive developmental outcomes in Black girls (Gottlieb, 2017). 
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In a cultural context, the contribution of positive family support is invalu-
able in the lives of Black girls (Collins & DeRigne, 2017; Hutchinson & 
Cederbaum, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2012) as it can serve as a buffer 
against risky behaviors. Black girls respond to supportive networks through 
their ability to form close-knit friendships that help them thrive through 
systems of oppression (Garcia-Reid et al., 2018). It is unavoidable that 
Black girls will experience situations of adversity, racism, and sexism, and 
it is important for them to develop attitudes and exhibit behaviors that 
prevent them from internalizing these experiences (Clonan-Roy et al., 
2016; Opara, Lardier et al., 2020).

Sociopolitical control can serve as a mechanism for challenging gendered 
racism that Black girls face which can contributes to substance use. 
However, literature is limited on the conceptualization of sociopolitical 
control among Black girls. Opara, Rodas et al. (2020) first validated the 
sociopolitical control scale on a sample of urban girls of color (Black and 
Hispanic girls) and found that the abbreviated two-factor structure of the 
scale had the best model fit to the data. Opara, Lardier et al. (2020) found 
that ethnic identity and social support were closely associated with socio-
political control and its effect on sexual risk behavior and drug use. 
Another study tested two dimensions of sociopolitical control (policy 
control and leadership competency) using latent class analysis techniques 
among Hispanic girls. The study found that higher levels of leadership 
competency and low policy control appeared to be more significantly 
associated with higher levels of social support, ethnic identity, and sense 
of community and lower levels of drug use than girls who exhibited higher 
levels of policy control and lower levels of leadership competency (Opara, 
Lardier et al., 2020). However, no study to date has sought to understand 
which dimensions of sociopolitical control are more relevant to drug use 
outcomes among Black girls.

Purpose of study

There is a gap in understanding the role of cultural and social protective 
factors (e.g., ethnic identity and social support) on sociopolitical control 
(e.g. leadership competency and policy control) and substance use (Opara, 
Lardier et al., 2020). The purpose of this study is to understand the medi-
ating role of sociopolitical control as a two-dimensional construct on drug 
use among Black girls. Using a sample of Black adolescent girls that live in 
an urban community, this study aimed to answer the following questions 
and build upon the existing research by hypothesizing the following (Figure 1):
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Q1: What is the relationship between the four observed measures: social support, 
and ethnic identity on 30-day drug use with leadership competency and policy 
control (conceptualized as sociopolitical control) as a mediator?

H1: Social support and ethnic identity would be negatively associated with drug 
use and indirectly related to both leadership competency and policy control, two 
dimensions of sociopolitical control.

Q2: What is the mediating role of both leadership competency and policy control 
between the relationship of the social support and ethnic identity on 30-day drug 
use?

H2: Both leadership competency and policy control would mediate the association 
between social support and ethnic identity on 30-day drug use.

Figure 1. Mediation Model testing Sociopolitical control Scale for youth abbreviated scale as 
a mediator of drug use among black girls (N = 340).
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Methods

Sample and design

As part of a Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) Minority 
AIDS Initiative (MAI) grant, data were collected in order to understand 
the relationships between high rates of crime, substance abuse and low 
educational outcomes for the city in Northeastern, New Jersey (Reid, 
Garcia-Reid et al., 2014). Information was collected quantitatively to aid 
in the development and implementation of a federal initiative to prevent 
drug abuse and sexual-risk behaviors among racial and ethnic minority 
youth in an urban community (Reid & Garcia-Reid, 2014). Eight high 
schools in the community participated. To obtain a representative sampling 
of high school students, students were recruited from their physical edu-
cation and health education classes, as these classes are required in all 
four years of high school. This process allowed for an equal sampling of 
high school students that would be representative across the school district. 
The participating school district allowed parent permissions slips to be 
sent home to all students. All students who returned permission slips and 
signed youth assent forms were eligible to take the survey. The survey 
was administered to students during their health-education classes. The 
survey was written in English and only English-speaking students were 
administered the questionnaire. The study sample was limited to girls who 
identified as African American/Black (n = 340). Girls in the sample were 
almost evenly distributed between 9th (23%), 10th (26%), 11th (24%), and 
12th (26%) grades. Over 70% percent of the sample received free or 
reduced lunch, an indicator for low socioeconomic status (Harwell & 
LeBeau, 2010).

Measurements
Students were administered a survey that consisted of approximately 222 
questions during 1-hour time periods in class. The survey included per-
ceptive and validated measures of social support (Cauce et al., 1982), 
ethnic identity (Phinney, 1989; Phinney & Ong, 2007), PE (e.g., Christens 
& Peterson, 2012; Holden et al., 2005; Peterson et al., 2011; Peterson & 
Reid, 2003), and 30-day drug use (Brener et al., 2004).

Social support. The condensed version of the Social Support Rating 
Scale (SSRS) measures social support or attachment to members of the 
community (Cauce et al., 1982). This scale consists of eight items evalu-
ating social support among adolescents from a variety of sources, including 
principals, teachers, and friends. Cauce et al. (1982) validated this scale 
among a sample of high-risk adolescents and discovered three support 
dimensions in the scale: family (parents and relatives), formal (e.g., 
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teachers, principals, and state workers), and informal (e.g., friends and 
peers) support. Respondents indicated the level of helpfulness provided 
by each source on a Likert-type 5-point scale ranging from not at all 
helpful to very helpful. Cronbach’s alpha for scale with this sample was .79.

Sociopolitical control. The Sociopolitical Control Scale for Youth 
(SPCS-Y) is a widely used measure of the intrapersonal components of 
PE (Zimmerman & Zahniser, 1991). This measure is a 17-item question-
naire with a two-dimensional scale developed and validated by Zimmerman 
and Zahniser in 1991. Respondents indicated their level of agreement with 
statements such as “I am a leader in groups” and “I can usually organize 
people to get things done.” Responses score a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha for this 
sample was .88.

In this study, sociopolitical control was measured using the SPCS-Y 
(Christens et al., 2016; Peterson et al., 2011; Zimmerman & Zahniser, 
1991). Peterson et al. (2011) validated and confirmed the SPCS-Y using 
CFA (overall scale: Cronbach’s α = .89) as a two-factor measure that 
examined leadership competence (Cronbach’s α = .81) and policy control 
(Cronbach’s α = .85). Recently, Christens et al. (2016) validated an 8-item 
abbreviated version of the SPCS-Y among a sample of Malaysian adoles-
cents and confirmed the multidimensional nature of this scale, encom-
passing leadership competence (Cronbach’s α = .78) and policy control 
(Cronbach’s α = .79). Lardier et al. (2018) validated the factor structure 
of the 8-item abbreviated version of the SPCS-Y among a sample of youth 
of color (Cronbach’s α = .82) and policy control (Cronbach’s α = .81). For 
the current study, the 8-item measure of leadership competence (Cronbach’s 
α = .83; M = 3.14, SD = 1.47) and 9-item measure of policy control 
(Cronbach’s α = 85; M = 2.71, SD = 1.57) were used with the combined total 
score (Cronbach’s α = .89; M = 3.70, SD = .60). Respondents were asked 
to indicate their level of agreement with statements such as “I am a leader 
in groups” and “I can usually organize people to get things done.” Responses 
were recorded using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from the Strongly 
disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5). For this study, Cronbach’s α = .88; 
M = 63.47, SD = 10.32.

The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM). The original MEIM 
was designed and used among multiple ethnic groups (Phinney 1989, 
2007) and is considered one of the most widely used self-reported mea-
sures for ethnic identity. The MEIM was validated among youth across 
the United States and internationally across many applied and psychometric 
research studies (e.g. Avery et al., 2007; Dandy et al., 2008; Gaines et al., 
2010; Kazarian & Boyadjian, 2008), with high internal consistency and 
validity, ranging from .71 to .92 (Phinney & Ong, 2007). For this study, 
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Cronbach’s α = .86; M = 53.81, SD = 8.91. Responses were measured using 
a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (4; Phinney, 1989, 2007).

30-day drug use. Researchers measured past-30-day drug use using 
items from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (SAMHSA, 2006) 
and Youth Risk Behavior Survey. The scale consisted of three items that 
assessed how often participants smoked cigarettes, drank alcohol, and 
smoked marijuana in the past 30 days. An example of an item is “Estimate 
the number of days you used marijuana or hashish in the last 30 days.” 
Participants respond to these items on a 7-point scale (1 = 0 days; 
2 = 1–2 days, 3 = 3–5 days; 4 = 6–9 days; 5 = 10–19 days; 6 = 20–29 days; 7 = All 
30 days). The sum of this scale is the mean of responses on the 3 items, 
with higher scores indicating greater frequency of use. Based on prior 
research, the drug use variable construct had a Cronbach’s alpha ranging 
from .89 to .96 (Peterson et al., 2010). For this study, Cronbach’s α = .78; 
M = 4.38, SD = 2.31.

Analytic strategy

Path analysis was conducted used (AMOS) software version 23.0 (Arbuckle, 
2014). Path analysis was employed to evaluate the association and rela-
tionships between three observed measures—social support, and ethnic 
identity—on 30-day drug with sociopolitical control (e.g. leadership com-
petency and policy control) as mediators. Path analysis was used because 
variables are treated as observed and all variables are measured without 
error (West, Taylor, & Wei, 2012). Other studies have used this approach 
when analyzing observable variables on Black adolescents and Black girls 
(Opara, Lardier et al., 2020). A latent variable approach offers the potential 
advantage in path analysis as it enables measurement error to be consid-
ered (Bollen & Stine, 1992). Bivariate correlations were computed between 
social support, ethnic identity, and sociopolitical control. Social support, 
sociopolitical control, and ethnic identity negatively correlated with 
drug use.

Leadership competency and policy control (two dimensions of socio-
political control) were tested as a mediator in the hypothesized model 
and social support was tested as a mediator in the alternative model.

An advantage of path analysis over standard regression methods is that 
path analyses provide model‐fit information about the consistency of the 
hypothesized mediational model to the data and the plausibility of causality 
assumptions made when constructing the mediation model (Imai et al., 
2010). There are limitations present with regard to examining mediation 
cross‐sectionally. To address such limitations, sensitivity analyses with 
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alternative modeling specifications were used to address potential meth-
odological biases (Podsakoff et al., 2012), as well as assess mediation 
against an equally persuasive alternative model (Thompson, 2000).

See Figure 1, Model 2, for a hypothesized alternative model.
We utilized an alternative modeling strategy (see Figure 1, Model 2 for 

alternative model) to examine associations against an alternative-theoret-
ically supported model.

Results

We performed structural equation modeling (SEM) procedures with AMOS 
16.0 (Arbuckle, 2007) to test a path model that included only observed 
variables. Maximum likelihood estimation was used to analyze the vari-
ance– covariance matrix. We interpreted several fit indices that are widely 
accepted and considered to be robust measures of fit. These included the 
discrepancy Chi-square (V2), the discrepancy-to-df ratio, the Comparative 
Fit Index, the Tucker-Lewis Index, and the Root Mean Square of Error 
Approximation. Non-significant V2 values and discrepancy-to-df ratios 
less than 2.0 indicate acceptable fit. Higher values (i.e., greater than .90) 
on the Comparative Fit Index and Tucker-Lewis Index and smaller Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation values are desirable. Demographic 
variables were all examined in preliminary analyses; however, only gender 
and age contributed to the predictive model and were included in the 
main analysis.

See Table 1 for the correlation matrix. All main analytic variables were 
correlated. See Figure 1 for the over-identified path model which displays 
only statistically significant paths and presents the standardized beta 
weights. The overidentified model showed an overall model fit for the 
sample data: x2 (3)=8.91, p=.18; and discrepancy-to-ratio, 6; GFI=.99; 
AGFI=.97; RMSEA: 0.03; BIC, 137.15; TLI = 0.98; CFI =.99. Bollen-stine 
bootstrapping results showed that the p value was greater than 0.05 

Table 1. correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables (n = 340).
1 2 3 4 5

1. leadership competency .35** .30** .24** –.15
2. Policy control .31** .20 –.13**
3. Ethnic identity .22** –.13**
4. Social Support –.35**
5. 30-Day Drug use

Mean (SD) 2.70 (1.53) 3.15 (1.40) 3.04(0.80) 4.38(2.31) 3.30 (2.6)
α .88 .86 .79 .78 .75
**p < .01.
SD = Standard Deviation.
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(p = 0.08), indicating that the proposed model is consistent with the sample 
data (Walker & Smith, 2016). Figure 1 displays the direct and indirect 
effects of social support and ethnic identity testing policy control and 
leadership competency as a mediator on 30-day drug and alcohol use as 
an outcome.

Social support had a direct negative effect on drug use (b = −0.69, p 
< .001; see Table 2 for mediation results). Ethnic identity had a direct 
negative effect on drug use (b = −0.81 p < .001). Girls in the sample that 
had higher levels of social support and ethnic identity had lower levels 
of drug use. Social support had a direct positive effect on policy control 
(b = 0.50, p < .001) and leadership competency (b = 0.11, p < .001). Ethnic 
identity had a direct positive effect on policy control (b = 0.88, p < .001) 
and leadership competency (b = 0.17, p < .001). As ethnic identity levels 
increased, policy control and leadership competency levels increased for 
girls in the study. Leadership competency did not have a significant effect 
on drug use while policy control had a significant direct negative effect 
on drug use (b = −.14, p < .001). Overall, girls in the study that had 
higher levels of policy controls had lower levels of drug use.

In addition, social support and ethnic identity had an indirect effect 
on drug use through its effect on both leadership competency and policy 
control (sociopolitical control). Girls in the study who reported greater 
social support and ethnic identity tended to report more sociopolitical 
control in both dimensions, and girls with higher levels of sociopolitical 
control were more likely to report lower levels of drug use.

When testing the alternative model specification (Figure 1, Model 2), 
it was found that the overall model fit to the data was less than adequate 
when compared to that of the original model; specifically, fit indices were 
as follows: χ2(13) = 20.22, p = 0.01, and the discrepancy‐to‐df ratio, 2.43. 
Both were outside the range of acceptable model‐to‐data fit. The other fit 
indices also indicated less than adequate model fit. The RMSEA, 0.15 
(90% CI = 0.07, 0.16), TLI, 0.90, AIC, 50.30, BIC, 151.83. When comparing 

Table 2. Model testing mediation of leadership competency and policy control on 30-drug 
use predicting sexual among black girls (n = 340).

Variables β S.E. C.R. p
Drug use <- Policy control −0.13 0.06 −2.35 0.02**
Drug use leadership 

competency
−0.90 0.05 1.67 .09

Drug use <- Social support −0.69 0.02 −3.21 0.00**
Drug use <- Ethnic identity −0.81 0.02 −4.95 0.00**
Policy control <- Social support 0.50 0.22 −2.23 0.00**
Policy control <- Ethnic identity 0.88 0.02 −5.34 0.01**
leadership comp <- Ethnic identity 0.17 0.02 4.07 0.01**
leadership comp <- Social support 0.11 0.02 4.54 0.00**

Note: alpha level was determined 0.05, Model fit statistics: Gfi was .99, the value of cfi was .99; rMSEa: 0.03; 
tli: .98, and the value of chi-square was χ2 (5) = 8.91, p <.001.
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the AIC and BIC, the hypothesized model provided the best fit to the 
sample data. This suggests that mediation in the alternative model was 
not present, and no results are provided for this model. It is reasonable 
to conclude that ethnic identity and social support are associated negatively 
with 30-day drug use with policy control as a mediator. Leadership com-
petency was not a significant mediator in the model.

Discussion

Empowerment has been theorized as the mechanism by which people gain 
greater control over their affairs. Although empowerment is a theory 
grounded in public health, little is known about its role as a buffer for 
drug use among Black girls. Using a strengths-based approach, this study 
found that sociopolitical control served as a mediator of the influence of 
social and cultural supports on drug use. Particularly, that sociopolitical 
control mediated the relationship between social support and ethnic iden-
tity among Black girls.

This study contributes to the limited literature on strengths-based strat-
egies for Black girls who are not abusing drugs. Using strengths-based 
approaches allows for researchers to learn from Black girls who are not 
engaging in risk taking and addictive behaviors and allows for the dupli-
cation of such strategies to be implemented in other groups of Black girls. 
Black girls are often not in control of their social and political environ-
ments, but this study demonstrates that perceptions of control in the 
sociopolitical domain are associated with positive outcomes despite the 
presence of risk factors. This study also provides evidence that the devel-
opment of sociopolitical control can be explained in part by some of the 
same supportive structures and identity processes. In particular, this study’s 
results point to the role of cohesive social supports and ethnic identity 
in promoting perceptions of sociopolitical control.

In addition, this study found that dimensions within sociopolitical con-
trol have different impacts on drug use among Black girls. Policy control 
appeared to have a stronger impact on drug use than leadership compe-
tency. Policy control may appear to be a dimension that is more important 
within the development of Black girls, as they are often seen as voiceless 
and unheard within society. Promoting policy control in the development 
of Black girls can be a protective factor for this group as they may feel 
more confident in engaging in practices that promote the advancement 
of youth, leading to better outcomes (Neblett et al., 2012). Teaching Black 
girls advocacy strategies may also prove to be an effective way to challenge 
racism and its effects on an already marginalized group (Clonan-Roy et 
al., 2016).
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Black girls who belong to marginalized backgrounds and identities are 
often forced to be resilient, thus, empowerment researchers can begin to 
explore the role of political engagement that fosters resilience. Clonan-Roy 
et al. (2016) suggested in their feminist analysis, “understanding sociopo-
litical environments can be viewed as the engagement of resistance for 
liberation, operate as self-righting tendencies or protective practices that 
allow one to persevere through adversity and challenging experiences”. 
Empowerment researchers can begin to highlight this view using empirical 
evidence to encourage programming with girls of color, engaging in meth-
ods that foster critical consciousness thinking that can support their resil-
ience, bolster their confidence, and instill pride (i.e., racial, ethnic, and 
gender pride), thereby improving developmental outcomes.

Limitations and implications

Although the study findings contribute significantly to substance use pre-
vention research, there are a few limitations. Due to the correlational and 
cross-sectional nature of the study, the authors are unable to determine 
causation or temporal ordering of the findings. Future research should 
employ longitudinal methods to examine the development of sociopolitical 
control, social support and ethnic identity on substance use perception 
and outcomes among Black girls. Additionally, the sample for the present 
study was recruited from a single urban community in the northeastern 
US. that contained a large population of Black residents. Therefore, these 
findings may not be general to Black girls in other parts of the US. that 
are less populous or Black girls in pre-dominantly White spaces. While 
racial discrimination was not specifically tested in this study, it is important 
to consider how racism and discrimination directly and indirectly impact 
substance use and should be addressed in substance use prevention for 
Black girls. Although drug use screening tools do exist for Black girls 
(Winters, 1992), these questionnaires are not tailored to the experiences 
of Black girls nor do they include questions about experiences of racism. 
Likewise, while racism scales are available, such as the Everyday 
Discrimination Scale (Williams et al., 1997) or the Perceptions of Racism 
in Children and Youth scale (Pachter et al., 2010), these tools do not 
inquire about drug use. As such, there is a need for drug use prevention 
tools that inquire about the racism experiences that Black girls’ experience.

The study’s findings have implications for future research and prevention 
programs.

Black girls who belong to marginalized backgrounds and identities 
are often forced to be resilient, thus empowerment researchers can begin 
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to explore the role of political engagement that fosters resilience. Findings 
suggest that mentoring programs that foster leadership and political 
engagement activities and connect adult role models can be beneficial 
for drug use prevention programming (Opara et al., 2019; Opara, Lardier 
et al., 2020). Therefore, group interventions involving peers may fulfill 
the need of Black girls for social support and provide a basis for inte-
grating their sociocultural realities as Black youths. Thus, to help improve 
the outcomes for Black girls, culturally relevant programming that builds 
on the positive aspects of racial identity development, can play a 
 critical role.

In order to adequately tailor culturally appropriate programs to Black 
girls, prevention programs must be able to understand how cultural vari-
ables such as ethnic identity relate to identity development as well as 
substance use. Future research guided by an intersectional framework is 
needed to understand how multiple social identities may be related to 
racial-ethnic development, sociopolitical control, and social support within 
their environments.

Conclusion

The goal of the current study was to better understand sociopolitical 
control’s role on drug use and protective factors such as social support 
and ethnic identity among Black girls.

Investigating the role of sociopolitical control and it’s dimensions (lead-
ership competency and policy control) on individual-level behaviors can 
have practical public health implications for Black girls and prevention 
programming. Though studies have supported the protective effect of 
ethnic identity on substance use among adolescents, more research on 
ethnic identity’s interaction with social support and sociopolitical control 
and how it can be beneficial to Black girls and substance use prevention 
is needed.
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