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Chapter 1

Introduction

Melvin Delgado, PhD

SUMMARY. The twenty-first century promises to challenge the field
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competent practice. The Latino community in the United States serves
as an excellent example for measuring how far the field has progressed
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The field of drug abuse has received considerable national and inter-
national attention over the past twenty years. However, in this country
much of this attention has focused on the role of heroin, cocaine, and
crack within inner cities (Delgado, 2001; NIDA, 2003). Alcohol, with
minor exceptions, has not benefited from this increased attention and
funding even though its deleterious effects as measured in deaths,
health problems, and financial costs are astronomical to the nation as a
whole.

It has been approximately seven years since the publication of the first
book that I edited entitled Alcohol Use/Abuse Among Latinos: Issues and
Examples of Culturally Competent Services. This book was well received
in the field in both scholarly and practices arenas (IDEA Prevention,
2001; Mayers, 2000; Pereira, 2000; Ruiz, 1999). This volume, like the
previous one, is intended to provide an update on the latest findings and
thinking on the subject of alcohol use and abuse within the Latino com-
munity in the United States, and in so doing, set the stage for what can be
expected in the next decade of the twenty-first century.

This volume brings together what is arguably the most talented group
of scholars on the subject and once again examines the topic from a va-
riety of different perspectives. Each of these articles seeks to provide
the reader with valuable insights into the challenges and rewards of em-
bracing culturally competent approaches towards work in the Latino
community. Every effort has been made in these articles to be specific
to a particular Latino subgroup. Although it is politically advantageous
to categorize all Latino subgroups into one group and label them “La-
tino/a,” this method does a tremendous disservice to the field in better
meeting their unique set of needs.

There have been dramatic changes nationally and globally since the
turn of the century and millenium and this has naturally impacted on La-
tinos and the field of alcohol treatment services. These social, demo-
graphic, economic, political and technological changes have served to
reinforce the importance and need for the field to continue its progress
towards developing culturally competent research, prevention and treat-
ment, and to do so with an understanding of the long road ahead of us
(Delgado, 2002; White & McGovern, 2002).

The Latino community in the United States has continued its dra-
matic increase in numbers and diversity and is expected to continue to
do so well into this century with Latinos having surpassed African-
Americans as this nation’s largest “minority” group since the latest U.S.
Census Bureau counting. According to a recent Pew Hispanic Center
report (Suro & Passel, 2003) the Latino population in the United States
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will increase from 35 million in 2000 (13 percent of all U.S. residents)
to 60 million in 2020 (18 percent of all U.S. residents).

A young population and an increase in numerical representation may
bring with it mixed outcomes for this community. From an advertising
point of view, the Latino community in this country represents a largely
untapped market. It not only has the “right” demographic picture or pro-
file, but as a result of residential segregation, we are a market that is seg-
mented and thus more attractive for marketers of products and services.
Maxwell and Jacobson’s comments over fifteen years ago are very rele-
vant today (1989, p.ix): “Today, companies are tripping over each other
in their excitement about ‘discovering’ the Hispanic market. They’re
hiring Hispanic ad agencies, advertising in Spanish-language media,
and trying to forge ties with the Hispanic community by sponsoring
events ranging from festivals to scholarship banquets to soccer grams.
But the importance of the Hispanic market is old news for the alcohol
and tobacco industries, which targeted Hispanic consumers for exten-
sive–and profitable–advertising and promotional campaigns long before
it became the fashionable thing to do.”

In 2002, alcohol advertisers, for example, spent over $23 million to
place advertisements in twelve or fifteen television programs favored
by Latino youth (Roybal-Allard, 2003). In 1998 the top three domestic
beer companies in the United States spent a combined total of almost
$38 million on Latino-targeted advertisement (California-Mexico Health
Initiative, 2002). Thus, increased presence and recognition brings with
it increased targeting by companies. “Merchants of Death” have an un-
canny ability to recognize opportunity and are not afraid to act accord-
ingly in search of a generous profit!

Although Latinos are less likely than non-Latinos to report excessive
alcohol use, Latino adolescents present a more disturbing picture. In
2000, among 12th graders, 31 percent of the Latino adolescents re-
ported heavy drinking compared to 35 percent for white, non-Latinos
(Pew Hispanic Center, 2002). They represent a potential growth market
from a beer and other alcohol industry perspective with prodigious
health, economic, and social consequences for this community.

This book consists of twelve chapters and is divided into three sec-
tions: (1) Context Setting for Latinos and Alcohol; (2) Prevention and
Treatment; and (3) Summary of Prevention and Treatment Implica-
tions. Each of these sections is treated as their own distinct entity. How-
ever, as the reader will quickly find out, these sections and the subjects
they address are highly interrelated on a daily basis in the field. The arti-
cles in this volume cover all of the major geographical sectors of this
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country. However, urban areas may be perceived as disproportionately
represented. Nevertheless, approximately 85 to 90 percent of all Latinos
residing in this country do in fact reside in urban areas.

The article by Ms. Miranda has been purposefully selected to start
out the volume by providing a socio-demographic foundation, and does
an excellent job of laying out Latino demographic trends and the impli-
cations they will have for the way we conceptualize the field of alcohol
treatment, prevention, and research. The tremendous diversity that ex-
ists within the Latino community will manifest itself in the need for the
field of alcohol services and research to be ever more specific about
whom is being identified as “Latino/a” and how their socio-demo-
graphic characteristics and migration history to this country will
influence service provision and eventual utilization.

Drs. Vega and Sribney have focused their expertise in better under-
standing the help-seeking patterns of Mexican-origin adult immigrants
and Mexican-Americans living in central California. The high number
of Mexican immigrants to the state of California brings with it new dy-
namics in how best to outreach and serve the needs of this rapidly grow-
ing population. The important role help-seeking patterns play in who
and when Latinos eventually find their way into programs cannot be
overly estimated.

Dr. Baez, Dr. De La Rosa and Mr. Rugh have each addressed a popu-
lation that we will no doubt be in greater contact within this decade. Dr.
Baez has focused on Dominican youth, a Latino group that has experi-
enced dramatic demographic increases, particularly in New York City,
within the past decade. Dominican youth bring with them many of the
same issues facing their Cuban and Puerto Rican counterparts within
the United States, but also bring a unique set of issues that effectively
makes them substantially different from their Caribbean counterparts.
Dr. De La Rosa and Mr. Rugh, in turn, present on preliminary find-
ings from an ethnographic study of Puerto Rican/Dominican male
gang members in a large New England city. The subject of gangs and
the role of alcohol and other drugs has only recently started to receive
the attention it deserves in the professional literature. These authors
specifically focus their article on the patterns of alcohol and other drug
initiation, with far ranging implications for prevention and early inter-
vention.

This nation’s prisons and jails are a testament to the role of alcohol
and other drug abuse in criminal behavior (Valle & Humphrey, 2002).
Dr. Garcia’s article brings into focus a population group that is increas-
ing in representation but very much overlooked in the professional liter-
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ature–namely, the incarcerated Latina. Women make up the fastest
growing sector of this nation’s incarceration population, and Latinas
make up a significant portion of this group alongside African-American
women. The issues and needs of Latina inmates brings with it a set of
challenges and rewards unparalleled in the field of alcohol treatment.

Dr. Bullock, too, has focused on Latinas but approached the subject
from the viewpoint of caregivers–more specifically rural Latina grand-
mothers in a southern state. The role of grandmothers within the Latino
culture is very much revered. They are often called upon to provide a
wide range of expressive and instrumental care regardless of their own
individual circumstances. However, they are now being thrust into roles
that are unprecedented because of the impact of alcohol and other drug
abuse in their families.

There are many other population subgroups, however, that have not
seen a tremendous amount of attention in the professional literature. Dr.
Pabon, for example, has written about Latino juvenile offenders and the
importance of culture-specific programming to meet their alcohol and
other drug abuse-specific needs. Latino youth within the juvenile justice
system will in all likelihood eventually wind up in adult correctional
systems if their unique needs are left unaddressed. This career path, so
to speak, brings with it incredible implications for family structure
within Latino communities. Dr. Lundgren, Capalla and Ben-Ami have
focused their attention on the polydrug user, in this instance, alcohol use
among Puerto Rican heroin injection drug users in a large New England
city. The days of abusing just one drug seem quite distant, bringing new
challenges to treating the polydrug using Latino. However, the role of
alcohol in the life of heroin injection drug users is poorly understood be-
cause of common perceptions that heroin users, in this case Puerto Ri-
cans, are primarily only interested in one drug–namely, heroin.
Nevertheless, Dr. Lundgren and colleagues report on findings that will
prove intriguing to the reader.

Dr. Holleran and colleagues, in turn, provide a prevention model with
specific reference to alcohol and other drug use among Latino youth in
the Southwest. This article uplifts the importance of an Orthogonal
model of acculturation and highlights an innovative video as a method
in prevention programs. The subject of acculturation and the role it
plays within the Latino community has been controversial, particularly
when examined within the light that newcomers to this country are far
healthier than those born here or after they have been here a consider-
able of time. Namely, entering this country can be detrimental to your
health. Dr. Holleran and colleagues shed new light on this debate.
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Delgado and Rosati’s article is on religion and the potential role it can
have in the development of prevention and treatment programs in this
field. There is general agreement in the field that natural support sys-
tems must be seriously considered in the development of any culturally
competent approach towards better addressing the needs of Latinos
in the United States, and religion certainly is a central component of
this construct (Delgado, 1996). The authors have specifically targeted
Pentecostalism because of its increased popularity within the Latino
community in the United States. Finally, Delgado provides the reader
with a summary and overview of the key themes and issues raised by the
authors of this volume.

CONCLUSION

Special issues regardless of their foci have an important place in the
professional literature. They provide an editor with an unusual ability to
bring together expertise that does not reside within any one individual,
regardless of their abilities and wisdom. Collectively, however, individ-
ual expertise can help form a more complete picture of a complex phe-
nomenon such as alcohol use and abuse among Latinos, and how best to
provide valuable services. There is little question that special issues
bring a certain focus on issues that generally get overlooked in the pro-
cess of planning and delivering services in the field of alcohol and other
drug abuse.

This volume has the benefits of focusing on particular group (Lati-
nos/as). Yet, the subject matter defies limiting it to twelve articles, re-
gardless of their breadth and the level of expertise of the authors. The
reader, I believe, will be able to take many of the recommendations
raised in this volume and bring them to fruition in their respective com-
munities. I sincerely hope that the reader has as much enjoyment in
reading this volume as I have had in putting it together! It is fitting to
end this introduction to this volume with a quote from the Hispanic Pew
Center (Suro & Passel, 2003, p.9): “Regardless of whether immigration
flows from Latin America increase[s], decreases or stay the same, a
great change in the composition of the Hispanic population is under-
way. . . . One prediction about second-generation Latinos, however,
seems safe: Given their numbers, their future will be a matter of national
interest.”
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