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Introduction 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has been funding the Reclaiming 
Futures initiative for the last five years.  This effort has aimed to develop a 
new approach to the treatment of alcohol and drugs for youth involved in the 
juvenile justice system.  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has been 
funding reform efforts in ten sites across the county.  Santa Cruz is one of 
those sites. 
 
The local Reclaiming Futures Steering Committee founded a handful of 
working groups to help reform the way our county provides alcohol and drug 
services to youth.  The Youth Involvement Working Group (YIWG) was one of 
these groups.  The purpose of the YIWG is to find ways to pull youth voice 
into the reform efforts. 
 
In September 2006, YIWG decided to sponsor a youth-led research project 
to better understand alcohol and drug use in the county.  Ceres Policy 
Research provided a first draft of a youth survey.  Young people from the 
R.E.A.L. youth group in Watsonville and several mid-county high schools 
then dramatically revised the instrument to reflect their research interests 
and language.  Youth from the YES school in Santa Cruz then joined the 
others to survey their peers at 14 different schools across the county.  We 
share the results in this report. 
 
 
Description of the Respondents 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
Youth Hype researchers surveyed 428 respondents.  These respondents 
represent a range of schools, ages, ethnic identities, genders, and sexual 
identities.  
 

§   Respondents came from 14 schools throughout Santa Cruz County.    
 
§   46% of the student respondents currently attend general education 

high schools; 23% student respondents attend alternative high 
schools; 31% of the student respondents attend in college 
preparatory programs. 

 
§   27% of the respondents are 14 year olds; 17% are 15 year olds; 41% 

are 16 year olds; and, 10% are 17 year olds. 
 

§   50% of the respondents reported having white identities; 40% 
reported having Chicano, Hispanic, or Latino identities. 

 
§   46% of the respondents are boys; 54% are girls. 
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§   89% of the respondents have straight sexual identities; 8% of the 
respondents have lesbian, gay, bisexual, or questioning sexual 
identities. 

 
These respondents also vary in what languages they speak, whether they 
have been suspended or expelled, their history in the child welfare system, 
their history in the juvenile justice system, and their experience in drug or 
alcohol treatment. 
 

§   59% of the respondents speak English only; 39% speak English and 

Spanish. 

§   33% of the respondents have been suspended; 16% have been 

expelled. 

§   7% of the respondents have been in a foster or group home. 

§   12% of the respondents have been in juvenile hall. 

§   11% of the respondents have been in residential treatment. 

§   21% of the respondents have seen a drug or alcohol counselor. 

 
 
Who Drinks and Uses Drugs? 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
On average 76% of youth have used drugs or alcohol.  Statistically 
significant differences can be seen across type of high school, age, ethnic 
identity, sexual identity, history in the child welfare system, and parental 
drinking patterns.1 
 
Type of School 
53% of college preparatory youth drink or use drugs; 76% of general 
education high school youth drink or use drugs; and, 96% of alternative high 
school youth drink or use drugs. 
 
Age 
82% of sixteen and seventeen year olds have used drugs or alcohol, while 
66% of youth under 16 have used drugs or alcohol. 
 
Ethnic Identity 
88% of Latino youth have used drugs or alcohol while 65% of the rest of the 
population have used drugs or alcohol. 
 
 

                                                
1 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 



  cerespolicyresearch  |   3 

Sexual Orientation 
96% of lesbian, gay, bisexual, or questioning youth have used drugs or 
alcohol, compared with 73% of the population of youth that identify as 
straight have used drugs or alcohol. 
 
History in the Child Welfare System 
91% of foster and group home youth have used drugs or alcohol, compared 
with 75% of non-foster youth.  
 
Parental Drinking Patterns 
Finally, we were interested to see if family drinking patterns are shaping 
youth decisions to drink or use drugs.  We asked the question, “Do your 
parents get drunk.”  90% of youth who report that their parents get drunk 
have used drugs or alcohol, compared with 70% of youth who do not report 
that their parents get drunk. 
 
 
What Substances Do Youth Use? 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
We were interested in determining which substances Santa Cruz youth use.   
The survey results indicate that: 
 

§   70% of youth drink 

§   28% of youth smoke pot/marijuana 

§   7% of youth use cocaine 

§   5% of youth use methamphetamines 

§   1% of youth use heroin 

 
How Often Do Youth Drink and Use Drugs? 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
We were interested in finding out how often youth drink and use drugs.  We 
asked two questions:  “How often do you get drunk each month?”  “How 
often do you use drugs each month?”  Our results indicate that, on average, 
youth get drunk 3 times each month and use drugs 5 times each month.   
 
We also were interested in finding out whether there differences can be seen 
across type of high school, age, gender, ethnic identity, sexual identity, 
history in the child welfare system, and parental drinking patterns. 
 
Drinking 
Results from the survey indicate that, while youth get drunk 3 times each  
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Chart 1:  Differences in Average Times Drunk Each Month 

 
 
month, on average, college preparatory youth get drunk less than one time 
each month.  In contrast, youth from alternative high schools get drunk 7 
times, foster youth get drunk 9 times, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and questioning 
youth get drunk 6 times, Latinos get drunk 4 times, and youth who report 
parents who get drunk get drunk themselves 4 times each month.2 
 
Using Drugs 
There are even larger differences in groups of youth when we look at drug 
use.  While youth, on average, use drugs 5 times each month, college 
preparatory youth use drugs 1.3 times each month.  In contrast, alternative 
high school youth use drugs 12 times, boys use drugs 8 times each month, 
foster youth use drugs 12 times each month, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
questioning youth use drugs almost 10 times each month, and youth who 
report parents getting drunk use drugs 9 times each month.3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
2 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
3 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
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Chart 2:  Differences in Average Monthly Use of Drugs 

 
 
Differential Reasons for Drinking and Using 
Drugs 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 

We wanted to understand what drives these differences in alcohol and drug 
use.  We analyzed answers to the question, “What is the point in getting 
drunk and using drugs?”4  We then coded all of the answers and found three 
primary reasons that youth drink:  Overall, 61% of youth drink or use drugs 
because they are fun, 22% of youth drink or use drugs because they think 
that drinking and using drugs are cool, and 19% of youth drink to forget their 
problems or because they are sad.  We then looked to see whether there 
were differences across type of school, gender, sexual identity, history in the 
child welfare system, and family drinking patterns. 
 
 
Drinking and Drugs are Fun 
There are few differences across groups of youth in this area.  Lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and questioning youth, however, are less likely to drink or use 
drugs because they are fun.  40% of LGBQ youth report drinking or using 
drugs because they are fun, compared with 61% of the rest of the 
population.5 
 
 
 
                                                
4 Remember that the wording for questions was developed by youth. 
5 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
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Drinking and Drugs are Cool 
There are few differences across groups of youth in this area.  Youth who 
report that they have parents who get drunk are more likely to think drinking 
is cool.  31% of youth with parents who get drunk think that drinking and 
using drugs are cool, compared with 22% of the rest of the population.6 
 
Youth Who Drink to Forget Their Problems or Because They Are Sad 
The greatest differences in the reasons that youth drink are found among 
youth who drink to forget their problems or because they are sad.  While 
19% of the general public drink because they are sad, 26% of Latinos, 27%   
 

Chart 3:  Percent of Youth Who Drink to Forget Their Problems 

 
 
of youth who report that their parents get drunk, 41% of foster youth, and 
41% of lesbian, gay, bisexual, or questioning youth drink or use drugs to 
forget their problems.  In contrast, only 9% of youth in college preparatory 
programs drink to forget their problems or because they are sad.7 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
 
7 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
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Differential Consequences of Being Caught 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 
Latinos, foster youth, and LGBQ youth also experience different 
consequences when they are caught drinking or using drugs. 
 
Suspension and Expulsions 
Youth who report that their parents get drunk, Latinos, and foster youth are 
more likely to be suspended or expelled compared to other youth as a 
consequence of their drinking or drug use.  While 3% of the general 
population has been suspended or expelled when they are caught drinking 
or using drugs, 6% of Latinos and 14% of foster and group home youth 
have been suspended or expelled.8 
 
Arrests and Detentions 
Youth who report that their parents get drunk, foster youth, Latino youth, 
and lesbian, gay, bisexual and questioning youth are all more likely to be 
arrested and detained as a consequence of their drinking and drug use when 
compared to the general public.   While 8% of all respondents have been 
detained in juvenile hall when they are caught drinking or using drugs, 14% 
of youth who report that their parents get drunk, 18% of lgbq youth, and 
43% of foster or group home youth have been detained.9 
 
Moreover, there is a link between suspensions and expulsions.  19% of 
youth who have been suspended have been detained.  27% of youth who 
have been expelled have been detained.  This suggests that there is some 
sort of pipeline between suspensions, expulsions, and detention.10 
 
 
Putting the Picture Together 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 

 

Overall, we see some startling patterns.  There are four groups of youth with 
high drug and alcohol use rates:  youth who report that their parents get 
drunk, lgbq youth, foster/group home youth, and Latinos. 
 
These same four groups are more likely to be drinking/using to forget their 
problems.     
 

                                                
8 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
9 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
10 These findings were derived using descriptive computation of means and analysis of 
variance tests.  All reported findings represent statistically significant differences. 
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These same four groups are more likely to experience institutional 
consequences for their actions.  That is, they are more likely to be 
suspended, expelled, or detained when they are caught drinking or using 
drugs. 
 
 
Policy Implications 
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ 
 
Santa Cruz County has been engaged in the reform of the juvenile justice 
system since 1997.  As a pilot site for the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative, Santa Cruz County has 
systematically changed the way that youth are assessed and booked into 
juvenile detention.  Further reforms continue to address the disproportionate 
detention of Latino youth as well as whether girls are inappropriately 
detained. 
 
These findings can be used to expand juvenile justice reform in four ways. 
 
Foster/Group Home Youth 
Looking specifically at foster and group home youth, we find that: 
 

§   Foster/group home youth are more likely to have started 
drinking/using drugs (91%) compared to the general population 
(76%). 

 
§   Foster/group home youth get drunk three times as much as other 

youth each month (9 times versus 3 times). 
 

§   Foster/group home youth use drugs twice as much as other 
youth each month (12 times versus 5 times). 

 
§   Foster/group home youth are more than twice as likely than other 

youth to drink/use drugs to forget their problems (40% versus 
17%). 

 
§   Foster/group home youth are five times more likely to be 

suspended or expelled for drug/alcohol related offenses (14% 
compared to 3%) 

 
§   Foster/group home youth are five times more likely to be detained 

for drug/alcohol related offenses (43% compared to 8%). 
 
We realize that we had one question identifying both foster youth and 
group home youth.  This presented challenges for analyzing data 
because there are some youth who were placed in group homes for 
delinquency and were never designated as foster youth.   
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More research should be done to disentangle foster youth from non-
foster youth who have lived in group homes. 
 
Nonetheless, these findings do parallel state and national findings 
showing high rates of suspensions, expulsions, and detentions for foster 
youth.  Collaborations across the county should make sure that they 
include representatives from Child Welfare Services in order to address 
the unique drug/alcohol use patterns and needs of foster youth. 
 
 
LGBQ Youth 
LGBQ youth have drug and alcohol use patterns that are similar to foster 
and group home youth.  Focusing on LGBQ youth, we find that: 
 

§   LGBQ youth are more likely to have started drinking/using drugs 
compared with straight youth (96% versus 73%). 

 
§   LGBQ youth get drunk twice as often each month, when 

compared with straight youth (6 times versus 3 times). 
 

§   LGBQ youth use drugs more than twice as often each month, 
when compared with straight youth (12 times versus 5 times). 

 
§   LGBQ youth are less likely to drink to have fun, when compared 

with straight youth. 
 

§   LGBQ youth are more likely to drink to forget their problems, 
when compared with straight youth. 

 
§   LGBQ youth are more than twice as likely to be detained for when 

they are caught drinking or using drugs (18% compared with 8% 
of the general population). 

 
To date, there is very little data on a state or national level about LGBQ 
alcohol and drug use, or detention.  This is largely because surveys and 
intake forms do not ask youth to report their sexual identity. 
 
Nonetheless, these findings do support research related to LGBT youth 
smoking rates.  This research finds that LGBT youth smoke 2-3 times as 
often as straight youth. 
 
We urge county researchers to begin including questions about sexual 
identity so that we may more accurately document the needs of these 
youth.  In addition, county researchers should strive to understand 
whether lgbq youth are being disproportionately or inappropriately 
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detained.  This additional research will help county service providers 
develop alcohol/drug treatment and alternatives to detention specifically 
for lgbq youth. 
 
 
 
Latino Youth 
Much focus has already been placed on the disproportionate detention of 
Latino youth in our county.  The findings from this report augment the 
existing detention data.   
 
With regard to alcohol and drug use, Latino youth paint a more contradictory 
picture than foster/group home and lgbq youth: 
 

§   Latino youth are more likely to have started drinking/using drugs 
when compared to white youth (88% versus 66% of white youth). 

 
§   Latino Youth have a slightly higher drinking rate, getting drunk an 

average of 4 times each month compared with the general 
population who gets drunk an average of 3 times. 

 
§   Latino Youth DO NOT use drugs at a different rate compared with 

other youth. 
 

§   Latino Youth are more likely to drink/use drugs to forget their 
problems compared to white youth (26% versus 16%). 

 
§   Latino Youth are twice as likely to be suspended or expelled 

when they are caught drinking or using drugs (6% of versus 3% 
of the general population).  

 
§   Latino Youth ARE NOT more likely to be detained when they are 

caught for drinking or using drugs. 
 
 
These findings suggest that alcohol and drug use are not directly 
contributing to disproportionate minority detention in the county. 
 
However, there are some important findings related to the 
disproportionate suspension of Latino students.   Latinos are drinking at 
only slightly elevated rates and not using drugs at different rates than 
white youth.  Nonetheless, Latino youth are twice as likely to be 
suspended.  In turn, suspended youth are twice as likely to be detained.  
This suggests that Latino youth may be caught in a suspension to 
detention pipeline that is contributing to disproportionate minority 
detention.  As such, more research is needed to understand the link 
between school disciplinary procedures and juvenile detention. 
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Educational and Career Opportunities 
Findings related to students in college preparatory programs provide a 
different spotlight on Santa Cruz County youth.  We found that: 
 

§   College preparatory students are less likely to have started 
drinking or using drugs (53% compared with 76% of the general 
population). 

 
§   College preparatory students get drunk less frequently each 

month (less than once per month compared to three times each 
month). 

 
§   College preparatory students use drugs less frequently each 

month (once per month compared to five times each month). 
 

§   College preparaptory students are less likely to drink to forget 
their problems (9% compared with 19% of the general 
population). 

 
This suggests that there is a link between educational and career 
opportunities and alcohol and drug use, as those youth who are currently 
expecting to attend college have much lower alcohol and drug use rates.  
While more research might be done to further understand this link, Santa 
Cruz County service providers should continue to expand access to 
internship and job development programs such as Caminos, the 
Community Restoration Project, and the Workforce Investment Act 
Youth Services.  Additional programming could be developed to 
strengthen bridges to college for foster/group home, LGBQ, and Latino 
youth. 


