
Mental Health for Latina Youth: The Need for Tailored Resiliency 
Interventions

Problem Statement 

Mental health is a serious issue associated with re-
duced life satisfaction, shortened life expectancy, and 
higher rates of physical illnesses.1,2 Among adolescents, 
poor mental health significantly impacts long-term 
health behaviors, such as drug use or sexual behav-
iors.3 In the recent Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data 
Summary and Trends Report for 2019, feelings of 
hopelessness and sadness increased among adolescents 
from 2009-2019 by 10%.4 The mental health and life 
outcomes of Latina adolescents is of particular con-
cern as they have an increased risk of mental illness 
due to challenging experiences such as discrimination, 
violence, language and cultural barriers, academ-
ic challenges, and a lack of support.5,6 It is apparent 
that current programs and interventions do not meet 
the health needs of Latina adolescents as adolescent 
females reported feelings of sadness or hopelessness 
by almost double the percentage of adolescent males, 
and 40% of Hispanic students reported these feelings 
compared to 36% of White students and 32% of Black 
students.4 In an attempt to address these challenges 
and improve mental health outcomes, researchers 
have implemented several resiliency programs among 
immigrant and U.S.-born Latina/o adolescents, with 
the hope that resilience will strengthen their ability to 
adapt to change and deal successfully with life’s chal-
lenges.7 However, these resiliency programs often fail 
to account for differences in sex and gender (sex refer-
ring to biological characteristics and gender referring 
to personal identification) among Latino and Latina 
adolescents. This is a potential issue as researchers have 
found that sex and gender play a significant role in 
Latina adolescents’ future mental and physical health 
outcomes.8 Despite the overall success of resilience 

programs, without gender- and sex-specific research, 
many programs are likely inadequate in meeting the 
needs of Latina youth.

Status of Literature

In general, many types of programs exist to help 
develop and encourage resilience among youth. The 
first of these focuses on parenting. Studies have shown 
that effective parenting can prevent long-term adverse 
outcomes among children in many areas of life, such 
as substance use, mental health, physical health, and 
academics. A review of experimental parenting stud-
ies found that out of 22 programs reviewed, 20 had a 
significant impact on long-term outcomes up to 15 
years after participation.9 School-based interventions 
have also been effective at increasing resilience. One 
such school program implemented a curriculum to 
help adolescents identify emotions and the appro-
priate response to emotions. Results showed that 
the curriculum was helpful, enhanced support and 
connection, and destigmatized mental health.10 An-
other common resilience intervention is mindfulness 
training. Mindfulness uses meditation to focus one’s 
mind on the present moment and teaches individuals 
how to regulate emotions. Researchers implemented 
one mindfulness program among Asian and Latina/o 
minority adolescents. Participants were randomized to 
take a 12-week training course either during the first 
or second semester of school. Results showed that the 
program reduced perceived stress, expressive suppres-
sion, avoidance and fusion, rumination, internalizing 
problems, externalizing problems, and attention prob-
lems.11 The last commonly used resilience intervention 
is a community-based approach. This involves
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studying the ecological factors surrounding an individ-
ual and responding appropriately to improve overall 
living conditions.12 One study found that resiliency 
programs often overlook structural barriers to resil-
ience, even though understanding these barriers is 
crucial to the successful development of resilience.13

Currently, researchers have tailored only one resilience 
program to fit Latina youth. This program is known as 
Positive Youth Development (PYD). PYD emphasizes 
personal agency and focuses on youths’ strengths as 
a way to confront challenges.14 Researchers have used 
PYD to address various challenges faced by Latina 
youth, such as sexual identity, ethnic discrimination, 
and incarceration.15,16 One study showed that PYD 
effectively strengthened resiliency attitudes and skills 
such as humor or creativity, measured through the use 
of the Resiliency Attitudes and Skills Profile (RASP).16

Call to Action

Researchers argue that minority females are frequently 
confronted with experiences of adversity and gen-
der-based discrimination, requiring them to develop 
resilience.17 However, much of the literature on resil-
ience among Latina/o adolescents is limited by not 
considering sex and/or gender differences.15 This limits 
the effectiveness of the programs and the subsequent 
development of resilience for Latina adolescents. 
Sex- and gender-specific research is needed to explore 
the impact that existing resilience programs have on 
Latina adolescents. Health professionals will then be 
able to refine resilience programs to better serve Latina 
adolescents. This could significantly improve their 
future mental and physical health outcomes.8 
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