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Preface

Today’s youth face many risks, including drug abuse, violence, 
and HIV/AIDS. Responding to these risks before they become 
problems can be difficult. One of the goals of the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NIDA) is to help the public understand the causes 
of drug abuse and to prevent its onset. Drug abuse has serious 
consequences in our homes, schools, and communities. From NIDA’s 
perspective, the use of all illicit drugs and the inappropriate use 
of licit drugs is considered drug abuse.

Prevention science has made great progress in recent years. Many 
interventions are being tested in “real-world” settings so they can 
be more easily adapted for community use. Scientists are studying 
a broader range of populations and topics. They have identified, 
for example, effective interventions with younger populations to 
help prevent risk behaviors before drug abuse occurs. Researchers 
are also studying older teens who are already using drugs to find 
ways to prevent further abuse or addiction. Practical issues, such as 
cost-benefit analyses, are being studied. Presenting these findings 
to the public is one of NIDA’s most important responsibilities.

We are pleased to offer our In Brief edition of the publication, 
Preventing Drug Use among Children and Adolescents: 

A Research-Based Guide for Parents, Educators, and Community 

Leaders, Second Edition. The second edition offers updated 
principles, new questions and answers, new program information, 
and expanded references. This In Brief edition summarizes sections 
of the guide for community use. For more information, we invite 
you to visit NIDA’s Web site at www.drugabuse.gov, where the 
complete guide and other materials on the consequences, prevention, 
and treatment of drug abuse are offered. We hope you will find 
both the guide and the In Brief edition useful and helpful.

Nora D. Volkow, M.D.
Director
National Institute on Drug Abuse





Introduction

This In Brief edition provides highlights from the 
Preventing Drug Use among Children and Adolescents: 
A Research-Based Guide for Parents, Educators, and 
Community Leaders, Second Edition. It presents the 
updated prevention principles, an overview of program 
planning, and critical first steps for those learning about 
prevention. Thus, this shortened edition can serve as an 
introduction to research-based prevention for those new 
to the field of drug abuse prevention. Selected resources 
and references are also provided. This publication and the 
complete second edition can be ordered or printed from 
NIDA’s Web site, www.drugabuse.gov.

NIDA hopes that research can continue to provide effective, 
appropriate, and practical approaches for communities 
working on the challenges of preventing drug abuse  
among children and adolescents nationwide. 

National Institute on Drug Abuse 1
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The table below describes how risk and protective 
factors affect people in five domains, or settings, where 
interventions can take place. 

Risk factors can influence drug abuse in several ways. The 
more risks a child is exposed to, the more likely the child 
will abuse drugs. Some risk factors may be more powerful 
than others at certain stages in development, such as peer 
pressure during the teenage years; just as some protective 
factors, such as a strong parent-child bond, can have a 
greater impact on reducing risks during the early years. 
An important goal of prevention is to change the balance 
between risk and protective factors so that protective 
factors outweigh risk factors. 

     Risk Factors Domain              Protective Factors
Early Aggressive 

Behavior

Lack of Parental 
Supervision

Substance Abuse

Drug Availability

Poverty

Individual

Family

Peer

School

Community

Self-Control

Parental Monitoring

Academic 
Competence
Anti-drug 

Use Policies

Strong Neighborhood 
Attachment
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What are the early signs of risk that   
may predict later drug abuse?

Some signs of risk can be seen as early as infancy or 
early childhood, such as aggressive behavior, lack of 
self-control, or difficult temperament. As the child gets 
older, interactions with family, at school, and within the 
community can affect that child’s risk for later drug abuse.

Children’s earliest interactions occur in the family; 
sometimes family situations heighten a child’s risk for later 
drug abuse, for example, when there is:

• a lack of attachment and nurturing by parents  
or caregivers;

• ineffective parenting; and

• a caregiver who abuses drugs.

But families can provide protection from later drug abuse 
when there is:

• a strong bond between children and parents;

• parental involvement in the child’s life; and

• clear limits and consistent enforcement of discipline.

Interactions outside the family can involve risks for both 
children and adolescents, such as:

• poor classroom behavior or social skills;

• academic failure; and

• association with drug-abusing peers. 
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Association with drug-abusing peers is often the 
most immediate risk for exposing adolescents to 
drug abuse and delinquent behavior. 

Other factors—such as drug availability, trafficking patterns, 
and beliefs that drug abuse is generally tolerated—are risks 
that can influence young people to start abusing drugs.

What are the highest risk periods    
for drug abuse among youth?

Research has shown that the key risk periods for drug abuse 
are during major transitions in children’s lives. The first big 
transition for children is when they leave the security of 
the family and enter school. Later, when they advance from 
elementary school to middle school, they often experience 
new academic and social situations, such as learning to get 
along with a wider group of peers. It is at this stage—early 
adolescence—that children are likely to encounter drugs 
for the first time.

When they enter high school, adolescents face additional 
social, emotional, and educational challenges. At the same 
time, they may be exposed to greater availability of drugs, 
drug abusers, and social activities involving drugs. These 
challenges can increase the risk that they will abuse alcohol, 
tobacco, and other substances.
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When young adults leave home for college or work and 
are on their own for the first time, their risk for drug and 
alcohol abuse is very high. Consequently, young adult 
interventions are needed as well.

Because risks appear at every life transition, 
prevention planners need to choose programs  
that strengthen protective factors at each stage   
of development.

When and how does drug abuse start and progress?

Studies such as the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 
formally called the National Household Survey on Drug 
Abuse, reported by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, indicate that some children are 
already abusing drugs at age 12 or 13, which likely means that 
some begin even earlier. Early abuse often includes such 
substances as tobacco, alcohol, inhalants, marijuana, and 
prescription drugs such as sleeping pills and anti-anxiety 
medicines. If drug abuse persists into later adolescence, 
abusers typically become more heavily involved with 
marijuana and then advance to other drugs, while continuing 
their abuse of tobacco and alcohol. Studies have also 
shown that abuse of drugs in late childhood and early 
adolescence is associated with greater drug involvement. 
It is important to note that most youth, however, do not 
progress to abusing other drugs. 
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How can the community use the prevention 
principles in prevention planning?

The prevention principles offer guidance and support for 
selecting and adapting effective, research-based prevention 
programs to meet specific community needs. For example, 
Principle 3 notes how a plan should address the drug 
problems in a community and the steps that can be taken 
to address them. Principle 5 explains what content to 
include in a family-based program. 

The principles can help guide community planners in 
selecting the best prevention programs for their community 
and in providing the best strategies for putting them into 
effect. That way, parents, educators, and community 
leaders can carefully plan how, when, and where to  
carry out each program. 

           THE COMMUNITY PLAN

Prevention research suggests that a well-constructed community plan:

• Identifies the specific drugs and other child and adolescent 
problems in a community;

• Builds on existing resources (e.g., current drug abuse 
prevention programs);

• Develops short-term goals related to selecting and carrying  
out research-based prevention programs and strategies;

• Projects long-term goals so that plans and resources are 
available for the future; and

• Includes ongoing assessments of the prevention program.
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How can the community be motivated to implement 
research-based prevention programs?

The methods needed to motivate a community to act depend 
on the community’s stage of readiness so that community 
actions provide the maximum benefits.

One important way to effect community change is through 
the development of an active community anti-drug coalition. 
Community anti-drug coalitions can and do hold 
community-wide meetings, develop public education 
campaigns, and attract sponsors for drug abuse prevention 
strategies. To strengthen the impact of these strategies on 
community drug problems, coalitions should focus on 
implementing research-tested programs and approaches.

Research has shown that the media can raise public 
awareness about a community’s drug problem and 
prevent drug abuse among specific populations.

How can the community assess the effectiveness 
of current prevention efforts?

Many communities begin the process with a review  
of current prevention programs to determine: 

a What programs are in place in the community?

a Were strict scientific standards used to test the 
programs during their development?

a Do the programs match community needs?

a Are the programs being carried out as designed?  

a What percentage of at-risk youth is being reached  
by the programs?
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When adapting programs to match community needs, it is 
important to retain these core elements to ensure that the 
most effective parts of the program stay intact. 

The table on page 27 provides examples of these core 
elements of prevention programs by sample program types—
for example, Community (Universal), School (Selective), 
and Family (Indicated). In brief, the core elements are 
described below.

Structure

Structure addresses program type, audience, and setting. 
Several program types have been shown to be effective in 
preventing drug abuse. School-based programs, the first 
to be fully developed and tested, have become the primary 
approach for reaching all children. Family-based programs 
have proven effective in reaching both children and their 
parents in a variety of settings. Media and computer 
technology programs are beginning to demonstrate 
effectiveness in reaching people at both community 
and individual levels.

Research also shows that combining two or more 
effective programs, such as family and school programs, 
can be even more effective than a single program 
alone. These are called multi-component programs.

Content

Content is composed of information, skills development, 
methods, and services. Information can include facts about 
drugs and their effects, as well as drug laws and policies. 
For instance, in a family intervention, parents can receive 
drug education and information that reinforces what their 
children are learning about the harmful effects of drugs in 
their school prevention program. This opens opportunities for
family discussions about the abuse of legal and illegal drugs. 
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Drug information alone, however, has not been found 
to be effective in deterring drug abuse. Combining 
information with skills, methods, and services produces 
more effective results. Methods are geared toward change, 
such as establishing and enforcing rules on drug abuse 
in the schools, at home, and within the community. 
Services could include school counseling and assistance, 
peer counseling, family therapy, and health care. Parental 
monitoring and supervision can be enhanced with training 
on rule-setting; methods for monitoring child activities; 
praise for appropriate behavior; and moderate, consistent 
discipline that enforces family rules.

Delivery

Delivery includes program selection or adaptation and 
implementation. During the selection process, communities 
try to match effective research-based programs to their 
community needs. Conducting a structured review of 
existing programs can help determine what gaps remain. 
This information can then be incorporated into the 
community plan, which guides the selection of new 
research-based programs. Chapter 4 presents brief program 
descriptions. More comprehensive program information 
is included in the complete second edition. Also, planning 
and program sources can be found in Selected Resources 
and References in this booklet.

Adaptation involves shaping a program to fit the needs 
of a specific population in various settings. To meet 
community needs, scientists have adapted many research-
based programs. For programs that have not yet been 
adapted in a research study, it is best to run the program 
as designed or include the core elements to ensure the 
most effective outcomes. 
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Implementation refers to how a program is delivered, 
which includes the number of sessions, methods used, 
and program follow-up. Research has found that how a 
program is implemented can determine its effectiveness 
in preventing drug abuse. 

Use of interactive methods and appropriate booster 
sessions helps to reinforce earlier program content 
and skills to maintain program benefits.

How can the community implement and sustain 
effective prevention programs?

Following selection of its prevention plan, the community 
must begin to implement programs that meet its needs. In 
many communities, coalitions formed during the planning 
process remain involved in oversight; but the responsibility 
for running individual programs usually remains with local 
public or private community-based organizations. Running 
an effective research-based program often requires use of 
extensive human and financial resources and a serious 
commitment to training and technical assistance. Outreach 
efforts to attract and keep program participants interested 
and involved are important, especially with hard-to-reach 
populations. Research has shown that extra effort in 
providing incentives, flexible schedules, personal contact, 
and the public support of important community leaders 
helps attract and retain program participants.
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How can the community evaluate the impact  
of its program on drug abuse?

Evaluating community prevention programs can be 
challenging. Community leaders often consult with 
evaluation experts, such as local universities or State 
agencies, to assist in evaluation design.

An evaluation needs to answer the following questions:

a What was accomplished in the program?

a How was the program carried out?

a How much of the program was received by participants?

a Is there a connection between the amount of program 
received and outcomes?

a Was the program run as intended?

a Did the program achieve what was expected in the 
short term?

a Did the program produce the desired long-term effects?

The community plan should guide actions for prevention 
over time because community needs change. Therefore, 
it is important to check program progress and decide if 
the original goals are being met. Evaluations may offer 
the chance to change plans and methods to better address 
current community problems.
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Selected Resources  

National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA)   
  National Institutes of Health (NIH)    
  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS)

NIDA’s Web site (www.drugabuse.gov) provides information 
on all aspects of drug abuse, particularly the effects of 
drugs on the brain and body, prevention of drug use among 
children and adolescents, the latest research on treatment 
for addiction, and statistics on the extent of drug abuse in 
the United States. The Web site allows visitors to print or 
order publications, public service announcements, posters, 
science education materials, research reports and fact sheets 
on specific drugs or classes of drugs, and the NIDA NOTES 
newsletter. The site also links to related Web sites in the 
public and private sector.


















