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Remember when the biggest concern about kids was whether 
they'd finish their vegetables? Those were simpler times. Today, 
we're watching teenagers navigate a world where marijuana 
dispensaries outnumber Starbucks in some cities, vaping is 
marketed as a lifestyle choice, and social media influencers 
casually debate the merits of microdosing. Welcome to 2024, 
where our collective response to youth substance use seems to 
be a confused mix of pearl-clutching and shoulder-shrugging.

But this isn't another "Just Say No" 
lecture, or a hand-wringing editorial 
about the moral decay of youth.

It continues to both fascinate and disturb this team to note the 
pro-drug lobby’s ability to hijack that successful 1980’s JUST 
SAY NO campaign and malign it to the point where it is now a 
mocking meme. This new one-liner is supposed to make anyone 
who sets a solid health, safety and well-being boundary in the 
refusal to engage with psychotropic toxins – who exercises this 
most proactive of protective factors –– as somehow ‘stupid’. 

While policy makers debate the finer points of harm reduction 
versus prevention, and schools struggle to squeeze in a single 
hour of drug education between standardised tests, real kids are 
making real decisions about substance use with potentially lifelong 
consequences. The statistics paint a picture that should make us all 
uncomfortable: nearly two-thirds of 18-year-olds have tried alcohol, 
almost half have used marijuana, and a concerning number think 

https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/resources/wheelbarrows/864-you-cant-say-not-to-drugs-what-the
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/resources/wheelbarrows/864-you-cant-say-not-to-drugs-what-the
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/resources/wheelbarrows/864-you-cant-say-not-to-drugs-what-the
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/resources/wheelbarrows/864-you-cant-say-not-to-drugs-what-the
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However, what is stupid is allowing 
this pro-drug and resiliency 
undermining narrative to go 
unchecked, especially when we are 
urged, no, demanded to say NO 
to other psycho-social harms – We 
‘must’ say NO to violence against 
woman, or NO to drug/drink driving 
and NO to Bullying  or Crime etc… 
but NO to drug use, which is almost 
invariably involved in making the 
above issues worse, is mocked??? 
This short ‘heads up’ should jolt 
even the most brain-washed reader 
into understanding this ‘you can’t 
say no’ to drugs meme is an integral 
strategy in the war for drugs 
now being waged on our most 
vulnerable of citizens. 

What it is time for, is an honest, 
evidence-based examination of 
what's actually happening to our 
kids' brains, bodies, and futures 
when they use substances during 
these critical developmental years. 
More importantly, it's time to ask 
some uncomfortable questions 
about why our prevention efforts 
look more like a game of whack-a-
mole than a coherent strategy.

The real kicker? We actually know 
what works. The science is clear, the 
evidence is robust, and successful 
models exist. Yet somehow, we're 
still watching prevention budgets 
get slashed while treatment costs 
soar and wondering why our kids 
aren't getting the message. Perhaps 
it's time to admit that our approach 
to youth substance use has been 
about as effective as using a Band-
Aid to fix a broken arm. 

Adding to this ‘runaway train’, is the 
cynically deployed harm reduction 
only offerings that are trying to
throw more mops into a space
where an ever-enlarging faucet is 
being turn on harder with greater
and greater permission and promotion 
models being peddled in the public 
square – Permission models that many 
Harm Reduction measures only add 
too i.e. vaping, drug checking, defacto 
decriminalisation and others.

https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/HowHarmReductionWorksInAustralia_DFA_2024.pdf
https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/HowHarmReductionWorksInAustralia_DFA_2024.pdf
https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/HowHarmReductionWorksInAustralia_DFA_2024.pdf
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The landscape of youth substance use 
(in the US alone) presents an increasingly 
complex and troubling picture that 
demands our immediate attention. 
Among 18-year-olds in recent national 
surveys, the statistics tell a sobering 
story - 64% have used alcohol, 45% have 
experimented with marijuana, and 31% 
have tried cigarettes. But these headline 
numbers only scratch the surface of a 
much deeper crisis.

Perhaps most concerning is the 
dramatic shift in how substances are 
being consumed. E-cigarette use has 
emerged as a major threat, with 13% of 
teens reporting use in the past month 
- a stark contrast to traditional cigarette 
use at 3%. This isn't merely a change 
in delivery method; it represents 
an entirely new vector for nicotine 
addiction, cleverly marketed and 
packaged for a new generation.

The daily use of marijuana has reached 
particularly alarming levels, with 6% 
of 18-year-olds now reporting daily 
cannabis consumption. This trend 
becomes even more worrying when 
considered alongside the plummeting 
perception of risk - only one-third 
of 18-year-olds now believe regular 
marijuana use carries significant harm. 
This combination of increased use and 
decreased risk perception creates a 
perfect storm, especially as marijuana 
potency levels reach historical highs.
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Vulnerable 
Youth in Crisis
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While the general population statistics are concerning enough, an even 
more alarming crisis lurks beneath these numbers. A groundbreaking 
meta-analysis spanning 22 countries has revealed the true scope of this 
global crisis, particularly among our most vulnerable populations. Among 
street children and youth in disadvantaged communities, the situation 
has reached humanitarian crisis levels that demand immediate attention.

Consider these stark findings:
•	 81% lifetime prevalence of substance use among 

street children in India

•	 40-70% current substance use rates in urban areas

•	 Average initiation age of just 12 years for
gateway substances

•	 Significantly higher rates of inhalant and solvent 
abuse compared to general population

These numbers, however, don't tell the full story. In urban centres 
across India’s cities like Bangalore, Delhi, Kolkata, and Guwahati, 
researchers have documented a tragic progression of substance 
use that correlates strongly with systemic social issues:
•	 Widespread poverty and 

rapid urbanisation

•	 Family breakdown and 
domestic violence

•	 Child labour and lack of 
educational opportunities

•	 Easy accessibility to 
dangerous substances

The pattern of substance use among 
street youth follows a predictable 
but devastating trajectory. Industrial 
solvents and inhalants, chosen for their 
low cost and rapid intoxicating effects, 
serve as gateway substances. This early 
exposure, often beginning around age 
12, creates a foundation for more severe 
substance use disorders later in life.
The accessibility of industrial glues
and petrol, combined with their
quick-acting effects, makes these 
substances particularly dangerous 
for vulnerable youth populations who 
often lack access to healthcare or 
support services.

The disparity between global averages 
and regional hotspots reveals a 
disturbing pattern: while the global 
meta-analysis shows a 60% average 
prevalence across 22 countries, regions 
with concentrated poverty and limited 
social services, such as urban centres 
in India, show markedly higher rates. 
This suggests that substance use 
among vulnerable youth isn't merely a 
product of individual choices but rather 
a systemic failure to protect our most 
vulnerable populations.
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Recent advances in neuroimaging 
and longitudinal studies have 
revolutionised our understanding 
of adolescent brain vulnerability 
to substance use. The NCANDA 
(National Consortium on Alcohol and 
Neurodevelopment in Adolescence) 
study, following over 800 youth across 
5 different sites, has revealed intricate 
patterns of brain development that 
explain adolescent susceptibility to 
substance use disorders.

The adolescent brain undergoes 
significant white matter development 
between childhood and young 
adulthood, with maturation continuing 
until approximately age 25 (some 
data suggesting even up to 28-32 for 
males). During this period, grey matter 
volume typically decreases through 
synaptic pruning and changes in the 
extracellular matrix, while white matter 
volume and integrity increase, allowing 
for more efficient communication 
between brain regions.

https://worldresiliencyday.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/The-Resilient-Brain-The-Resilient-Life-What-isnt-helpful-and-what-we-may-be-missing_-2.pdf
https://worldresiliencyday.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/The-Resilient-Brain-The-Resilient-Life-What-isnt-helpful-and-what-we-may-be-missing_-2.pdf
https://worldresiliencyday.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/The-Resilient-Brain-The-Resilient-Life-What-isnt-helpful-and-what-we-may-be-missing_-2.pdf
https://worldresiliencyday.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/The-Resilient-Brain-The-Resilient-Life-What-isnt-helpful-and-what-we-may-be-missing_-2.pdf
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A groundbreaking New Zealand birth cohort study of 1,037 individuals 
found that persistent adolescent-onset marijuana use was associated 
with an IQ decline of more than 5 points in the most persistent 
marijuana-use group, with deficits persisting into adulthood. This 
finding takes on particular significance when considered alongside 
the increasing potency of modern cannabis products.

The IMAGEN study, tracking 2,000 youth across England, Ireland, 
Germany, and France, has identified specific neurocognitive 
features that predict initiation of alcohol and drug use. These 
include poorer performance on tasks of inhibition and working 
memory, smaller brain volumes in reward and cognitive control 
regions, and heightened reward responsivity.
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Prevention 
Science:
The Economic 
and Social Case
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The economics of prevention 
present a compelling case for 
increased investment. The 
documented 18:1 return on 
prevention investment becomes 
even more significant when 
examining specific intervention 
types. School-based prevention 
programs emphasising social 
influence have shown particular 
efficacy with cannabis use 
reduction, while family-based 
interventions demonstrate 
consistent positive outcomes
for alcohol misuse.

Recent research from the University of Montreal, following 3,720 adolescents, 
demonstrated that cannabis use in any given year predicted an increase in 
psychosis symptoms the following year. This finding carries particular weight 
because it applied to the entire cohort, not just those with a family history of 
mental illness or other risk factors.

https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/student-teacher/teacher
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/student-teacher/teacher
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/student-teacher/teacher
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/student-teacher/teacher
https://nobrainer.org.au/index.php/student-teacher/teacher
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/resources/cannabis-conundrum/2384-teen-cannabis-use-and-psychosis-risk-is-now-11-fold
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/resources/cannabis-conundrum/2384-teen-cannabis-use-and-psychosis-risk-is-now-11-fold
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The evolution of treatment 
approaches for adolescent 
substance use disorders reveals 
both progress and persistent 
challenges. Recent studies 
from the Treatment Episode 
Data Set (TEDS) demonstrate 
that adolescents with 
substance use disorders exhibit 
significantly different patterns 
of use compared to adults. They 
typically have briefer histories 
of substance involvement, 
higher rates of episodic use 
rather than chronic daily use, 
and lower incidence of medical 
complications. However, this 
seemingly less severe profile 
masks a more complex reality.

The need for and promotion of 
successful non-pharmacological 
interventions is paramount, with 
evidence-based therapeutic 
communities and 12 step 
programs producing lasting 
positive impact helping people 
exit substance use altogether.

Pharmacotherapy options remain severely limited for adolescent 
populations. While buprenorphine-naloxone has FDA approval 
for opioid use disorder in youth ages 16 and older, the broader 
pharmacological toolkit remains sparse. Preliminary studies of 
N-acetylcysteine for cannabis use disorder and various medications 
for alcohol use disorder (including naltrexone and topiramate) 
show promise, but effect sizes remain modest. The hesitancy 

to prescribe medications to 
adolescents, combined with 
limited research funding for 
youth-focused pharmacological 
studies, continues to hamper 
progress in this area.
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The emergence of digital interventions 
represents a potentially transformative 
approach to youth substance use 
treatment. A meta-analysis of text 
messaging interventions revealed a 
small but significant positive effect 
size for youth with substance use 
problems. The pilot implementation of 
smartphone-based recovery support 
for adolescents’ post-discharge 
from residential treatment showed 
encouraging preliminary results.

However, the digital intervention 
landscape faces significant challenges. 
The rapid evolution of technology 
often outpaces research validation, 
creating a gap between available 
tools and evidence-based practices. 
Studies indicate that while 85% of 
teens express interest in digital health 
interventions, engagement rates 
drop precipitously after initial use, 
with only 23% maintaining consistent 
engagement beyond the first month.
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The role of community-level factors in youth substance use has 
gained increasing attention through longitudinal studies. Research 
from Iceland's national prevention program demonstrates the power 
of comprehensive community approaches. Over a 20-year period, 
Iceland reduced adolescent substance use rates by transforming 
community environments, increasing structured youth activities, 
and strengthening family bonds. The results are striking: daily 
smoking among 10th graders dropped from 23% to 3%, while 
monthly alcohol use decreased from 42% to 5%.

The success of the Icelandic model highlights the limitations of 
narrowly focused interventions. Communities with strong social 
cohesion, abundant prosocial activities, and clear normative 
standards against youth substance use show consistently 
lower rates of adolescent drug involvement, regardless of 
socioeconomic status or other risk factors.

AD CAMPAIGNS ABOUT 
DRUG DANGERS EFFECTIVE, 
PARLIAMENT REPORT FINDS 
DAILY TELEGRAPH (MAY 2021) 

THE TRENDY HARM 
MINIMISATION APPROACH 

TO ILLICIT DRUG TAKING 
HAS “TIPPED THE BALANCE 
TOO FAR” IN IGNORING THE 
HARMFUL IMPACT OF DRUG 

CRIMES ON THE COMMUNITY, 
A NEW PARLIAMENTARY 
REPORT HAS WARNED.

When these proactive communities’ 
model is anchored to sustainable 
paradigms the community cohesion 
grows and so do active proscriptions. 
Understand what works as a 
protective and preventative factor, 
also reveals what a community 
doesn’t’ want or is unacceptable to 
best-practice health and well-being, 
both for the community and the 
family unit. This very much includes 
the clear narrative that substance use 
is not only not trivialised, or worse, 
normalised, but that it is an incredibly 
bad choice, as recent research has 
revealed as the most powerful of 
protective factors against drug use. 
This too becomes an integral part of 
the public discourse.

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/03/220322151019.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/03/220322151019.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/03/220322151019.htm


The Deep Impact of Youth Substance Use

0020

And despite drug reformers claiming 
government campaigns against 
taking drugs don’t work – the 
parliamentary inquiry has found 
“many such campaigns have 
been effective in reducing drug 
demand”. It also heard police fear 
the promotion of pill testing at 
music festivals is misleading the 
public into thinking drugs can be 
safe. Social workers had argued 
money earmarked for public 
awareness campaigns about the 
dangers of drugs should instead be 
spent on addiction treatments and 
harm minimisation. But the Joint 
Committee on Law Enforcement 
committee members, who spent a 
year investigating the issue, said the 
government had a duty to cut future 
drug use by “preventing or delaying 
people from starting illicit drug use” 
in the first place. 

Their report, public communications 
campaigns targeting drug and 
substance abuse, recommended 
government campaigns include 
“targeted messages on the dangers 
of illicit drug use to key cohorts”. 
“The committee is deeply concerned 
that in the laudable approach to 
reduce harms felt by regular drug 
users, the harms felt by the broader 
community in relation to drug-
related crimes are being ignored or 
understated,” the committee found. 
“While the problem of illicit drug use 
must include a health approach, 
policy and practice appears to have 
tipped the balance too far in ignoring 
the necessity for law enforcement 
approaches to remain a valuable 
part of the picture.” 
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The Australian Anti-tobacco QUIT campaign very much leveraged this narrative 
strategy as a key factor in driving smoking rates down to arguably the lowest in 
the developed world. However, it’s not only ironic, but point proving, that when 
a faulty Harm Reduction vehicle of vaping was introduced, the smoking rates 
increased, along with a new cohort of ‘vapers’ only adding too, not reducing 
harms. This leads the very important…

FOR COMPLETE ARTICLE, CLARISSA BYE 
(DAILY TELEGRAPH MAY 17TH MAY 2021) 

© DAILY TELEGRAPH, CLARISSA BYE 2021 
click here for complete commonwealth 

parliamentary report: public 
communications campaigns targeting 

drug and substance abuse

The Police Federation of Australia told the committee they have ongoing 
concerns with the negative outcomes of some harm minimisation strategies 
that take the above view, in particular pill-testing, as it is ‘leading people down 
that path of taking pills and giving them the perception that it’s safe’.” Dalgarno 
Institute executive director Shane Varcoe welcomed the report, saying other 
“warning” government campaigns had been successful, such as drink driving 
campaigns in the 1980s and successful antitobacco ads. But he said the 
campaigns needed to come with a whole community approach, not just be 
reliant on sound bites. …the final report said police organisations and anti-drug 

campaigners had argued drug-related 
harms were much broader and “felt by the 
entire community”. “These harms … include 
road accidents, child maltreatment, victims 
of crime, impaired work performance and 
increased staff turnover, the cost of taxpayer 
funded health and harm reduction services, 
border protection and the judicial system.”

 “Another approach argued during this 
inquiry, is that illicit drug use is only a 
problem because of the harm that it causes 
and therefore governments should address 
drug-related harms only, rather than 
reducing illicit drug use itself.” This view does 
not take into account the significant harms 
caused by the illicit drug trade, that occur 
before any drug is even consumed. “There 
needs to be greater recognition of these 
harms and of the involvement of organised 
crime groups in the manufacture and 
distribution of illicit drugs.” 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Law_Enforcement/CommsCampaignsDrugAbuse/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Law_Enforcement/CommsCampaignsDrugAbuse/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Law_Enforcement/CommsCampaignsDrugAbuse/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Law_Enforcement/CommsCampaignsDrugAbuse/Report
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The fragmentation of policy approaches to 
youth substance use represents a significant 
barrier to progress. Current policies often 
create artificial divisions between prevention, 
treatment, and harm reduction, leading to 
inconsistent messaging and fragmented 
service delivery, as we have just sampled 
above. Again, the example of tobacco control 
provides an instructive contrast - unified 
messaging, consistent policy approaches, 
and coordinated community action have led 
to dramatic reductions in youth smoking 
rates. The Australian context on tobacco has 
One Focus – One Message – One Voice, QUIT. 

Analysis of successful policy frameworks reveals several key components 
missing from current approaches to youth substance use:

Consistent messaging across all 
community sectors, including schools, 
healthcare providers, law enforcement, 
and youth organisations. The current 
landscape often features competing 
messages, with some sectors 
emphasising abstinence while others 
focus on harm reduction, creating 
confusion and undermining prevention 
efforts. This cognitive dissonance is a key 
strategy of pro-drug activists in creating 
an impression of the ineffectiveness 
of primary prevention and demand 
reduction education, seeing it become 
inert. But again, not so with the whole 
of community push against tobacco. No 
confusing, no exemptions, no dissenting 
voice against prevention and cessation 
in the marketplace. 

Integration of prevention science into policy development. While research 
clearly demonstrates the effectiveness of comprehensive prevention 
approaches, policy often lags behind, focusing on easier-to-implement 
but less effective short-term interventions.

Sustained funding mechanisms for prevention infrastructure. 
Unlike treatment services, which often have dedicated funding 
streams, prevention programs frequently rely on short-term 
grants or discretionary funding, limiting their ability to build 
sustainable programs.

https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/index.php/advocacy/dalgarno-aod-policy/2536-reducing-substance-abuse-problems-youth-abstinence-policies-are-superior-to-harm-reduction-policies
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9Dj-mQPKTQ&list=PLTMqlfT-1C1x7ekCSxIhF6HMjHBqMAK6n
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9Dj-mQPKTQ&list=PLTMqlfT-1C1x7ekCSxIhF6HMjHBqMAK6n
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9Dj-mQPKTQ&list=PLTMqlfT-1C1x7ekCSxIhF6HMjHBqMAK6n
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9Dj-mQPKTQ&list=PLTMqlfT-1C1x7ekCSxIhF6HMjHBqMAK6n
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The path forward requires a fundamental 
shift in how we conceptualise and 
address youth substance use. The latest 
research from the Adolescent Brain 
Cognitive Development (ABCD) study, 
following 11,500 youth across 21 US sites, 
points to the need for developmentally 
informed, comprehensive approaches 
that acknowledge the complex interplay 
between biological vulnerability, social 
context, and environmental factors.

Early results from pilot programs 
implementing comprehensive community 
approaches show promise. Communities 
that have adopted integrated prevention 
frameworks, combining school-based 
education, family support, community 
mobilisation, and policy advocacy, show 
significantly better outcomes than those 
relying on isolated interventions. For 
example, communities implementing the 
Communities That Care prevention system 
show a 25% reduction in initiation of drug 
use among youth, along with significant 
improvements in academic performance 
and mental health outcomes.

https://www.communitiesthatcare.org.au/
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The translation of research findings into effective practice 
requires careful attention to implementation science. Recent 
studies from the National Implementation Research Network 
identify several critical factors that determine program 
success. A comprehensive analysis of 143 prevention program 
implementations across diverse communities revealed that 
programs achieving high implementation fidelity showed effect 
sizes three times larger than those with poor implementation.

The most successful implementations 
share several key characteristics. They 
begin with comprehensive community 
readiness assessments, build broad 
stakeholder coalitions, and maintain 
consistent technical support throughout 
the implementation process. Programs 
that invest in extensive teacher training, 
for instance, show substantially better 
outcomes - a minimum of 40 hours 
of initial training followed by ongoing 
coaching produces the best results, yet 
most current implementations provide 
less than 10 hours of initial training.
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Economic analysis reveals the stark 
inefficiency of current resource allocation 
patterns. While the return on investment for 
prevention programs is well-documented 
($18 for every $1 invested), current funding 
patterns continue to heavily favour reactive 
interventions over preventive approaches. 
A comprehensive cost analysis of youth 
substance use programs across five states 
found that only 8% of total substance-related 
spending went to prevention programs, 
despite their superior cost-effectiveness.

The financial implications extend 
far beyond direct program costs. 
A longitudinal economic impact 
study following youth through 
age 30 found that each dollar 
invested in evidence-based 
prevention programs saved $7.40 
in crime-related costs, $6.40 in 
healthcare costs, and $4.20 in 
lost productivity - a total return 
of $18 per dollar invested. These 
findings suggest that current 
funding priorities are not only 
failing our youth but also creating 
unnecessary economic burden.
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The evidence points clearly to the need for systemic 
reform in how we approach youth substance use. This 
reform must operate at multiple levels simultaneously:

Educational System Integration
The current fragmented approach to school-based 
prevention must be replaced with comprehensive, 
curriculum-integrated programs. The Australian 
experience with whole-school approaches 
demonstrates the potential impact - schools 
implementing comprehensive programs show 45% 
lower rates of substance use initiation compared to 
those using traditional approaches.

Educational reform must extend beyond simple 
curriculum changes. Teacher preparation programs 
need substantial revision to include comprehensive 
training in prevention science and implementation 
methods. Current teacher education programs 
average less than 5 hours of content related to 
substance use prevention, clearly insufficient given 
the complexity of the issue.

Healthcare System Alignment
Primary care integration represents a critical opportunity for early 
intervention. The American Academy of Paediatrics’ Substance Use 
Screening, Brief Intervention, and Referral to Treatment (SBIRT) 
initiative demonstrates the potential impact of systematic screening 
- practices implementing comprehensive SBIRT protocols identify 
at-risk youth at twice the rate of traditional practices.

Community System Development
Successful community-level initiatives require 
sophisticated infrastructure development. The 
Communities That Care model provides a template for 
systematic community change, including: Development 
of community prevention boards with broad 
representation from key sectors Regular collection 
and analysis of local data to guide decision-making 
Systematic assessment of community resources and 
needs Implementation of evidence-based programs 
matched to community needs Ongoing monitoring 
and evaluation of outcomes.
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The evidence presented in this analysis points to both 
the urgency of the youth substance use crisis and the 
clear path forward for addressing it. We know what 
works - comprehensive, well-implemented prevention 
programs supported by consistent policy and adequate 
resources. We also know the cost of inaction - both in 
human terms and economic impact.

The question is no longer what to do, but
rather how to generate the political will and 
social momentum to implement what we know 
works. The success of tobacco control efforts 
demonstrates that transformative change is 
possible when society commits to protecting 
its youth. The time has come for a similar 
commitment regarding all substance use.

The path forward requires sustained commitment 
at all levels - from national policy to local 
implementation. It requires adequate funding, 
consistent messaging, and unwavering focus on 
evidence-based approaches. Most importantly, 
it requires recognition that youth substance use 
is not an inevitable feature of adolescence, but 
rather a preventable public health challenge that 
we have the knowledge and tools to address.

The cost of continued fragmented, 
underfunded approaches is simply too 
high - both in immediate human suffering 
and long-term societal impact. The time 
for transformative change is now.
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•	 Age at First Use and Later Substance Use Disorder: Shared Genetic and 
Environmental Pathways for Nicotine, Alcohol, and Cannabis - PMC

•	 Research Review: What Have We Learned About Adolescent Substance 
Use? - PMC

•	 Drug use beliefs found to be strongest predictor of youth substance use

•	 Substance Use Disorders in Children and Adolescents - Naresh Nebhinani, 
Pranshu Singh, Mamta, 2022

•	 AOD Primary Prevention & Demand Reduction Priority Primer: Tasking the 
National Health Strategies for Community Well-Being

•	 Public communications campaigns targeting drug and substance abuse

•	 How Harm Reduction Works in Australia

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5061603/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5061603/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5771977/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5771977/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/03/220322151019.htm
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09731342221096503
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09731342221096503
https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/AOD%20Primary%20Prevention.pdf
https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/AOD%20Primary%20Prevention.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Law_Enforcement/CommsCampaignsDrugAbuse/Report
https://d1r9bdsrv6vekg.cloudfront.net/images/resources/pdf/aod/HowHarmReductionWorksInAustralia_DFA_2024.pdf
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