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Learning Objectives
• Describe the importance of preventing unhealthy substance use
• Describe risks and protective factors for the development of 

substance use disorders
• Describe a public health approach to addressing unhealthy 

substance use
• Describe evidence-based prevention interventions



National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH)

• Provides nationally representative data on the use of tobacco, 
alcohol, and illicit drugs, SUD, and receipt of treatment among the 
non-institutionalized US population 12 years and older

2022 National Survey of Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) releases. SAMHSA.gov.
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• The US is 
experiencing the most 
significant drug 
overdose epidemic in 
history: 
• 107,573 drug overdose 

deaths during the 12-
month period ending 
in December 2022

https://blogs.cdc.gov/nchs/2023/05/18/7365/



Costs of Unhealthy Substance Use

Florence C., et al. J Alcohol Depend. 2021.

• Data from CDC show that opioid 
use disorder and opioid overdose 
alone cost the United States $1.02 
trillion in 2017 



Evidence-Based Prevention

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Evidence- based prevention interventions, carried out before the 
need for treatment, can delay early use and stop the progression 
from use to problematic use



SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016
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Evidence-Based Prevention 

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Most risk factors and protective factors are modifiable through preventive programs 
and policies that reduce vulnerability at multiple levels: federal, state, community, 
family, school, and individual levels



The Public Health Systems Approach

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016

Define the 
problem

Identify risk & 
protective 

factors

Develop & test 
prevention 
strategies

Ensure 
widespread 

adoption



Priorities of Research on Prevention of Substance 
Use Problems

https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/prevention#nida-advancing-science

• Identifying and targeting biological factors
• Identifying risk and protective factors for substance use and misuse, substance use disorders, 

and related health and safety problems 
• Enhancing people’s resilience and buffering against stressors to help prevent substance use and 

promote healthy behaviors across the lifespan.
• Developing strategies to prevent substance use and the progression of substance use to harmful 

use
• Understanding why and how effective prevention approaches work and improving their uptake 

and reach. 
• Developing tailored prevention strategies to help underserved or low-resource populations with 

risk factors for substance use and related health problems.
• Supporting research to evaluate effective harm reduction approaches
• Addressing stigma towards people who use drugs. 
• Including local partners, end users, and potential funders in the research process, including the 

development and testing of potential strategies, and ways to communicate findings.



Public Health Frameworks: Tiers of Prevention

https://www.iwh.on.ca/what-researchers-mean-by/primary-secondary-and-tertiary-prevention

Tertiary

Secondary

Primary



Levels of Prevention
• Primary prevention aims to prevent disease or injury before it ever 

occurs 

• Secondary prevention aims to reduce the impact of a disease or 
injury that has already occurred

• Tertiary prevention aims to soften the impact of an ongoing 
   illness or injury that has lasting effects

https://www.iwh.on.ca/what-researchers-mean-by/primary-secondary-and-tertiary-prevention



Public Health Approaches to Preventing Substance 
Use Problems

Butler JC. 2017 ASTHO President's Challenge: Preventing Substance Misuse and Addiction. J Public Health Manag Pract. 
2017;23(5):531-536. 



Institute of Medicine Intervention Classifications

• Universal: broad approaches for the public or everyone

• Selective: strategies aimed at a subgroup determined to be at the 
highest risk for substance use

• Indicated: strategies designed to prevent the onset of substance 
use problems in individuals who are showing early danger signs 

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



Harm Reduction

• Programs aimed toward minimizing 
negative health, social and legal 
impacts associated with drug use 
while grounded in human rights

https://www.hri.global/what-is-harm-reduction, Health, Rights, and Drugs UNAIDS 2019



 https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/harm-reduction https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/harm-reduction



Evidence-Based Prevention Interventions

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Programs and policies supported by research that reduce unhealthy 
substance use and related threats to public health

• Long-term and cost saving benefits 
• Prevent other undesirable outcomes among youth: delinquency, 

psychiatric conditions, violence, and school dropout
• Vast majority of studies have been conducted on children, 

adolescents, and young adults 
• Remain underutilized



School-Based Interventions
• Strong study habits, academic support, bonding to school, self-

efficacy and assertiveness, social problem-solving, emotional 
awareness and strong communication skills are correlated with 
decreasing risk of future drug use among youth                           

• Focus on building social, emotional, cognitive, and substance 
refusal skills and provide accurate information on rates and  
  amounts of peer substance use

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



School-Based Interventions
• Good Behavior Game
• Classroom-centered Intervention
• The Fast track Program
• Life Skills Training

• Delayed and lowered rates of alcohol, tobacco, and other 
  substance use in adulthood

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



Family-Based Interventions
• Focus on enhancing parenting skills 

• Nurse-Family Partnership
• Strengthening Families Program: for Parents and Youth
• Coping power
• I Hear What You’re Saying
• Parent Handbook

• Reduce early alcohol and substance use

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



Healthcare-Based Interventions
• Brief alcohol screening: 

• associated with significant reductions in alcohol consumption and 
alcohol-related problems in both adults and adolescents

• recommended by USPSTF and American Academy of Pediatrics

• Motivational interviewing
• associated with reductions in drinking

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



Community Coalition-Based Interventions
• Change community-level physical, social and economic risk and 

protective factors 

• Composed of representatives from multiple community sectors or 
organizations- government, law enforcement, health, and 
education 

• Achieve community- wide reductions in substance use by planning 
and implementing prevention strategies

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016



Community Coalition-Based Interventions

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Communities that Care: community coalition tailors interventions to 
results of high school survey 
• associated with lower rates of alcohol and tobacco initiation in high school

• Communities Mobilizing for Change on Alcohol: aimed at reducing youth 
access to alcohol, increased enforcement of underage drinking laws, 
reduced availability of alcohol at community events, and media 
campaigns against underage drinking 
• associated with significant reductions in alcohol-related problem behaviors in 

young adults including DUIs



Drinking-Oriented Interventions

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Policies that reduce alcohol availability and increase the costs of alcohol have 
immediate benefits in reducing drinking and harms from alcohol use:
• Decrease morbidity
• Decrease mortality
• Decrease crime and violence 

• Drinking-oriented policies include:
• Raising alcohol taxes
• Reducing alcohol production
• Reducing alcohol sales
• Preventing alcohol sales to minors 



Driving-Oriented Interventions

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, 
Drugs, and Health. 2016

• Policies that prevent an intoxicated person from driving have been found to:
• Reduce rates of drinking and driving 

• Traffic crashes

• Injuries

• Deaths

• Driving-oriented policies include:
• Driving under influence (DUI) blood alcohol content (BAC) limits

• Sobriety checkpoints

• Lower BAC limits for people convicted of DUI

• Mandatory assessment and treatment of persons convicted of DUI

• Raising minimum legal drinking age

• Zero tolerance laws

• Use/lose laws



Driving-oriented Prevention Policies

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016



Driving-oriented Prevention Policies

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016



Overall Benefits of Prevention Interventions

• Cost saving benefits for personal 
and public health

• Long-term positive effects that can 
last for generations

SAMHSA. Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs, and Health. 2016



Conclusions

• A well-established body of evidence-based interventions exists
• More implementation, systematic monitoring and research are 

needed
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