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Prevention Pays

What are the characteristics of  youth who are most and least at-risk of  becoming involved with drugs and
other risky activit ies? What can parents do to help their kids stay on a good path?

Characteristics of youth most at risk for drug abuse

They begin drinking bef ore the age of  15. In the past, researchers believed that if
children learned to drink with their f amilies at home, they would be less at risk. This is
no longer true. Early drinking — in or out of  the home — may lead to later drug use.

“Be Smart, Don’t Start” — is good advice f or children and youth.

They lack social skills.

The easiest group to belong to is the one which uses drugs. Help your child
develop the social skills that will promote f eeling comf ortable with peers.

“Fitt ing in with other kids” is one of  the main reasons 4-6th graders give f or
starting to use drugs. They believe that “everyone is doing it” — even though
that’s not true.

They are unsupervised f or large amounts of  t ime.

Unmonitored, unsupervised time is one of  the highest risk f actors f or children and youth. The period
when kids et home f rom school and bef ore their parents get home f rom work can be especially risky.

They do poorly and have litt le interest in school.

When your child has trouble in school, talk with teachers to let them know how important to you it is that
your child do well. Ask the teachers to help you and your child develop a plan so your child can succeed
in school.

They don’t participate in af ter-school activit ies.

Special activit ies sponsored by the school and other community organizations
give children an opportunity to work and develop f riendships with others their
age. Encourage your child to sign up f or clubs and groups that are interesting to
him/her.

If  your school and/or community doesn’t of f er af ter-school activit ies — such as
drama, music, sports, and peer-counseling — ask other parents to go with you
to the principal or community center director to see if  such activit ies can be
of f ered.

They spend most of  their f ree time with peers.
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Youth with strong bonds to their f amily and school are less likely to become involved with drug-using
f riends. Part of  growing up is to spend more time with f riends and less time with f amily. Yet, too much
time with f riends — especially unsupervised time — can lead to problems.

Are kids who have these characteristics doomed to abuse drugs?

No! When researchers study large groups of  kids, the above risk f actors emerge. Having one, two or all
the characteristics doesn’t mean a child will end up abusing drugs. However, when children do have some
of  these characteristics, it is especially important to encourage them toward the behaviors which will
help them stay away f rom drugs.

Characteristics of youth least at risk of drug abuse

They have strong bonds to their f amily and school.
Their parents spend time with their children each day, if  possible.

These parents let their children know they are important to them. They spend
time listening to what their children have to say. When their children seem
worried, these parents let them know they are willing to listen and help them talk
about and solve their problems.

Their parents let their love shine through. It ’s not always easy to love children and
teens — they regularly f all short of  what we expect and would hope f or them.

But every day children need to know that no matter how awf ul they have been, their parents love them.
Hugs and kisses and “I love you!” are important to everyone — no matter what their age.

Their parents know what their children are doing and who they are with.

As they grow older, children are easily of f ended when parents “pry” into their business. It takes all of  the
diplomacy parents can muster to help children know that they are interested and concerned about them
and want to know what they are doing, who they will be with, and when they will return home.

Their parents set clear limits f or behavior.

Parents of  youth least at risk usually have rules about homework, television
use, curf ew, drugs and alcohol. While these parents may appear to be more
strict than others, they are not harsh.

Teens were asked, “If  you came home f rom a party and your parents f ound out
that you had been drinking, how upset would they be?” The more teens believed
that their parents would be very upset, the less likely they were to use alcohol or
drugs.

Parents of  youth most at risk sometimes do not discipline their children at all — or they are inconsistent
— punishing a behavior today and ignoring it tomorrow. That makes it hard f or children to learn how to
act.

Their parents use praise and encouragement to reinf orce good behavior.

“You were in a tough spot, and you really handled it well. I am so proud of  the way you are growing up.”

“Do you ever look great today! Nice colors.”

“One of  the things I like most about you…”
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Parents of  youth least at risk use very litt le punishment. In contrast, parents of  youth most at risk use
punishment constantly and rarely praise their child. Unf ortunately, these parents ignore good behavior
and spend most of  their t ime punishing bad behavior.

Their parents model good problem-solving skills.

Parents help children see that using drugs and alcohol doesn’t get the problem solved. When problems
come up, teach problem-solving skills. Help children learn to (1) identif y problems, (2) think of  all the
possible solutions, and then (3) set to work to f ix the problem.

They have realistic expectations f or their child.

One of  the toughest things f or children is being pressured to work at a higher level than they are
capable — especially in school. It ’s also tough to be expected to act like a 25-year-old when you’re only
13.

Teens can be very obnoxious, but they are usually trying their best to grow up and become adults.

They help their children develop strong self  concepts and strong social skills.

Parents can encourage their children to develop interests and skills that help youngsters f eel good
about themselves. It ’s important that children learn how to get along with others and how to cope with
the anxiety and tension that everyone experiences f rom time to t ime.

Can you drug-proof  your child?

If  you do everything “right,” does that mean your children won’t use drugs? No.
Parents who try their very best have children who get involved with drugs.

Parents can’t f ight drugs alone.

Parents need help f rom the schools and others in the community to help kids
learn that they are expected to grow up healthy and drug-f ree.

Parents are powerf ul.

Parents can’t do it alone, but they are one of  the most important parts in the f ight against drugs.
Parents are the most powerf ul f orce in helping their children avoid the drug scene. Helping your children
learn how to make healthy decisions will pay of f  well in the f uture.

Have a good month!

Pat Tanner Nelson, Ed.D.

Extension Family & Human Development Specialist ptnelson@udel.edu

http://bit.ly/DEjitp

Suggested citation: Nelson, P.T. (2012). Prevention Pays in Families Matter! A Series f or Parents of  School-Age
Youth. Newark, DE: Cooperative Extension, University of  Delaware.
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