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Introduction: Understanding the Nature of Drug Use

In order to develop effective narcotics control programs, it is first 
necessary to understand the nature of drug use and abuse.  While 
many theories have been developed over the years, one of the most 
useful models for program planners is the perspective on risk and 
protective factors. 

This model promotes the view that the likelihood a person is going 
to engage in drug use is related to a series of negative (risk) factors 
and positive (protective) factors that are present in that individual 
and in the environment in which he or she lives.  

A risk factor is a condition in a person’s life that may make it dif-
ficult for that person to engage in healthy behavior.  For example, 
a history of drug abuse in an individual’s family or living in a com-
munity where most of an individual’s friends use drugs are consid-
ered to be powerful influences (risk factors) that will increase the 
likelihood that a person would in fact use drugs.

By contrast, a protective factor is a condition in a person’s life that 
may support healthy behavior.  For example, a sense of direction 
and goals for one’s life is considered a factor that might protect an 
individual from engaging in drug use.

P E 2 A C 2 E: 

A Comprehensive Approach 
for the Prevention of Substance Abuse
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Risk factors and protective factors are present in both individuals 
and communities.  In the case of an individual they are functions 
of an individual’s personality, cognitive skills and social compe-
tence.  In the community they can be found in families, peer groups, 
schools, cities and villages, and the society as a whole.

Exhibit One shows a number of risk and protective factors that have 
been identified for each of the key areas mentioned above.  It is 
important to note that this theory does not contend that the presence 
of any one of these factors can predict with certainty the use or non 
use of drugs by a specific individual, but does promote the notion 
that it is the collective influence of a combination of risk and protec-
tive factors that either increase or decrease the likelihood of drug 
use.
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Exhibit One: Risk and Protective Factors

Adapted from Hawkins, J.D., & Catalano, R.F. (1992). Communi-
ties that care: Action for drug abuse prevention. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

Risk Factors - Individual
• Rebelliousness to society
• Favorable attitudes towards drugs
• Early adoption of drug use
• Biological and physiological factors

Risk Factors - Peers
• Friends who are rebellious to society
• Friends with favorable attitudes towards drugs
• Friends who engage in drug use

Risk Factors - Family
• Family history of drug use
• Family management problems
• Family conflict
• Favorable parental attitudes towards drug use
• Parents engage in drug use

Risk Factors - School
• Inability to get along with other youth
• Academic failure beginning in early grades
• Lack of commitment to school

Risk Factors - City and Villages
• Availability of alcohol and other drugs
• Community attitudes favor drug use
• Lack of stability of residents
• Low attachment to neighborhood

Risk Factors - Society
• Social norms that are tolerant of drug use
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• Weak or unclear policies
• Lack of enforcement of laws designed to prevent drug use

Protective Factors - Individual
• Resilient personality
• Positive feelings towards society
• Positive relationships with others
• Healthy beliefs and a clear sense of what is right

Protective Factors - Peers
• Friends who have positive feelings towards society 
• Friends with negative attitudes towards drug use
• Friends who do not engage in drug use

Protective Factors - Family
• Positive relationships among family members
• Parents who communicate a sense of warmth, trust, and high 
   expectations
• An emotionally supportive family

Protective Factors - School
• Caring and supportive teachers
• High expectations from adults
• Clear standards of behavior
• Youth participation in prevention programs
• Positive school climate

Protective Factors - City and Villages
• High expectations of youth
• Community norms and laws unfavorable to drug use
• Low accessibility of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs

Protective Factors - Society
• Social norms that discourage drug use
• Policies that reduce the availability of alcohol and other drugs
• Strict enforcement of laws designed to prevent drug use
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An Overview of Evidence-Based Prevention Approaches

In addition to provid-
ing insight into a basic 
understanding of drug 
use, a review of the 
research on effective 
demand reduction strat-
egies reveals a number 
of key underlying prin-
ciples and specific strat-
egies that have been 
proven effective in 
reducing drug use.

In the case of large-
scale program interven-
tions, it appears that 
three major underlying 
factors are critical to 
success. They are: (1) 
drawing on theory-
based strategies that 
blend individual and 
environmental approaches; (2) applying multiple strategies in mul-
tiple settings; and (3) developing logically designed strategic plans 
to guide program implementation and evaluation.

Further, a review of the literature identifies seven program strate-
gies which taken together represent our best chance for effective 
program development.  These strategies are policy, enforcement, 
education, alternatives, communications, collaboration, and early 
intervention.

 P E 2 A C 2 E
 P OLICY

 E DUCATION

 E NFORCEMENT

 A LTERNATIVES

 C OMMUNICATION

 C OOPERATION

 E ARLY INTERVENTION
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Policy refers to standards for behavior that are formalized rules, 
regulations and procedures.  For example, a policy can impose 
strong penalties for the use of illicit drugs or require court-super-
vised treatment for young people.  Policies can mandate that penal-
ties for selling drugs will be doubled if the violation occurs near 
schools.  Policies can also be developed to control the distribution 
of precursor chemicals used in the manufacturing of amphetamine-
type stimulants.

Policies are often thought of as attempts by authorities to control the 
actions of individuals.  While they certainly can be applied in that 
spirit, public health policies work best when the members of a soci-
ety regard the policy as a social compact that has been developed to 
protect the common good.

Enforcement is a compelling observance of, or obedience to, a 
policy or regulation by not merely targeting the individual caught 
breaking the law, but also targeting the wider population that might 
consider breaking the law.  It aims to convince people that there are 
consequences to their actions, that laws are taken seriously, and that 
there is a significant enough likelihood of being caught to make it 
unwise to engage in a given risky behavior.  It also makes a public 
statement that the community stands behind its laws, and that those 

Relationship Between Risk and Protective Factors And Comprehensive Prevention Strategies

Categories of Risk & Protective Factors Corresponding Comprehensive Strategies

Individual Domains

Environmental Domains

Individual Education

Peers Alternatives

Family Early Intervention

School Policy

City & Villages Enforcement

Society Communications

 Collaboration
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laws are important for the health and safety of the community and 
its citizens.

Enforcement and policy are closely connected; nevertheless, there 
are reasons to draw a distinction between them.  Enforcement needs 
to be accounted for as a strategy in its own right: in the absence of 
enforcement, policies can be merely abstract ideas, without action 
to back them up.  Enforcement, moreover, may depend on a differ-
ent set of community systems than policy does.  The individuals 
who develop policies are not always the same people who are in a 
position to enforce them.

Education refers to all programs that attempt to educate individu-
als about the dangers of drug use as well as teach specific skills and 
actions that can be taken to protect themselves and their communi-
ties from the harmful consequences of drug use.  Education typi-
cally occurs in school settings as part of health and social curricula, 
but it can also take place in community settings that involve adults 
as well as young people.  For example, parents can learn about the 
role they can play in discouraging drug use by their children; like-
wise, professionals such as doctors, police officers, and storeowners 
can be educated as to the ways in which they can support a commu-
nity-wide demand reduction program.  

Whatever groups we target, it is always important to remember that 
information alone typically does not affect individual drug behav-
ior; however, when we combine information with skill develop-
ment including critical thinking, refusal skills, decision making, and 
social interaction we significantly improve our chances for success.

Alternatives are a strategy that incorporates recreational, enrich-
ment, and leisure activities into the approach to demand reduction.  
Drop-in recreation centers, after-school and weekend programs, 
dance, music and other traditional cultural activities, community 
service activities, tutoring, mentoring, and other events are offered 
in these programs as alternatives to dangerous activities, such as 
drug use.  While many alternative approaches have not been eval-
uated with rigor, researchers have learned some valuable lessons 
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about elements that increase an approach’s likelihood of success.  
Alternative strategies are most likely to be effective if they: (1) 
target youth at high risk who may not have adequate adult supervi-
sion or access to a variety of activities; (2) target the particular needs 
and assets of individuals; and (3) provide intensive approaches that 
combine many hours of involvement with access to related ser-
vices.

Communications are strategies that examine the ways in which 
media can be used to promote demand reduction.  Communications 
strategies include media advocacy, media literacy, public education, 
and social marketing.  

Media advocacy attempts to engage the media in a constructive 
relationship that serves to influence the way in which they report 
drug issues.  It seeks to have the media play a more involved and 
responsible role in addressing this issue by providing accurate infor-
mation as well as suggestions on how individuals can contribute to 
reducing drug use in a society.  

Media literacy is a strategy that focuses on educating individuals, 
especially young people, about the ways in which the media func-
tions, as well as providing both the information and the skills we 
each need to be critical consumers of information the media pro-
vides regarding drug use.  This is particularly important when we 
consider the many ways in which the alcohol and tobacco industries 
use the media not only to promote the use of their products, but also 
to create a general impression that the use of any substance to alter 
one’s mood is a perfectly acceptable behavior.

While media literacy programs traditionally address commercial 
advertisements using curriculum lessons presented in school set-
tings, it is possible to use these techniques in a wide range of com-
munity settings to reach a variety of target audiences.  For example, 
the same critical thinking skills that a teacher would review and 
practice with her students in a classroom lesson could be presented 
by a community outreach worker to help young people better ana-
lyze the street messages they receive from traffickers and local drug 
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pushers.  These messages are most often based on misinformation 
or appeals to emotion and do not present an accurate representation 
of the true consequences of drug use.

In addition to using youth outreach workers to help teach critical 
thinking skills to young people in out-of-school settings, commu-
nity-based organizations might also consider working with peer 
educators as yet another appropriate way to bring this information 
to youth who are at high-risk for drug use.

Public Education is the technique of using media channels and out-
lets to provide information to large numbers of individuals.  Typi-
cally these efforts involve the development of a communications 
message that is used on billboards or in television and radio public 
service announcements.  These campaigns are highly visible and 
serve to quickly provide basic information to large groups of people.  
They are a good way to raise community awareness about a particu-
lar issue, but used as a single strategy they typically do not result in 
a significant change of behaviors.

Social Marketing is a strategy that is similar to public education, 
but differs from that strategy in one very important aspect.  While 
public education provides broad information to the general popu-
lation, social marketing seeks to influence behavior by construct-
ing messages that appeal to specific target audiences.  Messages 
move beyond simply providing information and instead use highly 
sophisticated techniques that professional advertisers use to sell 
products.  This technique has been used successfully to address a 
range of health and social issues around the world including issues 
related to demand reduction.  

Collaboration refers to a process of participation through which 
people, groups, and organizations come together in a mutually ben-
eficial and well-defined relationship to work toward results they are 
more likely to be achieved together rather than alone.  In many 
settings, such as business, collaboration is viewed as the preferred 
technique.  Certainly, by coordinating efforts, agencies and organi-
zations can pool and maximize their human and financial resources.  
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In the field of demand reduction it is also regarded as a value and 
reflects a particular point of view: by working together partners, 
formal or informal, can bring different perspectives to bear to solve 
a problem and to bring about change. 

Early Intervention is a demand reduction strategy targeted at indi-
viduals and groups at risk of developing substance abuse problems.  
It focuses on youth who, because of their family situation, individ-
ual characteristics, or environment, have risk factors known to be 
associated with drug use.   Early intervention to reduce the demand 
for substances includes those interventions that: (1) work with chil-
dren at risk for abusing substances in the future, either because of 
family risk factors, environmental risk factors, individual risk fac-
tors, or early childhood behavioral indicators; (2) work with young 
people who have just begun to abuse substances but before the prob-
lem becomes even more serious; or (3) work with families, whose 
home environment or parental behavior increases the likelihood of 
youth substance abuse.

As societies around the world are learning, the key to effective 
demand reduction is to use multiple strategies, in multiple settings, 
toward a set of clearly defined outcomes.  As demand reduction pro-
grams are developed at the national and community levels, societies 
should examine their our own situations and look for ways to com-
bine the seven strategies that have proven effective: policy, enforce-
ment, education, alternatives, communications, collaboration, and 
early intervention.
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List of documents previously distributed by 
UNODC Regional Centre (Bangkok)

 
 1/2000 Summary of the Meeting on the Regional Centre’s Strategies for 

the Pacific Region
  2/2000 Report of the Conference on Amphetamine-Type Stimulants in 

East and South-East Asia, Tokyo, Japan, 24-27 January 2000
 4/2000 Annual Field Report 1999
 5/2000 Eastern Horizons No.1 March 2000
 6/2000 Reducing Illicit Drug Use in the Highlands of East Asia: Exter-

nal Sub-regional Appraisal Report
 7/2000 China Country Profile    
 8/2000 Mission Report on Project Advocacy Mission (B53)
 9/2000 UNDCP and ASEAN Drug Demand Reduction Strategies
 10/2000 Reducing Illicit Drug Use in the Highlands of East Asia: Project 

Performance and Evaluation Report, January-December 1999 
 11/2000 Status of donor contributions to all projects as of end March 

2000
  12/2000 Tripartite Review Meeting (Terminal): Reducing Illicit Drug 

Use in the Highlands of East Asia
 13/2000 Press Clippings News on Drug Control and Crime Prevention in 

East Asia  (Nov. 1999 - May 2000) 
 14/2000 Eastern Horizons No.2 June 2000
 15/2000 UNDCP Activities Report in East Asia and the Pacific: Thirty 

years fighting drugs through leadership and participatory coop-
eration

 16/2000 Asia-Pacific Ministerial Seminar on Building Capacities for 
Fighting Transnational Organized Crime, held in Bangkok on 20 
and 21 March 2000

 18/2000 Lights on harm of drug abuse, corruption and violence (press 
kit), International Day against Drug Abuse and Illicit Traffick-
ing, 26 June 2000

 19/2000 Sub-regional Workshop for Cross-Border Law Enforcement 
Cooperation in East Asia (AD/RAS/99/D91), 4-6 July 2000

 20/2000 Terminal Report for Interdiction and Seizure Capacity Building 
in Yunnan Province, China (AD/RAS/94/714-968)

 21/2000 Terminal Report for Interdiction and Seizure Capacity Building 
between China and Myanmar (AD/RAS/93/713-913)

 22/2000 Eastern Horizons No.3 September 2000
 23/2000 Report on the Regional Drug Enforcement Strategy Workshop, 

Shanghai, China, 25-27 July 2000
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 24/2000 Good Practices and Lessons Reducing Illicit Drug Use in the 
Highlands of East Asia

 25/2000 A “World Class” Training Opportunity to Strengthen Drug Con-
trol Measures

 26/2000 Press Reports - International Congress “In pursuit of a drug free 
ASEAN 2015: Sharing the vision, leading the change”, Bang-
kok, Thailand, 11-13 October 2000

 27/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, VII. Crime Scene Examination and 
Evidence Handling/Presentation

 28/2000  Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, VIII. Leadership & Command

 29/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, IV. Surveillance  

  30/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, II. Controlled Deliveries

 31/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, III. Undercover Operations 1. Policy 
and Procedure Manual 2. Training Manual

 32/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, I. Intelligence - Policy and Training 
Manual

 33/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, V. Mutual Assistance

 34/2000 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, VI. Asset Tracing and Seizure

 35/2000 Inception Meeting for the Project on Alternative Development 
Cooperation in East Asia (AD/RAS/98/C96) October 26-27, 
2000 at Doi Tung Development Project, Chiang Rai

 36/2000 Workplan: Alternative Development Cooperation in East Asia 
(AD/RAS/98/C96)

 37/2000 Summary Report - International Congress “In pursuit of a drug-
free ASEAN 2015: Sharing the vision, leading the change”, 
Bangkok, Thailand, 11-13 October 2000

 38/2000 ACCORD (ASEAN and China Cooperative Operations in 
Response to Dangerous Drugs) Plan of Action

 39/2000 Eastern Horizons No. 4 December 2000

  ------------------------------------------
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 1/2001 National Workshop for Cross-Border Law Enforcement Coop-
eration in East Asia (AD/RAS/99/D91)

 2/2001 First Annual Meeting of the Mutual Legal Assistance Advisory 
Committee (MLAAC)-AD/RAS/97/C74

 3/2001 Fellowship Programme in Malaysia 04 September-10 October 
2000 (AD/RAS/97/C74)

  4/2001 Participants Database: Seminars, Workshops and Meeting for 1st 
Phase of Development of Cross-Border Law Enforcement Coop-
eration in East Asia (AD/RAS/99/D91) (12 November 1999-15 
January 2001)

 5/2001 Review of High Risk Groups in China - Urumqui and Yining, 
Xinjiang Autonomous Region (Urumqi-Yining, 15-19 Septem-
ber 2000) (AD/RAS/98/C75)

 6/2001 Directory of Drug Treatment and Rehabilitation Services, East 
Asia and the Pacific

 7/2001 Eliminating Opium: Lessons from Succeeding in Thailand
 8/2001 Cross-Border Law Enforcement Cooperation Meeting/Workshop 

(AD/RAS/99/D91)
 9/2001 Status of Donor Contributions to Regional Programmes as of 

December 2000 
 10/2001 Eastern Horizons No. 5, March 2001
 11/2001 Cambodia Country Profile
 12/2001 Pacific Islands Regional Profile
 13/2001 Injecting Drug Use and HIV Vulnerability: Choices and Conse-

quences in Asia and the Pacific
 14/2001 Report on Workshop “A Partnership with United Nations in A 

World Class Training Project”, Bangkok, Thailand, 24-25 April 
2001

 15/2001 What they said: Press Clippings: Ministerial and Senior Officials 
Committee Meetings on Drug Control, Yangon, 9-11 May 2001

 16/2001 Eastern Horizons No.6, June 2001
 17/2001 Sports end Drugs (Press Kit), International Day against Drug 

Abuse and Illicit Trafficking, 26 June 2001
 18/2001 Annual Field Report 2000
 19/2001 Regional Profile 2000
 20/2001 Global Impact of the Ban on Opium Production in Afghanistan
 21/2001 Alternative Development Cooperation in East Asia
 22/2001 UNDCP Judicial Fellowship in the Balkans
 23/2001 Alternative Development: Sharing Good Practices, Facing 

Common Problems
 24/2001 Eastern Horizons No.7, September 2001 
 25/2001 Opium Reduction in Thailand, 1970-2000: A Thirty-Year Jour-

ney
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 26/2001 Training Guide: Community Participation in Alternative Devel-
opment Projects

 27/2001 Model Drug Enforcement Policy and Suggested Training Mate-
rials for MOU Countries, IX. Advanced Intelligence Analysis

 28/2001 ACCORD: First Meeting of the ACCORD Plan of Action Task 
Forces,    12 -14 November 2001, Bali, Indonesia

 29/2001 Eastern Horizons No.8, December 2001

  ----------------------------------------

 1/2002 Projects B65 & C46 - Terminal Report
 2/2002 Regional Drug Control Profile for Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 

1 February 2002
 3/2002 The Private Sector is a Protagonist of the Community Response 

to the Drug Scourge in the East Asia and Pacific Region
 4/2002 Law Enforcement Programme Evaluation Report 
 5/2002 Eastern Horizons No.9, March 2002
 6/2002 Joint Action Plan Meeting Report
 7/2002 Progress Report on Subregional Action Plan on Drug Control 

(Report No. 6; June 2001 - May 2002)
 8/2002 Thinking Out of the Box, UNDCP Activities Report in East Asia 

and the Pacific 2000-2001
 9/2002 Evaluation Report for Computer Based Training in East Asia 

(AD/RAS/97/C51)
 10/2002 Thai School Free of Drugs, Model Approaches
 11/2002 Eastern Horizons No.10, June 2002
 12/2002 Surveying Myanmar Schools, Building Confidence, Obtaining 

Results
 13/2002 Drug Abuse among Youth in Vientiane, School Survey
 14/2002 Drug Use by the Youth of Vietnam in School and Out
 15/2002 Indonesia Country Profile, May 2002
 16/2002 Subregional Development of Institutional Capacity for Demand 

Reduction Among High Risk Group (AD/RAS/98/C75)
 17/2002 Border Liaison Offices (BLOs): In Operation (AD/RAS/

99/D91)
 18/2002 Drug Use of the Marginalized in Vietnam
 19/2002 Assessment of Computer Based Training in Turkey (AD/RAS/

97/C51)
 20/2002 Eastern Horizons No.11, September 2002
 21/2002 Opium Farming and Poverty as Market Failures: Experiences in 

the Mekong Region on Marketing and Micro-credit for Alterna-
tive Development

 22/2002 Initial Assessment of CBT / E-learning in Brazil (Emerging 
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Findings Report) – AD/RAS/97/C51
 23/2002 Eastern Horizons No.12, December 2002

  ------------------------------------------

 1/2003 Marketing – the Bottleneck of Opium Eradication? Experiences 
from East Asia in Marketing Alternative Development Products

The above documents can be obtained through the website of UNODC 
Regional Centre for East Asia and the Pacific (http://www.unodc.un.or.th)
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