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Use of alcohol & drugs by young people in Australia 

In the last year, young people aged 14-19: 

54.1% consumed alcohol* 

14.7% used cannabis 

3% used ecstasy 

AIHW 2014. National Drug Strategy Household Survey detailed report: 
2013. Drug statistics series no. 28. Cat. no. PHE 183. Canberra: AIHW. 

8.9% binge drink on a weekly basis 

2.7% used synthetic cannabis 

   1.1% used cocaine 



Background: substance use among young people 

• Adolescence is a peak time for development 
of substance use disorders (Tucker et al. 2005) 

• Related harms are significant  
– Poor school performance and early drop out 
– Increased risk of dependency/ mental illness  

in adulthood 

Tucker et al. (2005) Substance Use Trajectories From Early Adolescence into emerging adulthood:  
A comparison between smoking, binge drinking and marijuana use, Journal of Drug Issues, 35(2): 307 
AIHW (2011) Young Australians: their health and wellbeing. Cat. no. PHE 140, Canberra. 

Photo source: Superbad. 



Risk factors for early initiation  
• Parental monitoring, rule setting & positive 

attitudes towards alcohol use  
(Ryan et al. 2010; Handley & Chassin 2013) 

• Mental Health problems  
(Hopfer et al. 2013)  

• Delinquency and                                                     
behavioural problems  
(Donovan 2004; Castellanos-Ryan & Conrod 2016) 

• Peer use and perceived                                                     
peer use  (Trucco et al. 2011) 

 

Birrell et al. (2016) ‘Early onset mood disorders and first alcohol use in the general 
population’, Journal of Affective Disorders, 200: 244 



Only 2 in 100 young people aged  
14-19 used methamphetamine in the 

last  year. 

Use of alcohol & drugs by young people in Australia 



Social influence & normative use 
• Social influences = powerful predictors of youth 

substance use 
• Teenagers overestimate rates of drug use 

– False consensus 

• Social influence approach to drug education 
– Facts based 
– Resistance skills training 
– Challenges common misconceptions 

 

Eisenberg, M. E., Toumbourou, J. W., Catalano, R. F., & Hemphill, S. A. (2014). Social Norms in the Development of 
Adolescent Substance Use: A Longitudinal Analysis of the International Youth Development Study. Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence, 43(9): 1486–1497 



The developing teenage brain 

• Period of significant developmental change 
• Substance use in adolescence disrupts key periods  

of transition from 
childhood to adulthood 

• Brain development  
influenced by many  
factors 
– Intervene early, before  

exposure occurs! 

Arain et al. (2013) ‘Maturation of the adolescent brain’ in Neuro 
Disease & Treatment, 3(9): 450 



Why is prevention important? 

• Effective prevention is essential for harm 
minimisation 

• Evidence-based approaches exist but 
implementation is low due to barriers: 
– Time/resources demands 
– Remote areas difficult access 
– Costs/training 

Champion et al. (2016) Prevention of alcohol and other drug use in the digital 
age: what does the evidence tell us?, Current Opinion in Psychiatry,  29: 1. 
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Positive Choices: Drug Education Portal 

• One stop portal providing up-to-date evidence-based 
information about AOD 

• Builds on existing research & resources 
• Aimed at teachers, students and parents 
• Role based accounts & resources 

 



Development Process 

Project 
Management 

National Drug 
Research 

Institute (NDRI) 

National Drug & Alcohol 
Research Centre (NDARC) 

Centre of Research 
Excellence in Mental 

Health and Substance 
Use (CREMS) 

Australian 
Government 

Department of 
Health 

End-user Consultation 
(Teachers, Parents, Students) 

External Expert 
Consultation 



Students: 
- Access to educational games and 

videos 
- Drug information and facts 
- Factsheets e.g. making choices, 

seeking support 
 
For parents 
- Information videos and factsheets 

e.g. how and when to talk to a young 
person about drugs 
 

Positive Choices: Drug Education Portal 



• Teachers 
1. Access to evidence based prevention 

programs 
2. Use search filters to: 

a) Access resources that link directly to 
Australian Curriculum 

b) Locate resources for particular groups and 
classroom needs 

3. Create user accounts that facilitate 
lesson planning and allow teachers to 
save and share resources 

Positive Choices: Drug Education Portal 
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Information Factsheets 

• Factsheets on illicit drugs  
– E.g. alcohol, benzodiazepines, cannabis, cocaine, ecstasy, 

emerging drugs, GHB, hallucinogens, heroin, inhalants, 
ketamine, methamphetamine, tobacco.  

• Drug related guidance & advice 
– How to talk to a young person, legal information, how to help 

someone who has taken a drug etc. 

• Drug Education booklets 
– Versions tailored to students, teachers, parents 

 



 

Contact for hard copies: info@positivechoices.org.au 



Videos 

• Choices for life series 
‘Someday’ – Sophie’s story 

• Under construction:  
alcohol, cannabis and the                                
teenage brain  



Games 
• Pure Rush 

– Serious games associated with higher levels of motivation,  
engagement & knowledge acquisition 

– Reinforces social influence message 
– Game + booklet, infographics reinforce key educational messages 

• Reconstructors 
– Players solve drug related cases & learn about 

neuroscience basis of drug effects 
– Focus on pain relieving drugs, inhalants,  

stimulants & hallucinogens 
 

Picture source: 
whatsappfunnyvideosdownload.blogspot.com 

http://whatsappfunnyvideosdownload.blogspot.com/2015/06/boss-dont-know-how-to-play-computer.html


Quick Activities 
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