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Root Causes of Youth Substance Use and Misuse

Many factors can contribute to young people’s use of substances, from the individual level to the community and societal level. To have the greatest impact on youth substance use, it is important to consider and address community level factors as well as individual and peer factors. Below are several key societal risk factors (root causes) for youth substance use and a short description of the research behind them.

Trauma
Recent research shows that adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as abuse, violence, witnessing substance misuse in the home, sudden death of a loved one, or neglect can drastically increase the likelihood that a child will misuse substances. Experts believe that ACEs create chronic exposure to toxic stress, which can change the structure and function of the adolescent brain in ways that predispose youth to substance misuse.

Further Reading:

Dube SR, Felitti VJ, Dong M, Chapman DP, Giles WH, Anda RF. Childhood abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction and the risk of illicit drug use: the adverse childhood experiences study. Pediatrics. 2003;111(3):564–572. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12612237

Economic Disadvantage
Socioeconomic status determines access to many resources, including adequate health care and higher education opportunities. Researchers have discovered that even in countries with a relatively high standard of living, there is still a health gap between rich and poor. Chronic feelings of shame, stress, and frustration at lack of economic opportunity can lead to the use of alcohol, marijuana, or other drugs to cope. Alcohol outlets such as liquor stores also tend to be disproportionately located in lower-income neighborhoods, leading to increased access to substances.

Further Reading:

Flaskerud JH, DeLilly CR. Social determinants of health status. Issues Ment Health Nurs. 2012;33(7):494–497. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3710744/

Lee JO, Cho J, Yoon Y, Bello MS, Khoddam R, Leventhal AM. Developmental Pathways from Parental Socioeconomic Status to Adolescent Substance Use: Alternative and Complementary Reinforcement. J Youth Adolesc. 2018;47(2):334–348. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5790622/

Discrimination
The “minority stress” model posits that experiencing discrimination due to race, sexual orientation, country of origin, disability status, or other social factors can create chronic stress that increases one’s risk of substance misuse. This discrimination can be on an individual level, e.g. experiencing microaggressions at work or harassment on the street, or it can be systemic, e.g. the lingering effects of discriminatory housing and lending policies. The experience of perceiving oneself as “other,” marginalized, or otherwise not “belonging” to the larger community can also contribute to this stress.


Further Reading:

Meyer IH. Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations: conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychol Bull. 2003;129(5):674–697. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.129.5.674. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2072932/

Gibbons FX, Etcheverry PE, Stock ML, et al. Exploring the link between racial discrimination and substance use: what mediates? What buffers?. J Pers Soc Psychol. 2010;99(5):785–801. doi:10.1037/a0019880. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3314492/

Policy Environment
Are substances such as alcohol and marijuana widely available for purchase? Are there restrictions on advertising, hours of sale, or types of products that may be sold? Policy has a widespread impact on both youth and adult substance use by determining the availability of substances in the community and, by extension, their ease of access by young people.

Further Reading:

Milam AJ, Johnson SL, Furr-Holden CD, Bradshaw CP. Alcohol Outlets and Substance Use among High Schoolers. J Community Psychol. 2016;44(7):819–832. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5001559/

Xu X, Chaloupka FJ. The effects of prices on alcohol use and its consequences. Alcohol Res Health. 2011;34(2):236–245. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3860576/

Access to Housing
Homelessness is a key risk factor for substance use among youth. Homeless and unstably housed youth are more likely to be exposed to substances and witness adult use. Drug and alcohol use can also be a coping mechanism for the daily stressors (noise, sleeping outside, verbal harassment, etc.) associated with living on the streets. Moreover, substance use can be a way of coping with past trauma or untreated mental illness. 

Further Reading: 

Gomez R, Thompson SJ, Barczyk AN. Factors associated with substance use among homeless young adults. Subst Abus. 2010;31(1):24–34. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2856116/



