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Interventions to Prevent Illicit Drug Use in Children, Adolescents,
and Young Adults

The US Preventive Services Task Force (USPSTF) has recently published recommendations
on primary care–based interventions to prevent illicit drug use in youths.

What Is Illicit Drug Use?
Illicit drug use refers to using illegal drugs or misusing prescription
medications or household products. Illegal drugs include cocaine,
heroin, and hallucinogens (eg, LSD). Prescription medications in-
clude sedatives (eg, benzodiazepines), opioids, and stimulants.
Household products include glues, solvents, and gasoline. Alcohol
and tobacco are not considered “illicit” drugs for the purposes of this
recommendation statement but are illegal for underage persons.

Illicit drug use is linked to risk-taking behaviors that cause
injury and death, violence, unsafe sexual behaviors, and long-
term mental health problems. There is also a risk of death due
to overdose.

What Interventions Are Used to Prevent Illicit Drug Use
in Youths?
The main intervention is counseling sessions, which can take on vari-
ous formats, such as
• In person, over the phone, or online
• Group or individual
• Youth alone or youth plus parent

Sessions typically focus on
• Education about illicit drugs and/or other substances
• Correction of normative thoughts or beliefs
• Development of social skills, stress management skills, positive peer

relationships, refusal skills, and self-esteem

What Is the Population Under Consideration?
This recommendation applies to children (aged �12 years), adoles-
cents (aged 12-17 years), and young adults (aged 18-25 years).

What Are the Potential Benefits and Harms of Providing
Interventions to Prevent Illicit Drug Use in Youths?
The theoretical benefit of providing these counseling interven-
tions is preventing young persons from starting to use illicit drugs
or reducing the amount that they currently use. However, the
studies that have been done have shown inconsistent outcomes
regarding drug abstinence, frequency of drug use, or quantity of

drug use. While some showed improvement, about half showed
no improvement, and a few even showed an increase in use. This
paradoxical increase would be the main potential harm of provid-
ing such interventions.

How Strong Is the Recommendation to Provide
Interventions to Prevent Illicit Drug Use in Youths?
Given the current evidence, the USPSTF concludes that the bal-
ance of benefits vs harms of primary care–based interventions to
prevent illicit drug use in children, adolescents, and young adults
is uncertain.
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Interventions to Prevent Illicit Drug Use 
in Children, Adolescents, and Young Adults

Statement

Children aged 12 years and younger, adolescents aged 
12 to 17 years, and young adults aged 18 to 25 years

There is insufficient evidence to assess the balance 
of benefits and harms of providing counseling interventions 
for illicit drug use in children, adolescents, and young adults.

USPSTF recommendation

Population

Illicit drug use can include illegal drugs, prescription medications, or household 
substances. Preventing illicit drug use in youth remains a challenge.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

US Preventive Services Task Force
www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/uspstf/recommendation/
illicit-and-nonmedical-prescription-drug-use-in-children-and-
adolescents-primary-care-interventions
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