CHAPTER 16
Prevention of Alcohol and Other Drug Problems
Summary
The prevention of using alcohol and other drugs and the problems associated with their use involve a combination of educational, legal, and moral forces against the promotion, advertising, and sale of products from the alcohol and tobacco industries. A combined approach in which efforts are directed at the agent or drug, the host or user, and the environment or society is needed to make progress in preventing or at least reducing problems related to the use of alcohol. For illicit drugs, heavy reliance is placed on legal means to control their availability in addition to educational and informational campaigns against their use.

Primary prevention tries to stop problems related to use of alcohol and other drugs before they start. Diagnosing and identifying present drug abusers (secondary prevention) and treatment of persons already suffering from drug problems (tertiary prevention) usually take priority over primary prevention because they are such immediate problems.

One approach to prevention is to reduce the available supply of drugs. Creating conditions that raise costs of a legal drug due to pricing and taxes might reduce consumption, at least for lighter users. A different situation may exist with illicit drugs because heavy users may resort to criminal activities to support their expensive drug habits.

Another strategy involves demand reduction, as exemplified by school-based alcohol and other drug prevention programs that focus on teaching skills to children so they can cope without resorting to drugs. Normative education can help children resist peer influences to use drugs by correcting any misperception that most peers use drugs.

Drug testing is one objective approach used to reduce drug use that may lead to work impairment and accidents in the workplace. However, drug testing is not infallible and also may infringe on employees’ privacy.

Another approach in alcohol and drug prevention efforts involves supply reduction through strict legal enforcement, interdiction, and taxation to reduce the availability of drugs. Use reduction efforts, when successful, might reduce the direct harm of a specific drug but also might unintentionally increase other forms of harm.

Harm reduction efforts, which concede that some drug use is unavoidable, try to minimize the harm created by use. Some success has been achieved, as with needle exchange programs for heroin users, which do not prevent heroin use but reduce the harm from infectious diseases conveyed by shared needles. Opponents of harm reduction reject this philosophy as condoning drug use and “sending the wrong message.”

Society is compromised in its ability and desire to control alcohol and other drugs, however, because the legal drugs generate large excise tax revenues and create thousands of jobs in the drug industries, with spillover to marketing, advertising, distribution, and sales of these drugs. We also must acknowledge that our drug problem does not rest entirely on the characteristics of drugs or their users. Societal conditions may be among the root causes that contribute to drug abuse and dependency, and they also must be addressed if drug abuse and related problems are to be reduced in a just manner.
