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CONTENT SUMMARYSubstance abuse – excessive use of drugs or alcohol that harms the mind or body.
Tolerance – needing more of a substance to get the same effect.
Withdrawal symptoms – unpleasant physical reaction when you stop using an addictive drug.
Intrapersonal – within your own mind.
Interpersonal – relationships or communication between people. 


Substance abuse involves using various substances like alcohol, illegal drugs (such as cocaine or heroin), and even misusing prescription medications or things like cigarettes and inhalants in a harmful way. When someone has a problem with substance abuse, they may develop a tolerance, and experience withdrawal symptoms when they try to stop. They might also display mood swings, act differently, and neglect their responsibilities. 
Personal risk factors contributing to substance abuse can be intrapersonal (like their family history or mental health issues) or interpersonal (like peer pressure). However, there are protective factors that can reduce the chances of substance abuse, such as having strong family support, positive friendships, and effective techniques to deal with stress and problems. To prevent substance abuse, it's crucial to detect problems early and get help. This can involve open discussions at school or having support available to assist someone before it becomes a severe issue.

Lesson 1: Social Factors that Contribute to Substance Abuse
Social factors are elements within your social environment that can influence your thoughts, behaviours and actions around substance abuse, such as:
Family Dynamics – Interactions and relationships within a family. 
Example: Growing up in an environment where substance use is normalised or used as a coping mechanism can influence someone to follow the same patterns.
Lack of Education – Limited access to knowledge and skills. 
Example: Young people that don't understand the potential harm may be more likely to experiment with substances.
Media Influence – Impact of mass media on attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours. 
Example: Popular people on social media might make drinking look exciting or a way to cope with problems, influencing others to act in the same way.
Social Norms – Societal expectations or unwritten rules guiding behaviour. 
Example: Young people believe that partying, drinking and doing drugs is "part of being a young person".
Economic Factors – Influences related to the distribution of resources in society. 
Example: Unemployment, poverty and income inequality often cause stress, frustration and hopelessness which contributes to substance use as a coping mechanism.



Peer Pressure – Influence from friends to conform to certain behaviours. 
Example: You drink alcohol because all your friends drink alcohol.
Trauma & Stress – Emotional or physical strain resulting from difficult experiences. 
Example: Individuals who have experienced physical or emotional abuse, may turn to substances to self-medicate and numb emotional pain.
Social Isolation – Lack of connection with others; being alone socially. 
Example: Someone that doesn't have good relationships with others may turn to substances to cope with feelings of loneliness and lack of connection

Community Contribution to Substance Abuse
You are a part of different communities such as the neighbourhood where you live, your school, or even online groups where you and others have something in common. In this section we will look at how factors within communities and the media can contribute to substance abuse. 
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	School Community



· Negative Peer Pressure: Your peers might be trying things like drugs or alcohol, and you might feel like you should too, just to fit in. Negative peer pressure – when someone who is a part of a group you belong to makes you feel that you have to do something to be accepted.


· Accessibility: In some schools, it can be easy to find drugs or alcohol, especially if there are people around who sell them or older learners who can give them to you. 
· Social Events and Parties: When you're at these events, many people might be using drugs and alcohol, and you might want to join in just to have fun and be part of the group.
· Bullying and Peer Victimisation: To deal with the stress and emotional pain, some teenagers might turn to substance as a way to cope with these experiences.
· Curiosity and Experimentation: At school there are a lot of different people. Some might be curious about trying drugs or alcohol, and might ask you to join them in experimenting with these substances.
· Academic Pressure: School can be stressful, especially when you have a lot of homework, tests, and exams. Some teenagers might start using drugs or alcohol to help them deal with all that pressure.
· Lack of Supervision: During breaks or after-school activities, there might not always be adults around to supervise learners which creates chances for them to use substances without anyone catching them.
· Lack of Education: In some schools, there might not be enough lessons or awareness programmes that teach learners about the risks of using drugs and alcohol. This means that some teenagers might not fully understand how dangerous it can be to use these substances.
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· Easy Access to Substances: When substances are easy to find, it's more likely that teenagers will start using them.
· Money and Jobs: In communities where many people don't have much money or can't find work, teenagers are more likely to use substances as a way to deal with tough situations.
· Lack of Education: If there aren't good schools or if teenagers don't learn about the risks of using substances, it can lead to more drug and alcohol use.
· Community Norms: In places where people think using substances is okay, teenagers might do it more because they think it's normal.
· Family Dynamics: Having family members who abused substances or not getting support from your family can make it more likely for teenagers to use drugs or alcohol.
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· Portrayal of Substance Use: Sometimes, what we see in movies, songs, and advertisements can make using substances seem cool or normal. This can make it seem like a regular thing for teenagers.
· Advertising and Promotion: Companies that sell things like alcohol and tobacco often use advertisements to get young people interested. This can make it look like using substances is normal and a good idea.
· Peer Comparison: On social media, people show off what they're doing, including using substances. When you see friends or famous people doing it, you might feel like you should too, which can lead to trying it.
· Information and Awareness: Even though the media can sometimes make substance use seem okay, it can also help by teaching us about the risks and how to get help if we need it. 



Lesson 2: Appropriate Behaviour to Stop and Avoid Substance Abuse
While communities and the media can contribute to substance abuse, they can also create safe and supportive environments to protect young people. Here are some of the ways in which they can stop and avoid teenagers from getting involved in substance abuse. 
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	Teaching Health and Life Skills
	Mental Health Support

	Schools must teach important health and life skills, covering substance abuse risks and consequences, along with communication, stress management, problem-solving, and refusal skills
	There should be counsellors who can help learners, especially if they're facing emotional or psychological challenges that may make them vulnerable to substance abuse.

	Clear Policies
	Extracurricular Activities

	Schools should set clear rules about not using drugs. Learners should know the consequences for breaking these rules, and be provided with help if they are struggling with substance-related issues.
	Schools should provide various after-school activities like sports, arts, and clubs. This gives learners positive things to do, helping them feel like they belong and have a purpose.
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	Treatment and Support
	Community Policing and Law Enforcement

	Make sure there are affordable services to help those struggling with substance abuse. Work with healthcare providers, counselling services, and support groups to create a network of resources.
	Community policing forums (CPF) and law enforcement can address and prevent substance abuse by being more visible, reaching out to the community, and partnering with schools for a safe environment.

	Youth Engagement and Empowerment
	Parental Support and Education

	Give young people a voice in the community. Involve them in decisions, encourage participation in events, and provide platforms for them to share their thoughts on preventing substance abuse.
	Help and educate parents to be supportive. Stress the importance of open communication and being involved in their kids' lives to create an environment that discourages substance abuse.
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	Education and Awareness
	Promotion of Positive Role Models

	The media can create campaigns to give accurate information about the risks of substance abuse. They should aim these campaigns at both young people and parents.
	Show stories of people who overcame substance abuse or live without drugs. Famous people like celebrities and athletes can be highlighted for their resilience and healthy choices.

	Social Media Campaigns
	Responsible Advertising Practices

	Use social media to spread positive messages, share recovery stories, and connect with young audiences. Campaigns that get people talking and supporting each other can be very effective.
	Media and advertisers should be responsible. Avoid making substance use look cool in advertisements and instead promote messages about responsible drinking. This helps create a healthier media world.



YOUR Responsibility
At some point in life, most of us will encounter situations involving substance use and abuse. Although you are surrounded by social factors that can motivate you to use substances, it's important to understand that the decision to participate in such behaviours is ultimately up to you. 
Many teenagers don’t want to use drugs or alcohol, but they struggle to turn down their friends. They’re worried their friends will think they’re “not cool” or the worst, “not want to be friends anymore”. When friends make you feel like you have to do something to fit in, it is called negative peer pressure. We do, however, have situations where peer pressure can be good. For example, when your friends encourage you not to use substances because they care about your health and well-being, it is called positive peer pressure.
To manage situations where you experience negative peer pressure, you can develop refusal and decision-making skills to either avoid or stop substance use and abuse. 



















Assertive Refusal SkillsAssertive – being confident, honest and respectful without being hurtful or mean.


When you find yourself in a situation where you feel pressured to participate in substance use, you need to practice assertive ways to decline without feeling uncomfortable. Here are a few planned responses you can use in such situations:
	Plan
	Example Responses

	Give an Excuse
	· "I can’t stay; I have to go help my dad with something."
· "That stuff makes me sick."

	Firm but Polite Refusal
	· "No, thanks. I'm not into that."
· "I'm good, but thanks for offering."

	Deflect with Humour
	· "No thanks, I need all the brain cells I can get."
· "Doesn’t that stuff stunt your growth? I’m too short already!"

	Focus on Goals
	· "I'm working towards my academic goals, so I can't risk it."
· "I want to stay healthy for the soccer finals coming up."

	Express Personal Values
	· "I don't believe in using [substance], it goes against my values."
· "I have other ways to have fun that don't involve [substance]."

	Offer Alternatives
	· "I’m good. Wanna go play some rugby?"
· "No thanks. Let’s go grab some food.”

	Ask for Support
	· "I'm trying to avoid [substance], and I'd appreciate your support."
· "Can we all just enjoy the evening without [substance]?"

	Exit the Situation
	· "I need to head home now, so I'll pass on [substance]."
· "I'm not feeling well, so I'll catch you later."

	Explain the Danger
	· "No thanks. That stuff is so bad for you."
· "Haven’t you heard about the kids who died from doing that?”



Practical ways to avoid and stop substance use:
· Participating in sport and exercise promotes physical health and helps stress reduction.
· Pursue creative hobbies such as drawing, painting, writing and music to express yourself.
· Being a part of clubs allows you to socialise, build friendships and develop a sense of belonging.
· Getting involved in volunteer work provides you with a sense of purpose and accomplishment.
· Spending time with friends in activities that do not involve substances, such as going to the movies, playing games, or doing outdoor activities.
· Think critically about the media that you consume; don't accept everything you see as the truth.
Decision-Making Skills Decision-making skills – abilities that help you to choose solutions to challenges.



Being able to make smart decisions is really important, especially when it comes to substances. It helps you make choices that keep you safe and healthy. Before you think about using substances, there are important things to think about to make the right decision.
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	Think Before You Act: 
Think about the potential outcomes. Ask yourself, "What might happen if I use this substance?" Consider the immediate effects, such as impairment, and the long-term consequences like addiction, health issues and strained relationships. Thinking before you act can help you avoid making choices that you might later regret.

	
	

	
	Gather Information: 
Make informed choices by gathering information about the substance you might encounter. Understand their effects on the body and mind. Educate yourself about addiction and recognise that even a single use can lead to dependency for some substances. Seek reliable sources of information, such as educational websites, books or conversations with trusted adults.
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	Identify Your Values: 
Consider what is important to you, such as your health, relationships, academic or sports goals, and your moral principles. Understand how substance use aligns with or contradicts your values. For instance, if you want to be a great sportsperson, recognise how substance use may compromise that value. Your values should guide your choices when faced with the temptation of substance use.

	
	

	
	Set Goals: 
Establish clear and achievable goals for yourself, whether they relate to your education, sports or personal development. Recognise that substance abuse can hinder your progress towards these goals. Prioritise your aspirations over temporary pleasure. Avoiding substance use is an important step toward personal growth and success. 


Impairment – loss of function or ability (mental or physical).
Addiction – when your body obsessively craves a substance. 
Dependency – when a person is physically dependant on a substance for day-to-day functioning.
Moral principles – guidelines that people live by to make sure they are doing the right thing.
Compromise – to bring into danger by foolish or reckless behaviour.
Aspirations – a strong hope or ambition to achieve great things.









Lesson 3: Long and Short-term Consequences of Substance Abuse
You are at a point in your life where your body and brain is still developing. The decisions you make regarding substance use can have an impact on your physical and mental health in the short term and over a lifetime. Perhaps you haven't tried substances yet, and it is important to understand why continuing to abstain from them is a wise choice. By looking at the consequences of substance use, you will have a clear picture of why it is essential to make smart and healthy decisions. Abstain – to stop yourself from doing something.




Health Consequences
	Short-term Consequences
	Long-term Consequences
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	Poor Decision-Making: 
Using substances like alcohol or drugs can make it hard to make good choices and move properly, which can lead to accidents.
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	Addiction: 
If you use substances over a long period of time, you might become addicted, which means you can't stop even if you want to.
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	Feeling Sick: 
Some substances can make you feel very nauseous and make you vomit, which can dehydrate you.
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	Physical Health Problems: 
Using substances for a long period of time can damage your organs, like liver damage from drinking too much alcohol or getting lung problems from smoking.
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	Breathing Problems:
Certain drugs can slow down your breathing and make it difficult to breathe.
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	Mental Health Issues: 
Substance use over a long period of time can lead to depression, anxiety, or schizophrenia.
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	Mental Health Issues: 
Using substances for a short time can make you feel anxious or paranoid.
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	Problems in Relationships: 
Abusing substances can make it difficult to get along with friends and family.
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	Overdose: 
Using too much of certain substances can be extremely dangerous and even deadly.
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	Financial Issues: 
Using substances can be expensive, and it might cause you not to have enough money to spend on other things that are important for your health.



Alcohol and cancer risk
A health advisory released in 2025 warns that alcohol use increases the risk of several types of cancer, including breast, liver, and mouth cancer. Although many people believe occasional drinking is harmless or even healthy, new research shows that even light drinking can be harmful. The advisory aims to raise awareness and encourage people to think carefully about how much alcohol they consume.
Link to Crime, Violence and Educational Outcomes 
Substance abuse isn't just about its impact on physical and mental health; it can also significantly veer individuals off the path they've set for themselves. In fact, substance abuse is closely connected to crime, violence, and unfavourable educational outcomes. Let's explore these consequences in more detail below.
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Teenagers who are involved in substance abuse can face the following 
CRIMINAL CONSEQUENCES:

	Short-term Consequences
	Long-term Consequences

	· Criminal Offences: They might do things like stealing or shoplifting to get money for substances to feed their addiction, which can lead to criminal charges.
· Assault: Using substances can make people act without thinking, leading to aggressive behaviour and physical fights with others.
· Drunk Driving: Driving a vehicle while under the influence of drugs or alcohol can lead to legal consequences.
· Possession and Distribution: They might get caught with illegal substances or sell them to others, both of which are criminal offenses.
	· Criminal Record: Being involved in drug-related crimes can lead to a criminal record which can affect your chances of finding a job or continuing your education.
· Juvenile Prison: Serious offences can lead to spending time in juvenile correctional facilities.
· Gang Involvement: Substance use can make teenagers more likely to join criminal gangs, which can lead to long-term involvement in illegal activities.
· Continued Criminal Behaviour: Teenagers who do criminal things to support their addiction may continue these actions into adulthood, making it more likely that they'll be involved in crime for a long time.
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Teenagers who are involved in substance abuse can face the following 
VIOLENT CONSEQUENCES:

	Short-term Consequences
	Long-term Consequences

	· Aggressive Behaviour: When teenagers use substances, they might become more aggressive and get into fights with friends, family, or others.
· Injuries: Substance use can make it harder to make good decisions and move well, which can lead to accidents and injuries during fights.
· School Disciplinary Actions: Violent behaviour related to substance use can get teenagers into trouble at school. This might mean they get suspended or even expelled.

	· Physical Health: Violent situations can lead to lasting physical problems like injuries, ongoing pain, damage to the brain, and issues with reproduction.
· Mental Health: Being exposed to violence while using substances can affect how someone thinks and feels for a long time. It might lead to mental health issues.
· Impact on Relationships: Teenagers who are involved in violent incidents may experience damaged relationships with family and friends leading to a long-term impact on their social support networks.
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Teenagers who are involved in substance abuse can face the following 
UNFAVOURABLE EDUCATIONAL CONSEQUENCES:

	Short-term Consequences
	Long-term Consequences

	· Struggling in School: Substance abuse can lead to difficulties in school, like getting lower marks and having trouble paying attention.
· Missing School: If someone is dealing with substance abuse, they might miss school more often or skip classes without a good reason.
· School Consequences: Schools can take action against learners who are involved with drugs, such as suspending them or even expelling them.
· Learning and Remembering: Using substances can affect a learner's ability to learn and remember things.
· Less Involvement: Learners who are involved with substance abuse might become less interested in school clubs, activities, and social events.
	· Academic Challenges: Substance abuse can make it harder to do well in school and may even lead to not finishing high school.
· Fewer Options for the Future: If your marks drop because of substance use, it can limit the opportunities for further education and a good job later on.
· Money Problems: Teenagers who don't do well in school might struggle to find well-paying jobs, which can cause financial difficulties.
· Feeling Alone: Using substances and having trouble in school can make it tough to connect with friends and build positive relationships.
· Emotional Impact: Struggles with school because of substance use can also lead to feelings like depression and anxiety.



Rehabilitation options
It’s very difficult to just stop using substances when a person is addicted. Many addicts feel very alone and believe it’s impossible to overcome substance addiction. Because substances change the way a person’s brain works, and as a result their behaviour, an addict would need professional help to fully recover. They might need to go to a rehabilitation clinic in order to find support and treat their addiction.
Worried that a friend might be in trouble? 
If you are concerned that a friend might be abusing substances, you need to approach the situation with care and sensitivity. Here are some things you can look out for and how you can offer care, support, and help:
	Look out for:
· Significant changes in behaviour such as mood swings, irritability, or becoming withdrawn.
· If your friend's school performance has noticeably worsened, it may be a sign of a problem.
· Observe if your friend is spending time with a different group of friends, especially those who may be involved in substance use.
· Keep an eye on any unexplained physical changes, like bloodshot eyes, unexplained weight loss, or signs of intoxication.







	

	Suggestions for Care, Support and Help:
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	Talk Openly:
Approach your friend in a non-judgmental and caring way. Express your concern and let them know that you're there to listen and support them.
	Encourage Honesty:
Encourage your friend to be honest about what's going on. Assure them that you won't judge, but that you want to help.
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	Offer a Listening Ear:
Sometimes people just need someone to talk to. Be there to listen without interrupting or offering advice, unless they ask for it.
	Suggest Seeking Help:
If you suspect substance abuse, gently suggest that your friend seeks help. This could be through a school counsellor, a trusted adult, or a helpline like Alcoholics Anonymous or Lifeline.
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	Avoid Enabling:
Do not participate in or enable your friend's substance use. Make it clear that you cannot support their harmful behaviour.
	Stay Connected:
Continue to be a supportive friend even if they don't immediately seek help. Keep checking in on them and let them know that you care.
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	Involve Trusted Adults:
If you believe your friend is in immediate danger or unable to make responsible decisions, consider involving a trusted adult, such as a parent, guardian, teacher, or school counsellor.
	Educate Yourself:
Learn about the resources available in your community for substance abuse support. This knowledge can be valuable in assisting your friend.
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