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• Teens who use drugs are more likely to engage
in violent behavior, steal, abuse other drugs, and
join gangs.
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Teens who use drugs are more likely to

• Early use of marijuana – the drug most widely
used by teens – is a warning sign for later
gang involvement.

engage in violent behavior, steal, use other

• Teens who participate in gangs are more likely to
be involved in violent acts and drug use.

those who did not use an illicit drug. 2 And one

• Structured activities and volunteering help keep
teens away from drugs.
• Parents are the most powerful influence on their
kids when it comes to using illicit drugs.

drugs, and join gangs. In the past year, youth*
who used an illicit drug were almost twice as
likely to have engaged in a violent behavior as
in four teens (27%) who abused illicit drugs in
the past year report attacking others with the
intent to harm. 3
Methamphetamine, marijuana, and prescription
pain relievers are among the most abused
drugs by teens who acted violently. 4 The more
drugs a teenager uses, the greater the tendency
to engage in violent behavior. 5
Nearly one in six teens (17%) who got into
serious fights at school or work in the past
year reported using drugs. 6 Among those teens

Scientists examine behaviors such as drug use, violence, and participation

engaging in violent acts during the past year,

in gangs in a paradigm of risk and protective factors. Risk factors, such

most were 13, 14, and 15 years old. 7

as aggressive behavior and having friends who use drugs, can increase a
person’s chance for risky behaviors, while protective factors, such as secure

Research shows that teens are most likely
to commit violent crimes during the after

family and community environments, can reduce the risk. Risk and protective

school hours between 3:00 – 7:00 p.m.

factors exist on individual, family, peer, school, and community levels.

The rate of violent acts committed during

Researchers stress that it is the accumulation of protective factors that have
the most positive effect on teens in the long run in protecting against drug
use or violent behavior. 1
This report examines the relationship of teen drug use and violence and the
risk and protective factors that parents and communities can take to keep
their teens safe and drug-free.

this period is nearly six times greater than the
rate committed during night time hours
(10:00 p.m. – 6:00 a.m.). 8
Adolescents represent approximately 14% of
the general population, yet they comprise about
31% of the victims of violence, and teens are
twice as likely as any other age group to be
victims of violent crime. 9

* Youth refers to the 12 to 17-year-old age group.
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Teen crime victims are also at a greater risk

who reported currently using illicit drugs have

substance abuse than their peers. 17 Other

of doing poorly in school, abusing drugs or

stolen or tried to steal something worth more

than alcohol, marijuana is the most widely

alcohol, having problems eating or sleeping,

than $50 in the past year, compared with one

used substance in gang life. 18 Children who

being victimized, and perpetrating violent crime

in 11 (9%) of those who had not. 13 Violent acts

use marijuana are nearly four times more likely

themselves.

by teens are also linked to how frequently a

to join gangs. 19 Being a member of a gang

teen smokes marijuana. Research shows that

dramatically increases a teen’s risk of being a

the instances of physically attacking people,

victim of violence, not just a perpetrator. 20

10

• • •

Del iN que Nt
Beh AVior

destroying property, and stealing increase in
direct proportion to the frequency with which

• • •

teens smoke marijuana. 14

Teens who use drugs, particularly marijuana,
are more likely to steal and experiment with

G ANGs

and Asian (5%). 21 In 2004, one in three gang
members were 15, 16, or 17 years old. Studies
find that youth are most likely to join a gang at

• • •

who report current and regular marijuana use

members are primarily Hispanic (49%), followed
by African-American (37%), Caucasian (8%),

• • •

other drugs and alcohol than non-users. Teens

Most gang members are male (94%). Gang

age 15 or 16. Teens are particularly at risk of

are nine times more likely than non-users to

Teens who participate in gangs are more

joining a gang at age 15, during the transition to

experiment with other illegal drugs or alcohol,

likely to be involved in violent acts and drug

high school. 22

and five times more likely to steal.

use.

11

Teens are more likely to steal or shoplift during
critical after school hours between 3:00 –
6:00 p.m.

12

More than one in three teens (39%)

15

Early use of marijuana – the drug most

widely used by teens – is a warning sign for

Teens join gangs for a variety of reasons.

later gang involvement. 16 Gang members are

Some seek excitement; others are looking

more likely to engage in criminal activity and

for prestige, protection, income, or a sense of
belonging. 23 Other reasons teens join gangs
include unstable family living conditions, the
availability of drugs and alcohol, parents who
tolerate or commit violence, falling behind

past month illicit drug use among youths (12-17)
by participation in fighting and delinquent behavior

Past Month Illicit Drug Use Among Youths (12-17)
By Participation in Fighting and Delinquent Behavior
Source: NSDUH, SAMHSA, 2006
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delinquents. The more of these risk factors
to join a gang during adolescence. 24
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or failing in school, and hanging out with

and smoking while also boosting success in

9%

8%
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school. Millions of children and teens spend the
hours after school unsupervised. 25 After school

5%

programs, whether run by schools, churches,
or other community groups, provide positive
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to participate in challenging activities. After

More than half of teens (52%) say they wish

they don’t smoke marijuana or use other drugs.

school programs can provide a safe haven

more after school activities were available in

34

where adolescents can participate in after

their neighborhood or community. Six in 10

disapprove of marijuana use were about six

school activities with their peers.26

teens (62%) unsupervised during the week

times more likely to use marijuana than youth

say they would likely participate in after school

who felt their parents would disapprove. 35

Teens who participate in activities between
the hours of 3:00 – 7:00 p.m. are more likely
to abstain from drugs, alcohol, or cigarettes.
Research also reflects that teens who are
supervised or involved in structured activities

programs if they were available. More than
half of teens (54%) said they would watch less
television or play fewer video games if they had
other things to do after school. 30

Youth who felt their parents did not strongly

Teens who are engaged with their family or
community are less likely to turn to drugs
or violence. 36 Adolescents who abstain from
marijuana use function better than drug users

during after school hours are less likely to

Students who volunteer do better in school.

engage in risky behaviors, such as abusing

Research also shows that teens who volunteer

Family members, especially parents or primary

drugs and alcohol, and carrying weapons,

are nearly three times as likely to believe they

caregivers, play a significant role in helping

than youth who are unsupervised during those

can make a great deal of difference in their

protect teens from violence by emphasizing the

Research shows that participation in

community. Last year, nearly one in three

importance of education and offering support

after school activities leads to better grades

12 to 18-year-old-students (10.6 million)

and affection. 38

and better behavior in teens. 28 Nearly 20% of

volunteered nationide. 33

hours.

27

teens who were not involved in any activities
reported current** use of illicit drugs, alcohol,
and cigarettes compared with only 12% who
were involved in one to three activities. 29

31

32

during the transition to young adulthood. 37

Communities also play a role in establishing

Parents are the most powerful influence on

positive environments for teens. By creating

their kids when it comes to using illicit drugs.

opportunities for teens to participate in

Two-thirds of teens say upsetting their parents

activities where they have choices, they can

or losing their respect is one of the main reasons

develop conflict-resolution and critical-thinking
skills, which protect teens from violence,
delinquency, and antisocial behavior. 39 Such
experiences help them to develop new skills

percentages of youths (12-17) who reported cigarette, alcohol, and
illicit drug use in the past month, by number of past year activities

and build character. 40

Percentages of Youths (12-17) who Reported Cigarette, Alcohol, and
Illicit Drug Use in the Past Month, by Number of Past Year Activities

Source: NSDUH, SAMHSA, 2006

18%
12%

Illicit Drug Use

No activities
1 to 3

9%

4 to 6

23%
13%

Cigarette Use
10%

23%
Alcohol Use

19%
16%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

PERCENTAGE
Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health, SAMHSA, 2007
** Current use means use of an illicit drug or alcohol during the month prior to the survey interview.
OFFICE OF NATIONAL DRUG CONTROL POLICY
o ffice o f nationa l d rug contr ol policy

3

TEENS, drugS & violENcE

•••

A speci A l report

• • •

11

( eNDNotes)
• • •

1

Preventing Drug Abuse Among Children and Adolescents:
A Research-based Guide for Parents, Educators and
Community Leaders, Second edition, National Institute on
Drug Abuse (NIDA), October 2003.
http://ncadistore.samhsa.gov/CatalogNIDA/Pub_Details.
aspx?ItemID=16616

2

3

4

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH)
Report: Youth Violence and Illicit Drug Use, Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/2k6/teensViolence/
teensViolence.htm

The 2005 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,
SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/NSDUH/2k5NSDUH/
2k5results.htm

12

13

14

The NSDUH Report: Youth Violence and Illicit Drug Use,
SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/2k6/teensViolence/
teensViolence.htm
15

5

Ibid.

6

The 2005 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,
SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/NSDUH/2k5NSDUH/2k5results.htm

7

8

9

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), U.S. Department of
Justice (DOJ), 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf
Because Things Happen Every Day: Responding to Teenage
Victims of Crime Discussion Guide, DOJ.
http://www.cops.usdoj.gov

16

17

18

Johnson, S., North American Youth Gangs: Patterns and
Remedies, Testimony, Subcommittee on the Western
Hemisphere, U.S. House of Representatives, April 20, 2005.
http://www.heritage.org/Research/LatinAmerica/
tst042105a.cfm
Hill KG, Howell JC, Hawkins JD. Early precursors of gang
membership: A study of Seattle teens. Juvenile Justice
Bulletin, December 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/190106.pdf

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf

20

The 2005 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,
SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/NSDUH/2k5NSDUH/2k5results.
htm

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf

15

Peterson, D., Taylor, T.J., and Esbensen, F.A. Gang
membership and violent victimization. Justice Quarterly.
Volume 21, Issue 4, 793-815, December 2004.
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~content=a71
8864687~db=all~order=page

21

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf

22

Egley, A. et al. Highlights of the 2000 National Teens
Gang Survey, fact sheet, Office of Justice Programs,
OJJDP, DOJ, 2002.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/fs200020.pdf

Greenblat, J. Self-reported behaviors and their association
with marijuana use. Based on data from the National
Household Survey on Drug Abuse 1994-1996, SAMHSA, 1998.
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/
portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_
nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=E
D424526&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=eric_
accno&accno=ED424526
Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf

Hill KG, Howell JC, Hawkins JD. Early precursors of gang
membership: A study of Seattle teens. Juvenile Justice
Bulletin, December 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/190106.pdf

Hill KG, Howell JC, Hawkins JD. Early precursors of gang
membership: A study of Seattle teens. Juvenile Justice
Bulletin, December 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/190106.pdf
23

Howell, JC. Teen Gangs: An Overview. Office of Justice
Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 1998.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/167249.pdf

24

Howell, JC. Teen Gangs: An Overview. Office of Justice
Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 1998.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/167249.pdf

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf

Snyder, N. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National
Report. Office of Justice Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2006.
http://www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/
chapter3.pdf
25

Walker-Barnes. Delinquency and Substance Use among
Gang-Involved Youth: The Moderating Role of Parenting
Practices, American Journal of Community Psychology –
Volume 34, Numbers 3-4, 235-250, December 2004.
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/klu/
ajcp/2004/00000034/F0020003/00007417

Because Things Happen Every Day: Responding to Teenage
Victims of Crime Discussion Guide, DOJ.
http://www.cops.usdoj.gov
Vermeiren, R., Schwab-Stone, M., Deboutte, D., Leckman,
Peter E., and Ruchkin, V. Violence Exposure and Substance
Use in Adolescents: Finding From Three Countries.
Pediatrics, 111; 535-540, 2003.
http://www.pediatrics.org/cgi/content/full/111/3/535

19

The 2005 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,
Table 1.2B, SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/NSDUH/2k5nsduh/tabs/
Sect1peTabs1to66.htm#Tab1.2B

National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2001.
http://www.ncvc.org/ncvc/AGP.Net/Components/
documentViewer/Download.aspxnz?DocumentID=32558
10

Greenblat, J. Self-reported behaviors and their association
with marijuana use. Based on data from the National
Household Survey on Drug Abuse 1994-1996. SAMHSA, 1998.
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/
portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_
nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=E
D424526&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=eric_
accno&accno=ED424526

Mackenzie K, Hunt G, Joe-Laidler K. Teens Gangs and
Drugs: The case of Marijuana. Journal of Ethnicity in
Substance Abuse, 2005.
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrie
ve&db=pubmed&list_uids=16537330&dopt=Books

The NSDUH Report: Youth Violence and Illicit Drug Use,
SAMHSA, 2006.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/2k6/youthViolence/
youthViolence.htm

june 2007

•••

MacKenzie, K., Hunt, G., Joe-Laidler, K. Youth Gangs and
Drugs The Case of Marijuana, Journal of Ethnicity in
Substance Abuse, Volume 4, Numbers 3-4, 99-133 (35)
March 2006.
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/haworth/
jesa/2006/00000004/F0020003/art00005

After School for America’s Youth Survey. See Ericson, N.
The YMCA’s Youth Action Agenda, fact sheet, Office
of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention, DOJ, 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/fs200114.pdf
Newman, S., Fox, James A., Flynn, Edward A., Christeson,
W. America’s After School Choice: The Prime Time for
Juvenile Crime, or Youth Enrichment and Achievement.
Prepared by Fight Crime: Invest in Kids, 2000.
http://www.fightcrime.org/reports/as2000.pdf

26

Facts for Teens: After-School Programs, National Youth
Violence Prevention Resource Center (NYVPRC).
http://safeyouth.org/scripts/teens/docs/after.pdf
Newman, S., Fox, James A., Flynn, Edward A., Christeson,
W. America’s After School Choice: The Prime Time for
Juvenile Crime, or Youth Enrichment and Achievement.
Prepared by Fight Crime: Invest in Kids, 2000.
http://www.fightcrime.org/reports/as2000.pdf

4
o ffice o f nationa l d rug contr ol policy

TEENS, drugS & violENcE

27

•••

A speci A l report

Facts for Teens: After-School Programs, NYVPRC.
http://safeyouth.org/scripts/teens/docs/after.pdf
After School for America’s Youth Survey. See Ericson, N. The
YMCA’s Youth Action Agenda, fact sheet, Office of Justice
Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention, DOJ, 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/fs200114.pdf

28

29

OJJDP fact sheet. After School for America’s Teens,
from the YMCA’s Teen Action Agenda based on YMCA’s
survey, 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/fs200114.pdf
The NSDUH Report: Youth Activities, Substance Use, and
Family Income, SAMHSA, 2007.
http://www.drugabusestatistics.samhsa.gov/2k7/
teensActs/teensActs.htm

32

Educating for Active Citizenship: Service-Learning, SchoolBased Service, and Civic Engagement, Corporation for
National and Community Service, 2006.
http://www.nationalservice.gov/pdf/06_0323_SL_briefing.pdf

33

Ibid.

34

Partnership for a Drug-Free America (PDFA), Partnership
Attitude Tracking Study, 2002.
http://www.drugfree.org/Files/Full_Report_PATS_2003_
Teens

35

36

june 2007

•••

2004 National Survey on Drug Use and Health,
SAMHSA, 2005.
http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/NSDUH/2k4NSDUH/2k4result
s/2k4results.htm

30

After School for America’s Youth Survey. See Ericson, N. The
YMCA’s Youth Action Agenda, fact sheet, Office of Justice
Programs, OJJDP, DOJ, 2001.
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/fs200114.pdf

Resnick, MD, Rinehart, PM. Influencing Behavior: The Power
of Protective Factors in Reducing Teen Violence. Center
for Adolescent Health and Development, University of
Minnesota, 2004.
http://www.allaboutkids.umn.edu/cfahad/
ViolenceMono2004.pdf

31

Building Active Citizens: The Role of Social Institutions in
Teen Volunteering, Corporation for National and Community
Service, 2005.
http://www.nationalservice.gov/pdf/05_1130_LSA_YHA_
study.pdf

Preventing Drug Abuse Among Children and Adolescents:
A Research-based Guide for Parents, Educators and
Community Leaders, Second edition. NIDA, October 2003.
http://ncadistore.samhsa.gov/CatalogNIDA/Pub_Details.
aspx?ItemID=16616

Report of a national study conducted by the Corporation for
National and Community Service in collaboration with the
U.S. Census Bureau and Independent Sector.
http://www.nationalservice.gov/about/newsroom/releases_
detail.asp?tbl_pr_id=220

Resnick, M., Ireland, M., Borowsky, I. Youth Violence
Perpetration: What Protects? What Predicts? Findings
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.
Journal of Adolescent Health, 35, 2004.
http://www.allaboutkids.umn.edu/cfahad/JAHViolence.pdf

37

Tucker, J., Ellickson, P., Collins, R., Klein, D. Teens Who
Abstain from Marijuana Use Are Better Adjusted Than Peers,
Journal of Adolescent Health, 39, 488-494, 2006.

38

Risk and Protective Factors in Drug Abuse Prevention,
NYVPRC, 2002.
http://www.safeyouth.org/scripts/facts/risk.asp
Parent Participation Helps Prevent Violence, NYVPRC, 2002.
http://www.safeyouth.org/scripts/parents/index.asp#1

39

Risk and Protective Factors in Drug Abuse Prevention,
NYVPRC, 2002.
http://www.safeyouth.org/scripts/facts/risk.asp

40

Risk and Protective Factors in Drug Abuse Prevention,
NYVPRC, 2002.
http://www.safeyouth.org/scripts/facts/risk.asp
Zill, N., Nord, C. W., Loomis, L. S. Adolescent Time Use,
Risky Behavior and Outcomes: An Analysis of National Data.
West, Inc. for the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 1995.
http://www.urban.org/publications/406408.html

th i s s p eci Al r ep ort wAs c o mpi l eD B y
t he N At i o NA l y ou th A N ti-Dr uG m e D iA c A m pA iG N .

5
o ffice o f nationa l d rug contr ol policy

