
The more risk factors in someone’s life, the more
likely they are to experience substance-related harm. 

For example, a youth with a family history of substance
use disorder, who also experiences conflict at home and
surrounds themselves with peers who use drugs, would
be at a higher risk of developing substance use problems
than someone with less or none of these risk factors.
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Substance Use: Risk and Protective Factors
This fact sheet was developed by Nena Kheman, a placement student completing an Addictions &
Mental Health post-graduate certificate at Humber College.

Risk factors are characteristics, conditions, or
behaviours that increase the chances of
someone using substances. They can be affected
by individual traits, family dynamics, social
environments, and wider societal influences.2

Protective factors reduce the likelihood of
substance use by acting as buffers, helping

someone avoid drugs even in the presence of risk
factors. They can be found in various areas, such

as personal characteristics, family dynamics, peer
relationships, and community environments.2

Family Circumstances
Risk Factors: Lack of supervision, family substance
use, conflict at home, inconsistent discipline.
Protective Factors: Strong family bonds, parental
involvement and support, clear and consistent rules.
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Community Components
Risk Factors: Easy access to drugs, living in a poor
neighbourhood, low community support.
Protective Factors: Safe and supportive
neighbourhood, access to after-school programs,
community norms against substance use.
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Individual Elements
Risk Factors: Early aggressive behaviour, poor
social skills, early substance use.
Protective Factors: Good social skills, high self-
esteem, academic competence.
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Peer and School Situations
Risk Factors: Peer substance use, academic
failure, negative school environment.
Protective Factors: Friends who do not use
substances, are engaged in school, and participate
in extracurricular activities.
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For more information, please visit: 
drugfreekidscanada.org

3

http://drugfreekidscanada.org/
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Open Communication and Trust: Encourage honest
conversations about substance use and listen without
judgment. Building trust makes it easier for youth to talk
about their challenges and seek help.

Support Mental Health: Address underlying mental
health issues with professional help if needed. Supporting
mental health can reduce the risk of substance use.

Active Involvement: Be involved in your child's life
by participating in their activities, knowing their
friends, and being aware of their daily routines.

Clear and Consistent Rules: Set clear expectations
about substance use and enforce them consistently.
Explain the reasons behind the rules to help youth
understand their importance.

Creating a Safe Space for Parents and Youth
A safe space is a place where children and parents can talk openly without fear of judgment. It includes clear

communication, mutual respect, and a supportive environment.

For more help, contact our Parent
Support Hub by calling 1 866 381-1511.

How Parents Can Help Encourage 
Protective Factors
Model Positive Behaviour: Show children
healthy ways to cope with stress and emotions.

Set Clear Expectations: Discuss and enforce
rules about substance use.

Stay Connected: Build strong relationships with
your children through regular communication and
shared activities.

Encourage Healthy Activities: Support
involvement in sports, clubs, and other activities
your child enjoys.
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Substance Use: Risk and Protective Factors
A youth who has strong family support and is involved in activities they enjoy may be less likely to
use substances because they feel valued and have healthy ways to handle stress.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352289518300213
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352289518300213
https://www.ccsa.ca/sites/default/files/2019-05/CCSA-Child-Adolescent-Substance-Use-Disorders-Report-in-Short-2014-en_0.pdf
https://www.ccsa.ca/sites/default/files/2019-05/CCSA-Child-Adolescent-Substance-Use-Disorders-Report-in-Short-2014-en_0.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0376871621000582
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0376871621000582
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-021-11906-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-021-11906-2
https://www.drugfreekidscanada.org/support/supporthub/
https://www.drugfreekidscanada.org/support/supporthub/

