Parents = 1st Line of Defense in Teen Drug Prevention

When it comes to protecting teens from drugs and alcohol, parents often underestimate
the power they hold. While it may seem that peers hold the greatest sway, research
continues to affirm that parents remain the most important influence in a young person’s
life. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA), youth who believe their parents strongly disapprove of substance use are far
less likely to engage in that behavior compared to those who perceive little or no
disapproval.

That means the way parents talk—or don’t talk—about drugs and alcohol truly matters.
And it’s not just about one conversation; it’s about maintaining an ongoing dialogue, staying
informed, and setting clear expectations.

Parental Influence Still Reigns

Even during the teenage years, when independence and peer acceptance seem
paramount, parents still play the leading role in shaping decisions around substance use.
The National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) emphasizes that teens consistently cite their
parents as the mostimportant influence on whether they choose to use drugs or alcohol.
Open communication and regular discussions—especially ones that are calm, factual, and
compassionate—help teens feel supported rather than judged.

It’s easy for parents to assume that “not my kid” thinking applies, but data shows that no
family is entirely immune to exposure. In 2023, Monitoring the Future, a nationwide study
by the University of Michigan, reported that over 30% of high school seniors had tried
alcohol in the past month, and roughly one in ten had used anillicit drug. The reality is that
every young person faces risk—often starting with curiosity or peer pressure.

Knowledge Is Prevention

Parenting in today’s drug landscape requires more than good intentions. Drugs are not only
more potent than ever, but they’re also more easily disguised and marketed in appealing
forms. Counterfeit pills laced with fentanyl and “hidden-in-plain-sight” vaping products
make prevention more complicated. That’s why the responsibility to stay informed has
never been more vital.



Resources like DrugFree.org and SAMHSA’s Talk. They Hear You. campaign offer practical
guides and conversation starters for families. These resources help bridge what can
sometimes feel like an uncomfortable topic. The key, experts say, is to start early, talk
often, and keep the dialogue open—even if your teen rolls their eyes.

Why Delaying Use Matters

If a child experiments with drugs or alcohol, delaying that first use as long as possible has
measurable protective effects. Research from NIDA shows that early initiation significantly
increases the risk of addiction later in life. The developing adolescent brain is uniquely
vulnerable, especially the prefrontal cortex, which governs judgment, impulse control, and
decision-making. During the teen years, this area is still forming, creating a “perfect storm”
of heightened risk.

Delaying use allows the brain to mature more fully, giving teens stronger decision-making
skills and lowering the likelihood of long-term dependence. Simply put: the longer you can
postpone that first drink or drug experience, the greater the odds of avoiding addiction
altogether.

Getting Involved: Be the One Who Cares

Parents can also turn their concern into community action. Programs like Reality Tour®
(www.realitytour.org) offer immersive prevention experiences for both parents and youth.
Reality Tour is a volunteer-driven initiative that helps families understand the real-life
consequences of drug use through powerful, true-to-life scenarios. Parents can even get
involved in running a tour or hosting one in their community. It’s one tangible way to turn
awareness into action—and a meaningful opportunity to model the importance of
prevention for your kids.

As Tony Dungy, Super Bowl-winning coach, author, and father, reminds parents on his All
Pro Dad website, family connection starts with intentional time and shared experiences.
Participating in programs like Reality Tour or volunteering together can build that bond,
opening the door to honest conversations that might otherwise never happen.

For those already facing the tough reality of a child experimenting or using, know that
support is available. Trusted sources like Partnership to End Addiction (DrugFree.org) offer
confidential help and expert advice tailored for families navigating these challenges.


http://www.realitytour.org/

The Takeaway

It only takes one person to start a conversation—or even a local movement. Parents are not
powerless in the fight against youth substance use. In fact, they’re still the strongest
protective factor teens can have. Seek information, set expectations, and stay involved.
The more families know and the more actively they engage, the safer and better prepared
their children will be to make healthy, informed decisions.

If you’d like tools or guidance on starting a discussion, connecting your community, or
learning about Reality Tour, email RealityTour@candleinc.org or visit www.realitytour.org.
You will find a free start up guide on the site so you know how to take the first steps.
Remember, it just takes one caring person to make a difference. Is that you?
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