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Introduction
The United States has experienced an unprecedented rise in 
overdose deaths between 2019 and 2020, which coincided 
with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. There has 
been a 25% increase in overdose deaths from 2019 to 2020 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Deaths 
due to fentanyl, a synthetic opioid, have been indicated as a 
leading contributor to this increase, with an increase of 40% 
in overdose deaths from 2019 to 2020. The U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services now includes reducing drug 
overdoses as one objective for Healthy People 2030, because 
the issue is getting worse (Office of Disease Prevention and 
Health Promotion, n.d.-a). These alarming trends have 
placed a particular strain on rural populations. Studies 
show that while rural and urban populations have similar 
rates of illicit substance use (i.e., cocaine, illicit fentanyl, 
heroin, and methamphetamines) (Mack et al., 2017), 
age-adjusted rates of death from fentanyl or other opioid 
overdoses are higher in rural populations than urban 
populations (Hedegaard & Spencer, 2021). Social accept-
ability of some substances such as alcohol, tobacco, or pain 
medications, and lack of available health and mental health 
resources have contributed to this increase.

This article aims to describe the impact of substance use 
on rural communities, to share knowledge of the unique 
challenges rural populations face, to highlight the need 
for prevention efforts geared towards adolescents, and to 

inform Extension professionals about current UF/IFAS 
initiatives.

About Substance Use among 
Youth
Substance use and misuse often begin in adolescence. While 
substance use may be experimental or infrequent use, 
substance misuse is chronic and unsuitable use. For teens, 
substance use and misuse can be associated with: problems 
in school and disruption of education; chronic and severe 
health issues; lifelong addiction; delinquency and involve-
ment in the legal system; fragmented relationships; and 
participation in other risky behaviors such as driving under 
the influence (Levy & Williams, 2016). Substance use at an 
early age is also considered a key risk factor for the use and 
misuse of dangerous illegal substances in adulthood (Jalali 
et al., 2020). Prevention efforts, especially efforts geared 
towards teenagers, need to address substance use before 
substance use begins.

Characteristics That Contribute 
to Substance Use in Rural 
Communities
Rural populations face several unique challenges with sub-
stance use. Firstly, individuals in rural areas are at a greater 
risk due to substance availability and social acceptability of 
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substance misuse (Keyes et al., 2014). Rural areas may have 
more access to alcohol, tobacco, and medications, which 
may normalize substance use. Substance availability and 
social acceptability may also be associated with financial 
difficulty within the rural environment (Keyes et al., 2014). 
For example, unemployment and limited economic op-
portunity in rural areas contribute to economic difficulties 
and stress for individuals and their communities. This 
strain is associated with increased risk of drug use (Keyes et 
al., 2014).

Secondly, an important risk factor for substance use 
initiation is the perceived risk of use. The perceived risk of 
use is influenced by the social acceptability and normality 
of substance use within a community. If the perceived 
risk of use is high, individuals are less likely to begin use. 
As the perception of risk declines, as it has in many rural 
communities across the country, the initiation and use of 
substances increases (Pettigrew et al., 2012).

Thirdly, at the community level, a lack of awareness, 
resources, and providers has made it difficult for com-
munity members to access information and services. Rural 
populations have fewer resources and professionals to assist 
them (Pettigrew et al., 2012).

Prevention and intervention strategies that are geared 
toward rural teenagers should address all three of these 
challenges. The perceived risk of use cannot be addressed 
without focusing on the presence of substances in the 
community and the social acceptability of use. Additionally, 
lack of community awareness, resources, and professionals 
cannot be addressed without focusing on creating opportu-
nities within the community.

Rural-Focused Prevention 
Programs
While solutions are complex, substance use is preventable. 
Youth-serving organizations within a community should 
work together to implement prevention programs.

Communities without proper health and mental health 
resources are more vulnerable to substance use risk. There-
fore, community support systems that focus on education 
and promotion of health and well-being are needed to 
reduce negative health outcomes associated with substance 
use.

Additionally, change needs to come from within. Both 
individuals and organizations within the rural community 
are crucial in the planning, implementation, and evaluation 

of activities and programs, because they know what the 
needs are in their communities.

It is important to research the risk factors for adolescent 
substance use or resilience in rural settings (Rudzinski et 
al., 2017). Without proper evidence, it is more difficult to 
design and implement effective health, mental health, or 
educational services or programs. This has led to unequal 
distribution of educational interventions and policy geared 
towards rural youth (Keyes et al., 2014). Rural communities 
can lead in this effort by joining university partnerships to 
implement evidence-based programs, so program effective-
ness can be assessed. Residents in rural areas are experts of 
their communities and can build capacity to deliver pro-
grams. University researchers can assist in collecting and 
analyzing data to assess the effectiveness of these programs.

Lastly, evidence shows that positive youth development 
programs can reduce risk behaviors in adolescents 
(Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021). This requires commu-
nity support for prosocial programs and the involvement 
of trusted community partners to spread evidence-based 
programs that are vital to reducing substance misuse among 
teens.

Example of a Community-
University Partnership for 
Prevention
PROSPER (Promoting School-Community-University 
Partnerships to Enhance Resilience) is a delivery system 
that uses a community-university prevention model with 
a dual-program approach for middle school students and 
families. This evidence-based prevention approach aims 
to discourage risky behaviors through the promotion of 
prosocial behavior. PROSPER is operated by land-grant 
universities and can be implemented with the leadership 
and assistance of UF/IFAS Extension. PROSPER addresses 
the four recommendations in the previous section for 
implementation in rural communities.

1. Community support systems that 
focus on education and promotion of 
health and well-being can be effective in 
mitigating negative health consequences 
associated with substance use.
PROSPER has been evaluated by experts and is an 
evidence-based practice (Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development, 2022). This means that PROSPER has 
been shown to be effective in substance use prevention. 
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Additionally, it has been recognized by U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services. Each part of the program 
teaches life and family skills, achieving desirable results.

Programs using the PROSPER delivery system use a 
combination of school-based and family-focused programs. 
PROSPER is implemented by community-based teams who 
work together to promote awareness, prevention, and/or 
intervention. An additional focus is on engaging family, 
schools, and communities in prevention efforts. This often 
takes the form of school-based and family-based programs 
such as Life Skills Training (LST) and Strengthening 
Families Program (SFP 10-14). LST is grounded in social 
learning theory, where prosocial behavior is taught, mod-
eled, and implemented. It includes 18 classroom-based 
lessons for 6th or 7th graders. Learning goals for Life Skills 
Training include skills for problem solving, decision-
making, peer pressure avoidance, and risks associated 
with drug use. Strengthening Families Program 10-14 is a 
community-based program that involves both parents and 
children and focuses on improving family communication 
and creating a positive family climate.

2. Both individuals and organizations 
within the rural community are crucial 
in the planning, implementation, and 
evaluation of activities and programs, 
because they know what the needs are in 
their communities.
The University of Florida is beginning its implementation 
of the PROSPER delivery system alongside UF/IFAS 
Extension 4-H professionals in Taylor County and Madison 
County. PROSPER uses a capacity-building approach, 
which focuses on effectiveness and sustainability through-
out service delivery. In this effort, UF/IFAS Extension 
professionals are vital. These Extension educators have the 
knowledge and expertise to successfully deliver programs 
throughout their counties, which allows for greater 
outreach and attendance. Extension professionals have 
recruited other vital community members such as school 
representatives, public health professionals, parents, youth 
members, mental health professionals, and religious lead-
ers. A multidisciplinary team approach allows PROSPER 
to achieve long-term sustainability in terms of community 
partnership and continuous funding.

3. It is important to study rural 
communities to learn what works.
It is important for rural communities to evaluate evidence-
based programs, such as PROSPER, so they can determine 
which evidence-based programs are effective (Office of 
Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, n.d.-b). Results 
from this research can contribute to policy and interven-
tion to address substance use risk for adolescents in rural 
settings.

4. Prosocial behavior programs reduce 
risk behaviors in adolescents. However, 
these programs are not as prominent in 
rural areas (Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 
2021).
Prosocial behavior focuses on benefiting oneself and others. 
Examples of prosocial behavior at the individual level 
include self-care practices and exercising. Examples at the 
community level include involvement in teams or organiza-
tions and volunteering. Participation of rural youth in 
prosocial behavior elicited less risky behavior surrounding 
substance use, and helped to change perceptions about sub-
stance use (Carlo et al., 2011). Life Skills and Strengthening 
Families programs focus on building prosocial behavior 
and have shown a reduction in substance misuse into 
emerging adulthood (Partnerships in Prevention Science 
Institute, 2021).

Summary
Substance use risk is a growing concern in rural popula-
tions. Prevention measures can target any age group, but 
intervention for teenagers can mitigate significant negative 
health outcomes associated with substance use. The 
example of PROSPER shows the importance of expanding 
knowledge of this issue and providing evidence of effective 
prevention efforts to Extension professionals. This informa-
tion can help Extension professionals understand why a 
community capacity-building approach is beneficial to 
combat substance use in rural populations.
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