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Exposure to, and use of, substances during early adolescence is associated with
increased risk of escalating use, abuse, and dependence later in life (Agrawal et
al.,  2006;  Grant  & Dawson,  1997;  Van Etten,  Neumark,  & Anthony,  1997).  
Researchers have identified factors associated with reductions in opportunities to
engage in substance use, such as parenting practices that emphasize adolescent
monitoring and non-coercive discipline (Chen, Storr,  & Anthony, 2005).   This
week’s  STASH  reviews  the  findings  of  a  family  level  intervention  program
focusing on adolescent contact with illicit drugs (Spoth, Guyll, & Shin, 2009).

Methods

Researchers randomly assigned 22 rural Iowa schools to receive either
the  Iowa  Strengthening  Families  Program  (ISFP,  N=11)  or  no
intervention, with minimal researcher contact with participants (Control,
N=11).

 Of the families eligible for participation in the study (i.e., they
had children in the 6th grade), fifty three percent completed pre-
testing (ISFP N = 238, Control N = 208).
Of those completing pre-testing in the ISFP group, 49% of families
(N  =  117)  attended  the  ISFP  intervention  for  an  overall
intervention  response  rate  of  26%.

The ISFP program provided families of sixth graders with seven evening
prevention  sessions  including  content  presented  to  parents  alone,
adolescents  alone,  and  both  groups  simultaneously.

Parents received information about parenting practices that have
been shown to reduce adolescent risk of initiating drug use.
 Adolescents  received information about  peer  interactions and
social skill development.
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Students who completed the baseline test provided follow-up information
about illicit drug exposure and drug use experience at the end of 6th, 7th,
8th, 10th, and 12th grade. As Table 1 shows, the ISFP group (N=238)
included both students  who attended the ISFP sessions  (N=117)  and
those who only completed the pre-test (N=121).

Figure.  Assessment  participation  (adapted  from  Iowa  State  University
Partnerships in Prevention Science Institute Participation figure). Click image to
enlarge.

Results

ISFP participating adolescents were less likely to be exposed to illicit
substance  use  than  the  control  group  adolescents,  with  statistically
significant differences observed at the grade 8 (p=0.014) and grade 10
(p<0.001) interviews.
 ISFP participating adolescents were about 2 times less likely than control
group adolescents to have engaged in illicit substance use by grade 12
(15.5% of ISFP participants vs. 30.1% of Controls, OR=2.34; 95% CI =
1.34, 4.12; p = 0.002).
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Figure. Illicit Substance Use Exposure (adapted from Spoth, Guyll, & Shin, 2009).
Click image to enlarge.

Limitations

Researchers included all 238 pre-tested students in the ISFP group but
provided no justification for expecting an intervention effect among the
121 students who did not receive the intervention.
The recruitment (53%) and participation rates (49%) for the study are low
and rate of participation at follow-up varies across study waves (Table 1). 
It  is  possible  that  factors  related  to  non-participation  also  might  be
related to substance exposure and use, which could confound the study
results.
The study population was predominantly white and from rural areas. 
Consequently, these results might not generalize to urban/suburban or
ethnically diverse populations.
This study relies on self-report of illicit drug exposure and use.
The illicit drug use assessment did not ask specifically about misuse of
prescription  drugs,  but  included  the  category  of  “other.”   The  study
results might underestimate the actual rates of prescription drug misuse.

Conclusion
The authors concluded that the results of this study indicate that an intervention
targeting  young  adolescents  and  their  parents  provided  a  protective  shield
against illicit substance use initiation via reductions in exposure to illicit drugs.
They attribute the protective effect to alterations in parental behaviors that limit
adolescent exposure to illicit drugs. Further research will be needed to address
the limitations of this study, particularly to elucidate the effects of combining
ISFP participants and non-participants in the intervention group for analysis and
to explore the potential  impact  of  low rates  of  participation at  baseline and
varying follow-up rates. Until these limitations are addressed, it is difficult to
judge from this study the potential of intervention techniques in early adolescence
to reduce harm by effecting behavior long after program participation.
-Erica Marshall

What do you think?  Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.
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