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INTRODUCTION
In November2017, the White House Commission on Combating Drug Addiction 

and the Opioid Crisis called for the launch of a “national prevention campaign” to 

help curb the crisis facing our nation. The Commission cited unprecedented levels 

of opioid overdoses and skyrocketing numbers of opioid prescriptions held by 

Americans as signals of a growing epidemic. Young people are particularly vulnerable 

to prescription drug abuse as they are more susceptible to peer pressure and the 

their adolescent brains are still developing. According to a survey conducted by 

the Centers for Disease Control, one-in-five high school students say that they 

have taken a prescription drug without a doctor’s prescription at least once in their 

lifetime.1  And despite the wide availability and misuse of prescription drugs, one-

in-three teens believes there is ‘nothing wrong’ with using prescription drugs every 

once and awhile.2

This paper examines parents’ perceptions of teenage prescription drug use and 

their role in preventing prescription drug abuse. Using the results of parent survey 

conducted in July 2017, this paper shows that parents recognize the seriousness 

of the problem facing teens. In general, parents feel comfortable and prepared 

to discuss prescription drugs with their children. However, many parents do not 

monitor or lock up the prescription drugs in their home.  And while most parents 

report discussing prescription drugs with their teenagers, an EVERFI survey of 

college freshmen shows a little more than half of teens say they’ve discussed 

1-IN-4 TEENS

24%
1-IN-3 

TEENS
believe there is ‘nothing 

wrong’ with using 

prescription drugs 

every once and awhile.  

Teens Are Experimenting With Prescription Drugs Earlier and Earlier

admit to misusing or 

abusing prescription 

drugs at least once in 

their lifetime

1.   Centers for Disease Control (CDC) National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (2009). Retrieved from: https://www.cdc.
gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss5905a1.htm 

2.  Partnership for Drug-Free Kids. (2013, April 13) 2012 Partnership Attitude Tracking Survey. Retrieved from https://
drugfree.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/PATS-2012-FULL-REPORT2.pdf on 2017, September 22.
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KEY FINDINGS

PARENTS VIEW PRESCRIPTION DRUGS  
AS A PROBLEM ON PAR WITH ALCOHOL, 
ILLEGAL DRUGS, AND BULLYING
Parents recognize the seriousness of the challenge prescription drugs pose to 

teens. The vast majority of parents (87%) say prescription drugs are a serious 

problem for teenagers these days. Parents see prescription drugs as a problem 

commensurate with illicit drug use, risky sexual behavior, bullying and alcohol use.

87% 65%
The vast majority of parents 

say prescription drugs are 
a serious problem for 
teenagers these day

monitor the prescription 
medication in their home

7 IN 10
BUT ONLY

29%
lock up medicationsay it is easy for teens in 

their neighborhood to get 
access to prescription drugs 

that were not prescribed 
to them

75%
of parents say they have 
discussed the negative 
consequences of using 

prescription drugs with 
their teens

BUT JUST

57%
of incoming freshmen report 

talking with their parents 
about prescription drugs.

Parents are 
concerned about teen 

prescription drug 
abuse in their 
neighborhood

Some parents are 
taking steps to limit 

access to medications 
in their home 

(but not enough)

There’s a disconnect 
between parents’ and 

teens’ perceptions
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Contributing to the problem of prescription drug misuse  is access and 

opportunity. Most parents say prescription drugs are  accessible to teens. 

Nearly seven-in-ten parents (69%) say it is easy for teens in their neighborhood 

to get prescription drugs that were not prescribed to them.

In general, young people agree that prescription drugs are accessible. Many 

do not need to look further than their medicine cabinet to find prescription 

drugs. According to a survey of incoming college freshmen, the vast majority of 

those who have misused or abused prescription drugs say they gained access 

through a prescription they had or through a family member or friend who had 

a prescription for these medications. 
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PARENTS FEEL COMFORTABLE 
DISCUSSING PRESCRIPTION DRUGS
In general, parents feel ready to discuss prescription medications with 

their teens. Nearly all parents (95%) say they feel comfortable discussing 

prescription drugs with their children. By comparison, 96% of parents say they 

are comfortable discussing alcohol and illicit drug use and 97% say say they are 

comfortable discussing tobacco and bullying.

MANY PARENTS MONITOR PRESCRIPTION 
DRUGS, FEW LOCK-UP MEDICATION
Despite parents’ concerns about ease of access and students’ self-reported 

prescription sharing, not all parents say they take precautionary measures 

to protect the prescription drugs in their home. While nearly two-thirds of 

parents (65%) say they actively monitor the prescription drugs in their home, 

only 29% say they lock-up such medication.

% of parents who actively monitor or lock up prescription medication at home

Actively monitor Lock-up

65%

29%

Bullying (including cyberbullying)

Illicit and illegal drug use
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Prescription drugs
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83 13
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89 8
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95
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% of parents who feel prepared to discuss prescription drugs with their teen
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Parents also feel prepared for the discussion. Most parents say they have 

enough information and knowledge to talk about prescription drugs with their 

teens (87%). A similar proportion of parents say they have enough information 

to discuss illegal drug use (91%), risky sexual behavior (91%), and bullying (87%).

Comfort discussing and knowledge of prescription drugs leads to many parents 

reporting they have talked with their teens about prescription drugs. Nearly 

eight-in-ten parents (79%) say they have discussed the potential negative 

consequences of prescription drug use with their teens. Three-quarters of 

parents say they have communicated their family’s expectations when it comes 

to prescription drugs.

DISCONNECT BETWEEN PARENTS AND 
TEENS ON DRUG CONVERSATIONS AT HOME
Despite 79% of parents saying they have communicated 

the negative consequences of prescription drug use 

to their teens, just 57% of college students say their 

parents talked them about misusing or abusing drugs. 

This 22 percentage-point gap reflects a crucial disconnect 

between many parents and teens. The nearly half of 

college freshmen who say they have not discussed 

prescription drugs with their parents miss an important 

opportunity to gain information and build a support 

system around prescription drug abuse prevention. 

Studies have shown that teens whose parents discuss the 

risks of substance abuse with them are significantly less 

likely to use substances.3 Cultivating a dialogue around 

substance abuse is most effective when it begins before 

teens start using substances. Our survey found that 

parents of teens 16 years or older are much more likely to 

have discussed the negative consequences of prescription 

drugs than parents of children ages 10-12 or teens ages 

13-15. According to our survey of incoming college 

freshmen, among those who had misused or abused 

prescription drugs, 18% had first misused prescription 

drugs before they were 16 years old. The vast majority 

(81%) reported first misusing prescription drugs when 

they were 16 years old or older, suggesting that most 

parents are discussing prescription drugs at the right time 

for their teens.

3.  Partnership for Drug-Free Kids.(2013, April 13) 2012 Partnership Attitude Tracking Survey. Retrieved from https://
drugfree.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/PATS-2012-FULL-REPORT2.pdf on 2017, September 22.
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While most parents are talking to their teens at an appropriate time, many are 

unaware of the support available to them. Just 57% of parents say they are 

aware of resources available on drug abuse prevention. A similar proportion 

of college freshmen (55%) say they are aware of support resources related to 

drug abuse at their institution.

Education can plan an important part in closing the gap between teens and 

parents. Whether starting a conversation, clearing up misconceptions, or 

increasing awareness of resources, education can help build a support system 

that empowers teens to make safe decisions about prescription drugs.

METHODOLOGY
The results presented are from a survey of parents conducted through 

SurveyMonkey Audience and a survey of incoming college freshmen. A survey 

of 518 adults  who had at least one child aged 10 to 18 in their household 

was conducted from August 16-30, 2017. A survey of over 11,000 incoming 

freshmen was conducted August 1st to October 5th, 2017. 

LEARN MORE AT 
WWW.PRESCRIPTIONDRUGSAFETYNETWORK.COM


