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Alcohol and drug use among Canadian youth is an important issue. Research indicates that youth are
not only more likely than adults to engage in risky substance use, but also to experience greater
harm from that use1. This can negatively impact their health, academic achievements, safety and,
especially in the case of impaired driving, the lives of others. From 2000 to 2007, 47% of all drivers
19 years of age or younger who died in traffic fatalities tested positive for either alcohol and/or drugs2.
To develop a national picture of the scope of the problem, the
Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (CCSA), in tandem with
provincial health and addictions organizations in nine provinces,
developed the Cross Canada Report on Student Alcohol and
Drug Use. The report combines data from the various regularly
occurring provincial student alcohol and drug use surveys3 as well
as data collected nationally by the Youth Smoking Survey4. This
represents the first time data from these varied sources have been
brought together in a single report permitting the identification
of national patterns of student substance use. It is hoped that
a greater understanding of these national patterns will enable
policy makers, researchers, and health care, prevention and
treatment professionals to develop more appropriate, effective
responses to student alcohol and drug use in Canada.

Key Findings
The findings were based on data collected during 2007-2008
for students in grades 7, 9, 10 and 12 (i.e. , youth approximately
12-18 years old). Of particular note was the remarkable consistency
across all jurisdictions of substance use estimates by gender and
grade. Key findings include:
➔➔ a
 significant increase in prevalence of alcohol and cannabis
use from grade 7 to grade 12. For example, in grade 7,
depending on the province, 3% to 8% report past-year
cannabis use versus 30% to 53% among
their grade 12 counterparts.
➔➔ a
 lcohol use in the past year is about twice as prevalent as
cannabis use for all grades combined (46% to 62%) versus
(17% to 32%) respectively.
➔➔ 1
 9% to 30% of all students report consuming five or more
drinks on one occasion in the past month. When examining
12th graders alone approximately half (41% to 55%) report
consuming five or more drinks on one occasion.
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➔➔ 2–5% report using cannabis daily or almost daily.

More Information

➔➔ 1
 2% to 20% of grade 12 students report having driven
in the past year within an hour after drinking.

This Report in Short is based on a full technical report
entitled Cross-Canada Report on Student Alcohol and
Drug Use6. The full report is available on the CCSA website
at: http://www.ccsa.ca/Eng/Priorities/Research/
StudentDrugUse/Pages/default.aspx

➔➔ 1
 4% to 21% of all grade 12 students report having driven
within an hour of using cannabis and over 33% of all
grade 12 students report they have been a passenger
with someone who had used cannabis.
➔➔ T
 here are few gender differences in alcohol or cannabis
use. However, more males report drinking and
consuming cannabis before driving.
➔➔ A
 mong the drugs assessed by the surveys, aside from
alcohol and cannabis, ecstasy is the most prevalent
drug (between 4% to 7% report lifetime use) followed by
inhalants (approximately 2% to 4% report lifetime use).

The Implications
The prevalence of alcohol and drug use among 7th graders is
relatively low. However, use increases dramatically by 12th grade.
These findings emphasize the importance of targeted prevention
and should be taken into consideration to appropriately tailor
prevention efforts. Prevention efforts aimed at deterring or
delaying the onset of use may be most appropriately directed
at those in their early years of high school, whereas prevention
aimed at reducing frequency of use or the occurrence of
specific activities, such as driving following use may be more
appropriately aimed at those in their final years of high-school.
The incidence of youth alcohol and cannabis use and driving
highlighted by this report is also concerning. The potential
harm to youth, their friends, and other road users is great.
The consistency of this finding across provinces lends strong
support to the need for a national drug impaired driving
prevention campaign aimed at youth. Based on the findings,
such a campaign may consider including targeted prevention
messages aimed at young male drivers.
It is equally important to underline that although 8% to 28% of
grade 7 students in Canada report drinking alcohol in the past
year, this also means that the vast majority of Grade 7 students
(72% to 92%) don’t drink. Knowing this may delay the onset
of use due to perceived social norms. Similarly, the majority
of students in grades 7, 9 and 10 report never having used
cannabis. Sharing these facts widely with appropriate age groups
is recommended as making youth aware that the majority of
their peers are not using alcohol or other drugs may influence
their decisions whether or not to use these substances5.
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