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In 2016, Pennsylvania ranked 5th in the nation for
drug overdose deaths, and the overdose death rate
increased 44.1 percent from 2015 to 2016, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). CDC data also indicate that Pennsylvania has a higher-than-average death rate due to
gun violence, with about 12 firearm deaths for every
100,000 residents.
Understanding youth drug use and violent behavior is an important step in reducing drug use and
violence in Pennsylvania. At the same time, rural
and urban areas may have different rates of drug
use and violence and thus require different types of
interventions.
This study examined whether there are urban
and rural differences in youth substance use (alcohol, tobacco, illicit drugs) and violent behavior in
Pennsylvania. Using data from the 2011, 2013, and
2015 Pennsylvania Youth Surveys (PAYS), which

are administered by the Pennsylvania Commission
on Crime and Delinquency, the research analyzed
substance use rates and instances of violent threats
and behavior among 6th, 8th, 10th and 12th grade
students over time in urban and rural areas. The research also analyzed risk and protective factors associated with rural substance use and violence and
the impact of school-based intervention/prevention
programs on rates of substance use and violence for
rural youth.

Results
In terms of alcohol and illicit drug use, the results
indicated little overall differences between urban
and rural students. The only meaningful difference
was among rural and urban 12th graders in rates
of lifetime and past 30 day marijuana use, where
urban students showed higher use rates than rural
students. For example, 42.2 percent of urban 12th
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grade students reported lifetime
marijuana use, compared to
34.7 percent of rural students.
In addition, 24.0 percent of
urban students in the 12th grade
reported using marijuana in the
past 30 days compared to 16.3
percent of rural students in the
12th grade.
It was in the use of tobacco
products where the most
significant difference between
rural and urban students became
apparent.
Rural students showed higher
lifetime use of cigarettes and
smokeless tobacco products
than their urban counterparts.
However, both groups used
electronic vapor products at
a similar rate. Urban students
report higher disapproval of
smoking among their peers,
indicating that rural youth view
using tobacco products as more
acceptable than urban youth.
Since a large proportion of
rural students are using tobacco
products, the research indicates
the need for programming
at early grades to discourage
smoking and the use of other
tobacco products.
The substantial use of electronic vapor products should
also be of major concern.
It appears that this new
method of tobacco use is popular among both urban and rural
students, as 14.9 percent of
urban students and 17.0 percent
of rural students reported using
electronic vapor products in the
30 days prior to the survey.
One possibility is that these
products are viewed as safer
than cigarettes so more students
are willing to try them.

Table 1. Lifetime Alcohol and Drug Use by Urban/Rural School,
All Grades (number of students in parentheses)

Variables are flagged as significant at the .05 level (*), the .01 level (**), and the .001 level (***);
however, it should not be concluded that a statistically significant difference is a meaningful difference between groups. It just means that a difference would be expected in the population, however
small. Source: 2015 Pennsylvania Youth Survey (PAYS).
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However, these products are still
addictive substances and there is a
need for anti-vaping programming
to occur in early grade levels.
On the measures of violent
behavior, victimization, and being threatened with violence, the
analysis found no overall differences between urban and rural
students.
Rural and urban students also
did not demonstrate meaningful differences on risk scores for
various family, school, and peerrelated characteristics.
Analysis of how these characteristics impacted rural student substance use and violence revealed
that established risk factors related
to family life, school performance,
and peer relations that have been
associated with drug use and
delinquency also have a negative
impact on rural youth. Students
who were found to be at risk in
these areas showed higher levels
of substance use and violent behavior/victimization at school.
Peer-related factors were the
strongest predictors of substance
use and violent behavior.
Finally, prevention services in
rural schools did not appear to be
related to changes in substance
use and violence rates in schools.
Between 2013 and 2015, there
were small reductions in overall
substance use and violence in
rural schools, on average. These
reductions were not attributable
to prevention programs that occurred in the school district in the
2014/15 school year.
However, this analysis only examined the number of prevention
programs in a school district and
the data did not include details
about individual programs operat-

Table 2. Alcohol and Drug Use in the Past 30 Days
by Urban/Rural School, All Grades (number of students in parentheses)

Variables are flagged as significant at the .05 level (*), the .01 level (**), and the .001 level (***);
however, it should not be concluded that a statistically significant difference is a meaningful difference between groups. It just means that a difference would be expected in the population, however
small. Source: 2015 Pennsylvania Youth Survey (PAYS).
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Table 3. Tobacco Use by Urban/Rural School, All Grades
(number of students in parentheses)

Variables are flagged as significant at the .05 level (*), the .01 level (**), and the .001 level (***); however, it should
not be concluded that a statistically significant difference is a meaningful difference between groups. It just means that
a difference would be expected in the population, however small. Source: 2015 Pennsylvania Youth Survey (PAYS).

ing in schools. Further research could examine the rural
schools that had the biggest reductions in substance
use between 2013 and 2015 and attempt to get more
school-specific details about the programs that operated
in those schools.

For a copy of the research report, Comparing Rural
and Urban Drug Use and Violence in the Pennsylvania
Youth Survey, visit the Center’s website at www.rural.
palegislature.us.
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