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Abstract 

Introduction:  There is a rise in problematic substance use among Canadian youth, which is precipitating a public 
health crisis. Interventions are needed to empower youth to mitigate substance use risks. Active youth involvement 
in substance use prevention is urgently needed to increase uptake and ownership of the process and outcome of the 
intervention. Arts-based interventions are ideal participatory action approaches that can empower young people to 
be active agents in substance use prevention. These approaches can help promote health, reduce harm, and change 
behaviours. Scoping reviews are a vital tool that can help the research team identify relevant interventions that can be 
adapted to a community.

Methods:  This scoping review explores various arts-based substance use prevention interventions for youth. The 
scoping review used the iterative stages of Arksey and O’Malley to search Portal ERIC, Ovid MEDLINE, C.I.N.A.H.L., 
E.M.B.A.S.E., Web of Science, and A.P.A. PsycInfo and grey literature from Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addic-
tion and websites suggested by the Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health. Inclusion criteria are a) 
articles utilizing arts-based intervention on substance use prevention; b) studies with a clearly defined intervention; 
c) intervention targeting the youth (age 12–17) and d) publications written in English. Thematic analysis was used to 
identify the main themes from the included articles.

Results and discussion:  Themes identified in a thematic synthesis of these studies included a) the intent of the 
intervention; b) intervention characteristics; and c) the perceived effectiveness of interventions. Art-based interven-
tions increased knowledge and changed attitudes and practices on substance use among youth. Making the inter-
ventions aesthetically appealing and engaging, active youth involvement in the development of the intervention 
and developing youth-centred interventions which attended to the realities they faced were central to the success of 
these interventions.
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Background
The use of illicit and licit substances such as alcohol, 
tobacco, cannabis, methamphetamines and opioids, 
continues to be a public health crisis in Canada [1]. Sub-
stance use has adverse effects on the quality of life of 
individuals and families while putting economic strain on 
society, costing over $46  billion, including $13.1  billion 
in health care costs [2, 3]. Substance use amongst youth 
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in Canada is a growing problem. In 2017, nearly half of 
Canadian students in grades 7 to 12 (44%) reported con-
suming alcoholic beverages, and about 374,000 students 
in grades 7 to 12 (18%) reported using cannabis [4].

Prince Albert Saskatchewan has one of the highest 
youth substance use nationally, with a community report 
suggesting that about 73.8% of grade 10–12 students con-
sume alcohol, which is 11% more than the national aver-
age [5]. Binge drinking among school-aged children in 
Prince Albert Region is estimated to be 67.9%, nearly 20% 
higher than the national average [6]. Moreover, children 
in the Prince Albert region are exposed to alcohol and 
drug use at an early age; from six to eleven years for alco-
hol, marijuana, opiates, and cocaine [7]. Consequences 
of this substance use are missing school, mental health, 
engagement with the criminal justice system and delin-
quency [7].

To address substance use among youth in this region, 
a consultative meeting comprising stakeholders in edu-
cation, social and health sectors met in February 2018. 
This event led to a successful Collaborative Innova-
tive Development grant from the Saskatchewan Health 
Research Foundation to actively engage affected youth in 
a photovoice project where school-going youth were to 
take photos to document their experiences and risks of 
substance use in their community. Due to public health 
measures occasioned by the COVID-19 pandemic, since 
photovoice is a form of an art-based intervention, under-
taking a scoping review on art-based intervention would 
provide the research team with a diversity of interven-
tions that could be implemented at a later date. Also, art-
based interventions tend to actively engage youth in the 
research as change agents, a practice that has a positive 
impact on substance use prevention programs, thereby 
reducing substance use rates and overall morbidity and 
mortality [8].

Arts-based interventions use art as a medium to 
improve a process or a situation, especially one that 
involves emotional and psychological well-being [9]. Such 
interventions may include photography, poetic language, 
sculpture, painting, craft, music, and dance and can aid 
in the healing process and restoration [10]. Arts-based 
interventions focus on participants’ knowledge, experi-
ences, and contributions by establishing an interactive 
environment and empowering dialogues between par-
ticipants and their environments [11]. Arts-based inter-
ventions are widely used to promote health, reduce harm 
and change behaviours [12]. Art-Based interventions also 
provide an opportunity for participants to express their 
negative emotions and can help improve participants’ 
self-esteem and social inclusion [13, 14].

When used as substance use prevention interven-
tions, art-based programs encourage youth participation, 

create an inclusive and safe environment and strengthen 
their power to face substance use issues [15]. Therefore, 
they can be empowerment tools that can help mitigate 
the risks of substance use thereby complementing other 
approaches for preventing and managing substance use 
disorders [16].Through art-based interventions, youth are 
empowered to resist substance use initiation by increas-
ing knowledge, changing behaviours, and establishing 
self-confidence and self-esteem [17, 18].

This scoping review is intended to provide insight into 
how arts-based interventions for youth substance are 
designed and their perceived effectiveness. Information 
gathered from such a scoping review has the potential 
to provide insight to policymakers, program developers, 
and researchers with interventions surrounding sub-
stance use prevention for youth [19]. The findings of the 
scoping review will be presented to community stake-
holders and will form the basis of the development of 
community-led culturally safe substance use prevention 
interventions for youth.

Methods
A scoping review is undertaken to examine the extent, 
scope, and nature of research topics and identify gaps in 
the current literature [20]. This scoping review followed 
the steps identified by Arksey & O’Malley [21] and the 
results are reported using P.R.I.S.M.A. guidelines devel-
oped by Tricco et al., [22].

Stage 1: identifying the research question
This review was based on three research questions: 1) 
What is known about arts-based interventions that pre-
vent youth substance use; 2) What are the characteristics 
and study outcomes of these interventions, and 3) what 
are the perceived effectiveness of these interventions in 
preventing substance use among the youth?

Stage 2: identifying relevant studies
Based on suggestions of a Health Sciences Librarian, 
researchers drafted the search strategy which centred on 
five keywords, including “arts-based”, “youth”, “substance 
use”, “intervention”, and “prevention.“ Databases, includ-
ing ERIC, Ovid MEDLINE, C.I.N.A.H.L., E.M.B.A.S.E., 
Web of Science, and A.P.A. PsycInfo, were used to search 
for literature. Additionally, following the University of 
Toronto’s Grey literature searching guidelines, the team 
searched for grey literature from the websites suggested 
by the Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in 
Health [23].

Inclusion criteria
The following four inclusion criteria were used to guide 
the screening of the articles to be included in the review: 
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a) articles that used arts-based methods to prevent sub-
stance use among youth; b) studies that have a clearly 
defined intervention; c) studies that target youth 12- to 
17-year-old; and d) written in English.

Exclusion criteria
Articles that were not written in English, whose focus 
was not on arts-based to prevent substance use, and 
those focussing outside of the age group 12 to 17 were 
excluded from the study. Also removed from the study 
are non-research publications such as reviews and letters 
to the editor.

Stage 3‑ article selection
All articles sought from databases were input into 
Rayyan, an online platform that is used to screen and sort 
large numbers of references for inclusion in a review [24]. 
Two research team members- a postdoc and a research 
assistant identified and deleted duplicates and then inde-
pendently screened articles for inclusion. A third person 
was involved to break a tie where there was no congru-
ency regarding the inclusion or exclusion of an article 
or report. The screening process is summarised in the 
Prisma Diagram (Fig. 1).

A data extraction table was used to summarise the arti-
cles that were included in the scoping review using the 
following columns: article, study purpose, the interven-
tion, Youth involvement, targeted level of intervention 
and implications for practice. Table 1 is a compilation of 
the studies that were included in the review.

Stage 5‑ collating, summarizing, and reporting the results
The research team synthesized the collated findings by 
identifying common threads within the data. Rich narra-
tives were developed to expound these threads that were 
thereafter designated as themes. P.R.I.S.M.A.‘s guidelines 
were used to report the screening process and its results. 
Thematic analysis, which entails familiarisation, coding, 
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and 
naming themes, and writing the report was applied [25].

Stage 6‑ consulting
Presentations of the findings shall be made to commu-
nity partners and stakeholders in the affected region after 
which an envisioning exercise shall ensue on how best to 
adapt the findings of the study to address substance use 
among the youth in the region.

Results
Nineteen articles were included in this scoping review 
featuring diverse art-based interventions used to prevent 
substance use among youth.

Of these, nine used videos, six used theatre/act-
ing modalities, a videogame and a photovoice project, 
respectively. Three themes were identified and are; a) the 
focus of the interventions; b) intervention vehicle charac-
teristics; and c) why they were successful with the youth.

Theme 1: The intent of the intervention
This theme focuses on what the intervention was 
intended to achieve to prevent substance use among 
youth. These interventions were designed to increase 
knowledge and change attitudes and practices on sub-
stance use. Changes in attitudes and practices were 
achieved through life skills training where youth were 
taught how to prevent substance use through the devel-
opment of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills. Intrap-
ersonal skills include improved decision-making skills, 
self-control, and strategies for dealing with anxiety or 
internal risks that would increase proclivities to sub-
stance use [26]. These skills increased the youth’s effi-
cacy to manage risks associated with substance use [27] 
by fostering cultural identity and awareness [28]), and by 
imparting skills to make better choices that reduce sub-
stance use [29].

When participants developed interpersonal skills as a 
result of engaging with the intervention, they are empow-
ered to challenge and resist potential danger posed by 
peers’ intent on introducing a substance to them. In so 
doing, they effectively dealt with substance use risks that 
confront them [30–32]. Refuse, explain, avoid, and leave 
(REAL) and assertiveness training was intended to reject 
substance use and peer pressure and to reinforce con-
servative attitudes towards substance use while reinforc-
ing cultural identities [28, 33, 34] Subsequently, the youth 
were empowered to refuse invitations to use substances 
from friends, overcome peer pressure [35], and be pre-
pared for real-world experiences [36].

Knowledge impartation was another focus of the inter-
ventions which entailed providing information on imme-
diate and long-term impacts of substance use, regulations 
surrounding the use of alcohol and driving [37], and how 
to make better choices in risky environments [27, 29]. 
Other interventions provided advice on how to make 
socially acceptable responses when confronted with the 
offer of substances [34]. These interventions empow-
ered the youth to critically think about the choices they 
made, and the impact of their decisions and endeavour to 
develop safe behaviours [37–39].

Theme 2: Intervention characteristics
Intervention characteristics describe the mode of art-
based interventions that were used in the substance use 
prevention project. In this review, we note that videos 
and live performances were the main modes that were 
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used to deliver substance use prevention content to 
youth. Bonyani et al., [26] project used a video clip con-
taining stories of people with lived experiences using 
substances. This approach increased awareness of com-
monly abused substances in Iran and the risk factors 
that predispose youth to substance use and the negative 
consequences associated with it. Hecht et al.‘s, [33] inter-
vention utilized narrative accounts of personal resist-
ance experiences which were categorized into the Refuse, 
Explain, Ask and Leave (REAL) strategy and thereafter 
adapted to a film where actors were coached to perform 
in a musical docudrama and the action was transferred to 
a film. The film was made in such a way that it appealed 
to teens.

Warren et al.‘s [40] project entailed creating a video by 
a local middle school performing arts group. The stu-
dents conducted their interviews covering the four resist-
ance strategies- Refuse, Explain, Ask and Leave (REAL) 
and thereafter took control of production, casting, music, 
dance, set, and postproduction. Duncan’s project [27] 
used information from focus group discussions with stu-
dents to develop six vignettes to guide video production. 
Each vignette included a realistic and common situation 
relevant to refusal skills training for offers of marijuana. 
The refuse-to-use video was developed to get the youth 
to start thinking and communicating about drug use and 
peer pressure.

Williams et  al., [41] project used a video intervention 
recorded on a CD-ROM modelled after Life Skills Train-
ing (L.S.T.) to teach general social skills, personal self-
management skills, and resistance skills. It consisted of 
10 sessions designed to be used in school and at home. 
The content was engaging using interactive audio and 
video content. Hardoff, Stoffman & Ziv [42] project used 
enacted scenarios performed by professional actors. They 
portrayed risky situations that a 15-year-old girl encoun-
ters with her 17-year boyfriend at a party. The boyfriend 
forces her to do things she does not want to do. Students 
then engage in a discussion regarding their feelings about 
the behaviours of the young couple. Quek et  al.‘s, [29] 
applied a 50-minute theatre prevention program per-
formed by volunteer students to encourage them to make 
better choices about how they party and behave during 
“schoolies”. The safety message embedded within skits, 
contemporary pop culture, and music was followed by a 
20-minute discussion forum with student actors.

Turner-Musa et  al.‘s, [32] intervention is a 10-lesson 
afterschool substance abuse and H.I.V. prevention live 
action using the contextual framework of youth popu-
lar culture. The intervention was implemented as a 
series of 10 two-hour sessions focusing on self-efficacy, 
norms, belief clarification, conflict resolution, and resist-
ance. Duryea’s [35] project used role-playing exercises 
where students read prepared scripts which entailed 

Fig. 1  Prisma diagram
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enactment of situations where they were pressured to 
partake in risky behaviours. van Leeuwen et  al.‘s, [37] 
project comprised 11 single-story episodes compris-
ing of its storyline, characters, settings, theme and look 
and feel. Seven of these episodes focused on alcohol with 
the remainder focusing on other drugs. Huang et  al.‘s, 
[36] intervention comprised six sessions of 45 min each, 
implemented over six weeks. It was made of warm-up 
activities, drama activities, a conclusion, and reflection. 
The drama activity entailed enactment, re-enactment, 
role-playing and acting the dialogue and scenario to inte-
grate different components of life skills.

Safer & Harding, [43] project is a 32-minute theatre 
called Captain Clean comprised of the following con-
tent- general health concerns associated with drug and 
alcohol, dating relationships, peer/friend relationships, 
parent/family relationships, and counselling action. de 
Visser et al.‘s, [38] project entailed developing an 11-min-
ute video called ‘hitting the sweet spot’ to promote 
responsible drinking among young people aimed at help-
ing individuals critically think about personal and social 
expectations and practices related to substance use.

Theme 3: Perceived effectiveness of interventions
In each project included in this review, the researcher 
evaluated the impact of the proposed intervention. In 
this theme, we report what these researchers reported 
as the perceived effectiveness of the implemented pro-
ject. Many factors determined the perceived effective-
ness of the interventions. These include-aesthetic appeal 
qualities, the ability to increase agency and active youth 
involvement. Presentations were deemed effective by the 
youth as the content and the presentations were found 
to be attractive to them and directly relevant and relat-
able. Most programs had a component that had a direct 
engagement with youth. For instance, in Hecht’s et  al., 
[33] intervention, youth reflected, discussed, and pro-
vided input following the live performances. Polansky’s 
[34] intervention taught assertiveness skills which applied 
to them. Warren et  al., [40] intervention comprised a 
structured curriculum which increased their knowledge. 
Stanley et  al., [28] reinforced cultural identity and aspi-
rations through photovoice. Duncan et al., [27] and Shin 
et al., [31] interventions sought to develop refusal skills, 
while Williams et al., [41] project sought to change atti-
tudes towards drugs. Hardoff et al., [42] project empow-
ered the youth through knowledge acquisition.

Active youth engagement was regarded as an important 
component for evaluating program effectiveness and took 
various forms. Youth were appealed to programs that 
allowed their voices to be heard through, implementa-
tion, discussions, and consultations were of great appeal 
to them [29, 35, 36] Stanley et al., [28] and Turner-Musa 

et al., [32]incorporated cultural elements into substance 
use prevention, which reinforced the identity of the par-
ticipants. Duncan et  al., [27] sought to appeal to their 
cognition and emotions, while van Leeuwen et  al., [37] 
project used characters and settings that are relatable to 
youth. Other interventions were grounded in the lived 
experiences of people who were negatively impacted by 
substance use [33].

Discussions
This scoping review aims at exploring arts-based inter-
ventions for preventing substance use among youth. 
Based on the results included in the review, it is evident 
that most intervention programs focus on changing per-
ceptions, gaining refusal skills, and reducing potential 
harm brought by using substances. Behaviour change 
requires gaining knowledge, shifting attitudes, and the 
formation of behaviour patterns [27]. It is therefore 
imperative that youth be equipped with knowledge and 
skills to respond in social situations with increased risk 
for substance use [31].

To impact change the desired change in participants, 
the program appealed to their cognition, affect and 
behaviours, whose import can be appreciated by using 
the knowledge, attitudes, and practices (K.A.P.) theory, 
which can explain how individuals change behaviours. It 
posits that with knowledge acquisition, one has a greater 
inclination to change attitudes, which in turn may change 
behaviour [44]. Important knowledge includes not only 
that the harms associated with substances but also social 
scenarios and refusal skills when offered substances by 
peers [45]. To impart knowledge, the education materials 
must be interesting and engaging [36].

Active engagement of youth through a program that 
used videogames, movies, dramas and live performances 
with key messages on substance use was reported to be 
effective in capturing youth’s attention [26, 27, 32, 36, 40]. 
Moreover, active participation in the programs, such as 
through discussions, role-playing, reflections, and inter-
views can be effective in retaining youth interest. Knowl-
edge can also be imparted to the youth through sharing 
of lived experiences on the impacts of substance use. 
Subsequently, youth can be empowered to engage and be 
in charge of their lives [46]. Empowering youth to express 
and create in ways that are meaningful to them enhances 
their cultural identity, which may also be protective 
against substance use [47]. Also, it helps young people to 
share their experiences, thoughts, and creativity [15].

The uniqueness of using art as a vehicle to deliver mes-
sages on substance use prevention is in its ability to make 
the intervention engaging, relaxing, fun, and helpful [48]. 
For the art interventions to be effective, the developer 
must consider the needs of the youth within their context 
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and be relatable to their lives, culture, and experiences 
[32, 33]. Such a design makes it easy for the youth to be 
engaged and invested in the project. Developing youth-
centred intervention programs ensure that they are 
modelled with common risks that youth face. Youth face 
pressures of tumultuous identity-seeking amidst constant 
media messaging, significant developmental changes, 
and ease of substance availability [49].

To ensure that an art-based program is relevant to the 
targeted youth, it is imperative to be cognizant of the 
other risks that they face. For instance, mental illnesses 
such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disor-
der, and bipolar are strongly associated with substance 
use [50]. Given that adolescence is a developmental phase 
where various mental health issues begin to present, this 
age is an optimal time to identify, diagnose, and man-
age mental illness or substance use concerns for the best 
outcomes [51]. A mental health support system must be 
in place as a form of substance use prevention measure. 
Actively engaging youth in intervention programs is criti-
cal to their success [34]. For example, in Be Under Your 
Own Influence strategy, Stanley et al., [28] observed that 
the active engagement of program beneficiaries is key 
to its success. This collaboration enhances programs’ 
effectiveness and builds the capacity to enhance agency 
to prevent substance use and lead to social change and 
development.

Throughout this scoping review, significant lessons can 
be learned about developing interventions for youth sub-
stance use prevention. First, impacting life skills training 
can have a positive impact on youth agencies to resist 
substance offers and thereby prevent substance use. 
Equipping youth with the skills and knowledge to make 
informed decisions about their actions is vital to prevent 
substance use. A preponderance of research has shown 
that prevention programs aimed at increasing social 
skills and providing positive support can be effective in 
reducing substance use among youth [52, 53]. Prevention 
programs that focus on social resistance skills training 
teach youth to identify social situations in which they are 
likely to be exposed to substance use, and how to avoid 
these high-risk situations. Such resistance training and 
problem-solving skills enable them to make good and 
informed decisions [45].

Conclusion
Creative expressions such as art, videos, drama, and 
photovoice provide individuals with a medium to 
explore their thoughts, emotions, behaviours and 
actions [54]. Successful interventions must attend to 
the setting and characters of the community in which 
they seek to develop programs, including cultural iden-
tity, and the prevalent substances. Cultural sensitivity 

is an effective public health strategy which can greatly 
impact the outcomes of an intervention [55]. In addi-
tion, the intervention must be relatable to those it is 
meant to benefit [56–58]. This includes featuring char-
acters and settings that are like the target community 
[59]. Youth need to be actively involved in any interven-
tion concerning them. This involvement fosters owner-
ship of the process and the outcome, hence increasing 
its efficacy [27, 40, 60]. The interventions must be 
intellectually and aesthetically stimulating. Programs 
directed at preventing youth substance use should be 
appealing and contemporary in nature [32, 61].

Effective youth substance use prevention interven-
tions should use relevant language and audiovisual 
content familiar to them [15, 45]. Delivering preven-
tion information through technological tools includ-
ing CD-ROM and other electronic media can produce 
behavioural change among the youth [27, 41, 62] Care 
should be employed when adapting these programs as 
some studies have found some such as D.A.R.E. to be 
ineffective in substance use prevention when replicated 
in diverse settings [63, 64].

Limitations of the review
This scoping review used rigorous and transparent 
methods throughout the entire process to retrieve sev-
eral articles to answer the research questions. Multiple 
keywords were searched from selected electronic data-
bases. The study had some limitations, notwithstanding 
these. As applies to most scoping reviews, this study 
did not assess the quality of the various studies. Since 
only articles published in English were included, poten-
tially relevant articles may have been omitted from this 
study.
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