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Alcohol Use  
Alcohol is the most common substance used by young people, more common than marijuana and 

vaping or nicotine products. Drinking alcohol during adolescence can cause serious changes to the 

brain during its maturation and development. According to Lindsay M. Squeglia, Professor and 

Researcher at the Medical University of South Carolina, when adolescents engage in heavy alcohol 

use, normal brain development is disrupted, and deviations in development occur – changes to brain 

development can include  

“Poorer inhibition and decision making, atypical maturation of both gray and white 

matter, and a greater brain activation during cognitive tasks, despite equal 

performance (suggesting that brains of youth who are drinking have to ‘work harder’ 

to keep up).”1 

Additionally, adolescents who consume alcohol are more likely to experience physical and sexual 

violence, and alcohol-related motor vehicle crashes, and are at an increased risk of suicide and 

homicide. Youth who drink alcohol are more likely to misuse other substances as well. Generally, the 

risk of these problems is greater for youth who binge drink.2 

Another issue stemming from underage drinking is the use of other substances and the increased 

risk of developing alcohol use disorder later in their lives – according to the National Institute on 

Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, research has shown that adults aged 26 and older are over 5 times 

more likely to report alcohol use disorder if they began drinking before age 15 as opposed to waiting 

until they turned 21. The research also reports that this risk is higher for females than males.3 

Research has shown that adolescents consume alcohol for a variety of social and psychological 

reasons, such as peer pressure and stress.4 While underage drinking and binge drinking behavior 

has been and continues to decline in the Granite State, there is still much work to be done. A focus 

on preventing underage alcohol use and providing accessible treatment and recovery options for 

addiction is critical to the long-term health of New Hampshire. 

Youth Alcohol Use in New Hampshire 

The YRBS survey results report the use of alcohol amongst students in grades 9 through 12 at New 

Hampshire high schools participating in the 2019 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) through two 

measures: students who responded that they had one or more drinks of alcohol on one or more of 

the past thirty days (current use) and students who responded that they engaged in binge drinking at 

least once in past last thirty days (female students who had four or more drinks or male students 

who had five or more drinks in a row within a couple of hours). 

Just over one-quarter (26.8 percent) of New Hampshire students at high schools participating in the 

2019 YRBS reported that they “currently drank alcohol” (consumed alcohol at least once in the 



 

previous thirty days). This represents a 2.8 percent decrease from the 2017 YRBS statewide average 

of 29.6 percent, as well as a continued decline since the early 2000s. Sub-state level YRBS results 

are reported at the public health region* level in New Hampshire. The region with the highest 

average reported rate of alcohol use was Central NH at 32.2 percent, followed closely by Carroll 

County at 32.1 percent. The only other region in the thirty percent range was the Seacoast, with 30 

percent. All other regions fell within the twenty percent range. The lowest average rate was in the 

Greater Manchester region, at 22.1 percent. 

An average of 14.4 percent of New Hampshire students reported binge drinking behavior within the 

previous 30 days, slightly higher than the national average of 13.7 percent. Carroll County reported 

the highest average at 19.4 percent, with the lowest being Greater Manchester at 12 percent.  

Nationally, 31.9 percent of respondents identifying as female reported currently drinking alcohol, 

whereas only 26.4 percent of respondents identifying as male did so, a difference of 5.5 percent. 

This trend is reflected in the New Hampshire totals as well, where 29 percent of females reported 

currently drinking alcohol, while 24.7 percent of males did so, a difference of 4.3 percent. This trend 

is true of most regions in the state as well, with all but Carroll County and the Seacoast reporting a 

higher percent of females currently drinking alcohol than males. The difference is most significant in 

the Greater Sullivan region, with a difference of 12.6 percent (21.6 percent for males and 34.2 

percent for females), and Winnipesaukee, with a difference of 11.8 percent (23.8 percent for males 

and 35.6 percent for females).  

Accessibility is another factor to consider, as 96.5 percent of 12-to-14-year-olds surveyed in 2019 

that consumed alcohol in the last month responded that they acquired the alcohol they consumed 

for free, such as through family members or found in the home (NIH, 2022). In response to a 

question regarding the ease or difficulty of acquiring alcohol, only 14.9 percent of NH YRBS 

respondents said it would be “very hard,” compared to 31.6 percent who said it would be “very 

easy.”5 

 

Illicit Drug Use 
Youth use of illicit or illegal drugs can have lasting consequences on health, well-being, and ability to 

succeed. Adolescents who use high-risk drugs are at a greater risk of experiencing violence, mental 

health and suicide, and engaging in risky sexual behaviors. In addition, most adults who meet the 

required criteria for a substance use disorder began their use as teenagers.6 Preventing substance 

use and providing treatment and support for adolescents struggling with substance misuse is crucial 

to addressing the substance use disorder crisis in New Hampshire. 

Drugs are exceptionally dangerous for youth and young adults since the brain and its decision-

maker, the prefrontal cortex, are not yet fully developed. When a young person takes drugs, these 

processes are disturbed. Chances of addiction later in life grow higher the earlier someone begins 

using drugs. Young people may choose to take drugs or other substances in order to fit in, feel good, 

relieve mental health woes, improve academic or athletic performance, or to experiment. While all 

youth are susceptible to the risks of drug use, certain factors such as child abuse, genetics, prenatal 

exposure, lack of supervision, and having friends or peers who use drugs increases the risk.7 

Youth Illicit Drug Use in New Hampshire 

 
* Note: New Hampshire has 13 Regional Public Health Networks. For more information, visit 
https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/programs-services/population-health/regional-public-health-networks 



 

YRBS results report on several questions about drug use, including students who said they had 

taken in a prescription drug without a doctor’s prescription or taken it differently than prescribed in 

the past 30 days; had ever used heroin, methamphetamines, or ecstasy in their lifetime; and if 

anyone had offered, sold, or provided them with illicit drugs at school within the previous 12 months. 

An average of 1.5 percent of students participating in the 2019 New Hampshire YRBS reported 

using heroin at least once in their life, slightly lower than the national average of 1.8 percent. In New 

Hampshire, those identifying as male reported a higher level of heroin use than those identifying as 

female, at 2 percent and 0.7 percent respectively.  

For methamphetamine use at least once in the survey respondent’s life, the average percentage for 

New Hampshire was 1.7 percent, again lower than the national average (2.1 percent). As with heroin 

use, females reported lower rates of use than males, at 1 percent and 2.4 percent respectively.  

An average of 2.4 percent of students reported using ecstacy at least once in their life. While higher 

than the state totals for heroin and methamphetamine use, this is still lower than the national 

average of 3.6 percent. The trend of higher rates for males continued, with males reporting an 

average percentage of 3.0, compared to 1.6 percent for females. In all three drug categories - 

heroin, methamphetamine, and ecstasy - the Upper Valley region reported the lowest total use. For 

both youth methamphetamines and ecstasy use, the Central NH region reported the highest total. 

Greater Sullivan had the highest rate of heroin use amongst students.  

The percentage of New Hampshire students who reported being offered, sold, or given an illegal drug 

on school property was 20.3 percent, 1.5 percent lower than the national average but 4 percent 

higher than the 2017 statistic for New Hampshire. Statewide, males were slightly more likely to 

report this than females were, at 21.3 percent and 19 percent respectively. The North Country had 

the lowest rate at 12.8 percent, compared to a high of 26 percent in the Carroll County region. 

An average of 4.3 percent of New Hampshire students reported taking a prescription drug without a 

doctor’s prescription or using a prescription differently than how the doctor told them in the past 30 

days (“currently taking”). This is almost 3 percent lower than the national average of 7.2 percent, 

and marks a continued decrease at the state level. As is the case in every other drug-related 

category, males reported a higher rate than females, at 5 and 3.4 percent respectively. Again, the 

Upper Valley reported the lowest average at 1.4 percent, compared to the high of 6.1 percent in the 

Seacoast region.8 

 

Marijuana 

Marijuana is one of the most used drugs in the country. Much like the use of other substances such 

as alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs, adolescent use of marijuana can have physical, mental, and 

neurological impacts. The use of marijuana can have a number of negative health and social impacts 

on the developing brain, including difficulty with problem-solving and maintaining attention and an 

increased risk of mental health issues. The use of marijuana has been linked to depression, anxiety, 

and other mental health concerns. Research has found that marijuana users are more likely to 

develop schizophrenia, especially if their marijuana use began at a younger age. 9  

Using marijuana also increases the risk of developing a substance use disorder, and this risk is 

increased significantly when one begins marijuana use as a teen or adolescent.10 According to 

SAMHSA, 1 in 10 of those who use marijuana will develop an addiction; for those who begin using 

the drug before turning 18, the rate is 1 in every 6 people.11 In order to ensure the best possible 

health of New Hampshire's children, preventing youth marijuana use and addressing pre-existing 

problems of accessibility and dependence is essential. 



 

Youth Marijuana Use in New Hampshire 

The YRBS survey asks about the current use of marijuana (any marijuana use within the 30 days 

prior to taking the survey), if the student tried marijuana for the first time before 13 years of age, and 

if they’ve ever tried synthetic marijuana. 

In New Hampshire, 26.1 percent of students participating in the 2019 YRBS reported using 

marijuana at least one time in the past 30 days (“currently using marijuana”). This is up 3 

percentage points from the 2017 total and is 4.4 percent higher than the U.S. average of 21.7 

percent. The Upper Valley and Greater Manchester regions had the lowest totals for marijuana use, 

at 21.1 percent and 21.4 percent respectively. The highest total was 33 percent, a tie between 

Carroll County and the Seacoast. The percentage of New Hampshire students reporting current use 

of marijuana has fluctuated slightly but stayed in the 20 percent range for over a decade. 

A total of 8.6 percent of students in New Hampshire reported ever using synthetic marijuana, an 

increase of 3 percent from the 5.6 percent of students who had ever tried synthetic marijuana in 

2017, but a decrease from the 9.2 percent of students who had ever tried synthetic marijuana in 

2015. 

The percentage of students who try marijuana before turning 13 has steadily decreased since 2009, 

from a high of 8.4 percent in 2009 to the 2019 result of 4.7 percent.12 

 

Conclusion 

While underage drinking and illicit drug use in New Hampshire both appear to be declining, 

marijuana use continues to fluctuate. We believe substance use disorder is both preventable and 

treatable. Furthermore, addressing substance misuse and addiction is essential to ensuring the long-

term health of Granite Staters and the welfare of the state’s future: New Hampshire children and 

youth. We can accomplish this by ensuring access to affordable health care, family supports, 

evidence-based prevention programs, and treatment and recovery programs.  
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