
Scare Tactics
An ineffective way to change behavior

“The scarier you make it, the less likely it is in reality to actually 
happen. Consequently, the scarier you make it, the less effective it will 
be, because the lower the likelihood that it could really occur. By 
pushing scary, we hurt our overall objective of getting people to think 
about reality.”

Dr. Wesley Perkins, PhD 
(Professor of Sociology and Human Behavior at Hobart and William Smith Colleges, NY)

Scare tactics, (like images or recreations of overdose victims, drunk driving crashes, skin 
diseases from drug use, death statistics, etc.) are often appealing to adults because they can 
develop and promote emotion. But emotion doesn’t equate to long-term behavior change, 
and research shows that scare tactics are an ineffective way to change behavior, (especially in 

youth), and can actually increase the likelihood that youth will use drugs. 

“Programs that rely on lectures and assemblies to promote the evils of drugs and 
alcohol lack credibility with teenagers and fail to reach the students most at risk of 
using drugs,” (Berkeley Journal of Science & Behavior, 1995).

“Without high self-efficacy, threatening communication will have no effect, or worse, 
backfire. Given this danger of backfiring, developing a behavior change intervention 
that uses threatening elements is ineffective and unethical.” (Peters et al., (2013). 
Threatening communication: a critical re-analysis and a revised meta-analytic test of fear appeal 
theory. Health psychology review, 7 (Suppl 1), S8-S31.).

The findings of six meta-analytic studies in the effectiveness of fear appeals (scare tactics) 
concluded that presenting threatening health information aimed at increasing fear arousal 
was less effective than positive messaging that taught coping and life skills, (Ruiter et al.. 
(2014). Sixty years of fear appeal research: Current state of the evidence. International Journal of Psychology, 
49(2), 63–70.



Skill-Based Prevention
An effective way to change behavior

“Effective prevention programs teach youth social skills and give them the chance 
to practice these skills with other students. They also address behavioral norms 
through long term, session-based curriculum.” Single assemblies can never have the 
impact that small-group discussion with trusted advisors have.

Dr. Pim Cuijpers, PhD 
(Professor of Clinical, Neuro and Developmental Psychology, Virje University, Amsterdam)

Effective prevention takes time, it takes relationships, it takes practice, and it takes repetition. 
We would never expect kids to learn to read during a one-time assembly, we shouldn’t expect 

drastic behavior changes with substance use and mental health from an assembly either. 
Prevention programs should be as positive as they can be. It is okay to discuss the reality of 

drug use and its consequences, but we must remember that adolescents don’t view nor 
understand consequences the same way adults do. Therefore, prevention education must also 
include skills training, and skills training is more effective in small groups where they can ask 

open questions and practise with someone they have a relationship with. 

“The most effective prevention programs focus on positivity, teach skills, give youth 
the opportunity to practice those skills, and then provides them with rewards and 
accolades for their efforts.” (Hawkins, et al. (2014). Youth problem behaviors: A 

community-randomized trial. Journal of the American Medical Aassociateion,Ppediatrics, 168).

“Especially in its early phases, human development takes place through processes of 
progressively more complex reciprocal interaction. To be effective, [prevention 
programming must include] interaction that occurs on a fairly regular basis over 
extended periods of time..” (Bronfenbrenner, 1999. American Psychological Association).

When Planning Prevention Programs: consider ways to make your activity a positive 
experience, think about what skills you can teach youth and the most effective way to help 
them learn the skills, and consider ways to reward them for their involvement, even if it is as 
simple as a compliment. If you are providing information that is heavy on consequences, 
consider how you can make that a smaller part of your activity. And remember, when possible, 
the smaller the group and the more the youth know the instructor, the better.


