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Substance Use – Headlines 

Student substance use is described as…

• “A top Public Health concern” (Bergman et al. 2016)

• “A daunting Public  Health Problem” (MCRCDRP, 2013) 

• “A major Public Health Concern “  (Donovan, 2012) 

• “Student alcohol use is a major Public Health concern”  (Hustad, 
2010) 

• “Heavy alcohol use on college campuses is a leading health 
and safety concern for campus administrators and health 
officials” (Labrie, 2011)



Substance Use in Emerging Adults 

Emerging adulthood (18-29 is a critical 
time because of…

• Continued developmental changes
• Reduced parental supervision
• Increased independence
• Lack of experience
• Increased levels of stress
• Entrance into college or university
• Increased financial independence 
• Increased exposure to alcohol and 

drugs 

(Bergman et al. 2016) 



Substance Use in Emerging Adults 
Emerging adulthood (18-29) is a critical 
time because of…

• Peak mental health incidence
• Highest psychiatric comorbidity 
• Lower motivation 
• Poor treatment outcomes 

• 64 % of substance use treatment 
admissions state their substance use 
began during emerging adulthood

• 20 % of substance use treatment 
admissions occur during emerging 
adulthood 

(Smith et al, 2016, Stanis & Anderson, 2014) 



Canadian 2016 National College Health 
Assessment (NCHA) Results  

• 43.2 % of students used alcohol between 10-29 days 
• 12.5 % of students used alcohol all 30 days 
• 30.5 % of students used marijuana between 10-29 days 11.1 % of 

students used marijuana all 30 days 
• 18.1 % of students drove a vehicle after 5 or more drinks 
• 26.1 % of students consumed 5 or more drinks at one setting in the 

last two weeks
• 25.9 % of students used someone else’s prescription drugs in the 

last 12 months  
• 1.3 % of students were diagnosed or treated for addiction in the 

past 12 months 
• 2.6 % of students used someone's else's prescription in the past 

12 months

(Canadian NCHA data, 2016 – 41 institutions & 43,780  students) 



Canadian 2016 NCHA Results  
In the last 30 days;

• 1.4 % of student used MDMA
• 1.7 % of students used Cocaine 
• 1.7 % of students used Amphetamines 

• 2.2 % of students used Sedatives (downers)
• 0.3 % of students used Opioids (Heroin, Fentanyl) 
• 0.8 % of students used Hallucinogens (LSD, PCP) 

• 0.4 % of students used other club drugs (GHB, Ketamine, Rophynol) 
• 0.9 % of students used other illegal drugs

(Canadian NCHA data, 2016 – 41 institutions & 43,780  students) 



Canadian 2016 NCHA Results  
Under the influence of alcohol students reported the following; 

• 30.5 % did something they later regretted
• 23.4 % forgot where you were or what you did
• 1.4 % got in trouble with the police
• 1.7 % someone had sex with me without my consent
• 0.2 % had sex with someone else without their consent
• 19.4 % had unprotected sex
• 14.8 % physically injured yourself 
• 1.8 % physically injured someone else
• 3.9 % seriously considered suicide 

(Canadian NCHA data, 2016 – 41 institutions & 43,780  students) 



Substance Use - harms to the student 

Murphey & Dennhardt (2016) & Hustad et 
al. (2010) reported the following harms to 
students that drink heavily and/or use 
drugs;

• Risky sexual activity
• Blackouts
• Sexual/physical assaults
• Arrests
• Injuries
• Fatal accidents 
• Academic underachievement 
• Career underachievement  
• Property damage
• Alcohol  poisoning 

Finn (1996) found that non binge drinking 
students reported that binge drinking 
students had;

• Interrupted their study (67%)
• Required them to take care of a 

drunken student (57%)
• Insulted or humiliated them (34%)
• Made unwanted sexual advances (29%)
• Damaged their property (14%)
• Pushed or hit them (13%)



Substance Use - harms to the post-
secondary institution 

Dejong (2008) and Wechsler & Nelson (2008) reported that failure to 
address substance on campus led to the following outcomes for post-
secondary institutions;

• Damaged a institutions reputation

• Negatively impacted an institutions academic ranking

• Increased operating costs

• Damaged the relationship with the institutions community

• Students falling behind with assignments

• Students grades deteariating 



Substance Use - harms to a post-secondary 
institutions adjacent community  

Cousins et al. (2014) and Wechsler & Nelson (2008) reported that non 
students living close to college/university campuses were twice as likely to 
encounter;

• Vomit on sidewalks, gardens and parking lots

• Public urination

• Vandalism 

• Sexual assault

• Being pushed, hit or assaulted  

• Increased garbage

• Noise disturbances

• Serious arguments 



Harm Reduction  



History of Harm Reduction

• Originated 1980’s in Liverpool, England & Netherlands
• Goal – limit infection rates due to intravenous drug use
• 1990 – First ever International Conference on harm 

Reduction  
• Rapid worldwide expansion and acceptance of harm 

reduction principles over past three decades 
• 2016 Kuala Lumpur Declaration called for a ‘harm reduction 

decade’  to start in 2020. 
(Denning, 2006 & Cook, 2016) 



Harm Reduction Defined

“Harm reduction is a range of practical 
strategies, policies and programs focused on 

reducing the adverse health, social and 
financial consequences associated with 

[drug policy and] drug use.”

(International Harm Reduction Association (2010); Harm Reduction Coalition)  



Harm Reduction Defined

“Harm reduction is any policy or program 
designed to reduce drug related harm without 

requiring the cessation of drug use. 
Interventions may be targeted at the 
individual, the family or community.” 

(Canadian Addiction & Mental Health Association, 2002) 



Basic Principles of Harm Reduction

• Pragmatism

• Respecting human rights
• Reducing harms
• Goal prioritization

• Flexible 
• Personalized interventions
• Autonomy 

• Person Centered 

(BCHRSS, 2011 & Cook, 2016)



Everyday Harm Reduction Practices

• Nicotine patches 
• Needle exchange programs
• Social norms programming
• Drink driving awareness 

campaigns
• Ride Safe programs
• Party Safe programs
• Free condom distribution  
• Safer drinking guidelines



Examples of Harm Reduction 



Benefits of Harm Reduction 
Cook et al. (2016) argued that a harm reduction approach to substance use is
the only approach that has been consistently effective, demonstrating positive
outcomes. Key reasons why harm reduction is recommend include;

• Improves individuals quality of life 
• Saves lives
• Improves health outcomes 
• Is respectful and supportive
• Cost effective 
• Increases treatment uptake
• Adapts to cultural contexts
• Limits the spread of infection and disease
• Is compassionate and re-humanising 



MSc in Psychology Harm Reduction 
Research 



Research Project Parameters  

MSc Research Project;

• 60 question, harm reduction survey 
• Sent to publically funded colleges (24) & universities (20) in Ontario 
• Survey sent to contacts within counselling services 
• Survey administered in Fall 2016 
• 27 institutions responded (61.3 % response rate) 

Questions explored; 

Policy / Partnerships / Support Groups / Services / Staff Training / Staff Certification 
/ Current Practices / Current Initiatives / Attitudes Towards Harm Reduction



Research Objective 1 - What are current perspectives towards harm 
reduction within the post-secondary institutions in Ontario?

Staff openness to harm reduction - a mean of 96.47%

Institutional openness (as perceived by staff) to harm 
reduction - a mean of 70.52 %

Staff openness to harm reduction related training – a 
mean of 66.67%



Research Objective 2 - What current practices and initiatives within post-
secondary residences in Ontario are based on harm reduction principles?
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Research Objective 2 - What current practices and initiatives within post-
secondary institutions in Ontario are based on harm reduction principles?

Responding post-secondary institutions indicated that;

• 60 % promoted a ‘Party Safe’ program

• 60 % trained bar staff in ‘Smart Serve’ practices

• 32 % promoted a ‘Designated Driver’ program  

• 42 % provided access to e-CHUG & e-TOKE

• 4 % provided access to needle exchange on campus

• 62 % screened for substance use issues

• 50 % offer assessment or treatment of substance use issues

• 73 % refer substance use cases into the community

• 52 % partnered with community substance use agencies 



Research Objective 3 - What themes, patterns or gaps are identified across the 
province?    
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Research Objective 3 - What themes, patterns or gaps are identified across the 
province?
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Statistical Tests for 
Relationship  



Summary of Statistical Tests of 
Relationship 

Having (or not having) an alcohol or drug policy does not appear to influence;

• AA meetings being held on campus

• Whether or not residence staff enforce or promote the residence alcohol policy

• How NCHA data is used

• How a institution utilizes NCHA data in social norms programming  

• Has signed up to join the Canadian Post-Secondary Education Partnership –
Alcohol Harms (PEP-AH) 

• Entering into external partnerships around substance use harm reduction 

• Levels of training in substance use and harm reduction 

• Substance use information being provided to new or vulnerable students 



Summary of Statistical Tests of 
Relationship cont.

If an institution participated in NCHA in 2016 they are more likely to utilize the 
data gathered to inform harm reduction initiatives for students

• 64.3 % of institutions indicated they participated in NCHA in 2016 and would 
use this data to inform harm reduction activities on campus 

• 35.7 % of institutions indicated they participated in NCHA in 2016 and would 
‘maybe’ use this data to inform harm reduction activities on campus

If an institution participated in NCHA 2016 they are more likely to utilize the data 
gathered through NCHA in social norms initiatives 

• 50 % of institutions that took part in NCHA in 2016 indicated they would use the 
NCHA data to inform social norms initiatives 

• 42.9 % of institutions that took part in NCHA in 2016 indicated they would  
‘maybe’ use the NCHA data to inform social norms initiatives 



Research Conclusions 
• Counselling services staff were well trained in harm reduction based modalities

• Counselling services staff were very open to harm reduction based 
programming

• Counselling services staff perceived their institution was not as open to harm 
reduction based programming as they were

• Counselling services staff were keen to be assisted by subject matter experts 

• The having or not having of a alcohol, drug or substance use / harm reduction 
policy did not seem to impact an institutions actions as expected

• Participating in NCHA did translate into using the NCHA data to influence 
programming as expected

• Support groups were almost non existent across the sector

• Harm reduction based programming was not consistently implemented in either 
residences or campuses generally 

• There were pockets of good practice, but they were rare 



Research Project - Recommendations
1 – All post-secondary institutions would benefit from developing a substance use 
harm reduction policy 

2 – All substance use harm reduction policy's need to reflect the most current 
research and evidence, and as such would need to be fluid and responsive

3 – All post-secondary institutions would greatly benefit from participating in the 
NCHA survey

4 – Substance use harm reduction policies ought to align with existing institutional 
policies

5 – Additional staff training in substance use screening and assessment is required

6 – All post-secondary institutions are encouraged to create formal partnerships 
with their local substance use treatment providers 

7 – Post-secondary institutions are encouraged to address the harms caused by 
substance use with comprehensive, resourced, education, prevention and 
screening 



Research Project – Recommendations cont. 
8 – Post-secondary institutions are encouraged to facilitate support groups like 
SMART Recovery on every campus    

9 – Engaging a local subject matter expert to inform, assist and advise each post-
secondary institution is highly recommended

10 – Each post-secondary institution ought to celebrate Recovery Day, and 
National Addictions Awareness Week each year

11 – Post-secondary institutions are encouraged to enforce existing policies, 
provide treatment and support instead of punitive measures when students fail 
to adhere to required behaviors 

12 – All post-secondary institutions are invited to create links with their local 
communities, to help manage the substance using environment

13- All post-secondary institutions are encouraged to improve the relationship 
and exchange of substance use information between students, their parents and 
the institution 

14 – Utilization of tools like BASICS, e-CHUG or e-Toke should be standard, wide 
spread and common place across the post-secondary system 



Harm Reduction 
in the 

Post-Secondary 
Environment 



Infusing Harm 
Reduction 

into 
Campus Culture 

Amanda Neilson, Harm Reduction Consultant 



Introduction

• Initially a two-year project funded by the 
Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills 
Development Mental Health Innovation Fund

• The goal of developing and building a 
sustainable harm reduction framework for 
post-secondary institutions

• The AC Umbrella Project addresses the mental 
health and addiction needs of emerging 
adults within a postsecondary institution. 



The AC Umbrella Project is creating a safer space on 
campus to discuss how the use of alcohol and other 
drugs impact students’ lives and focuses on helping 
students reduce any problematic effects they may 

experience.



Purpose

• Decrease barriers to academic success, student 
retention and student graduations

• Increase skills, abilities and confidence of College 
faculty and staff to address and support students 
who are struggling with substance use issues

• Enhance students self-efficacy to self-assess and 
seek support 

• Increase College resources to assist students in 
reducing harms related to substance use



Goals
• A college-wide campaign focused on awareness, risk, 

and harm reduction strategies
• Training and consultation with the college’s employees
• A mechanism for providing the college’s students with 

access to existing community-based substance abuse 
treatment resources

• Digital program delivery strategies
• An effective and supportive linkage between students 

transitioning from community substance support 
programs and the college



External Partnerships  



Internal Partnerships  
• Counselling Services
• Residence
• Marketing
• Student’s Association
• Health Services and Promo Team
• Department Chairs and Faculty
• Learning and Teaching Services
• Security Services
• Applied Research and Innovation
• Student Placements
• Centre for Accessible Learning
• Aboriginal Centre (Mamidosewin)





• National College Health Improvement Project (NCHIP)

• National College Health Assessment (AHCA-NCHA)

• Nova Scotia Department of Health and Wellness Mental Health (2012). Reducing alcohol 
harms among university students: A summary of best practices.

• Acadia University (2012) Reducing alcohol harms on university campuses: A summary of best 
practices Acadia University Response.

• Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH)

• Centre for Addictions Research of BC (2008). Alcohol on campus: Programs and policies.

• National Alcohol Strategy Working Group. (2012). Reducing alcohol-related harm in Canada: 
toward a culture moderation. Ottawa, ON: Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse.

• Changing the Culture of Substance Use, Phase II Project Update, Prepared for: BC Ministry of 
Health

• Johnson, L. (2014) Learning Collaborative on High-Risk Drinking. Using a Public Health and 
Quality Improvement Approach to Address High-Risk Drinking with 32 Colleges and Universities. 
White Paper National College Health Improvement Program.

https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/NCHIP%20WhitePaper%205%208%2014FINAL.pdf.
http://www.acha-ncha.org/
http://www.camh.ca/en/hospital/Pages/home.aspx
https://campusmentalhealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/AlcoholOnCampus.pdf
http://www.ccsa.ca/Resource%20Library/ccsa-023876-2007.pdf
https://healthycampuses.ca/project/changing-the-culture-of-substance-use-project/




Socio-Ecological Model 

Environmental 

Institutional

Individual 

From the research, the best 
practice for substance use 
prevention, awareness and 
harm reduction was to 
create a strategy that used 
a socio-ecological 
approach. 



Strategic Areas 







• National College 
Health 
Assessment

• Signed the Post-
Secondary 
Education 
Partnership –
Alcohol Harms

• Supported, 
attended and 
participated  

Senior Administration Support



Student Involvement

• Student Placements

• Volunteers

• Classroom Projects

• Student Media

• Paid Positions

• Focus Groups



Umbrella Project Highlights

• Ongoing staff training
• On-line learning module
• National College Health Assessment

• Sexual violence prevention  
• Staff and Student Consultations 
• Residence interventions 

• Internal partnerships
• Health promotion
• Student placements 

• General Advisory Committee
• Student engagement/outreach 

• Inform policy & procedures 
• Cultural Competency training 
• Web based tools 

• SMART Recovery 
• National Addiction Awareness 

Week 
• Recovery Day  

• RainyDaze game development
• Media blitz
• Information sharing 

• Sustainability planning 



Ongoing Staff Training

• 293Day 1 

• 114Day 2

• 407Total 



Online Learning Modules

http://plato.algonquincollege.com/umbrellaproject/

http://plato.algonquincollege.com/umbrellaproject/


NCHA – Establishing a Baseline



Harm Reduction Consultations 
• 73 appointments 

• Harm Reduction Consultant 
joins counsellor and student 
in their session

• Dedicated in residence 
option 

• Community referrals 

• Increasing staff 
competence and 
confidence



Policy  & Procedures
Residence Life

• Alcohol quota – 24 cans, to 12 cans
• Guest policy – 3am to 1am
• Embed Counsellor & Sexual Violence & 

Harm Reduction Prevention Coordinator 

AC Campus Alcohol Policy 
• Acadia University (2012) Reducing 

alcohol harms on university campuses: A 
summary of best practices. 

• Nova Scotia Department of Health and 
Wellness Mental Health (2012). Reducing 
alcohol harms among university students: 
A summary of best practices. 



Web Based Resources 



Support Groups / Web Based Tools



National Addiction Awareness 
Activities



Recovery Day



www.algonquincollege.com/umbrellaproject



Media & Events 



Moving Forward:
Responding to the Opioid Situation  

• Email to all staff & students
• Naloxone nasal spray at key 

location on all three 
campuses

• Opioids and overdose 
prevention training by ROH 

• Links on web site to Ottawa 
Public Health site 

• Naloxone training by 
Rideauwood Addiction and 
Family Services



Evaluations

• Parents letter
• Consultations
• Brand recognition
• Training Day 1
• Training Day 2
• Speakers / events
• Classroom Presentations



Parent Pre Move-in Newsletter 

Fall 2015 
• 50.9% will definitely talk to their young adult 

about the contents of this newsletter
• 70.6% found the newsletter either Very Helpful 

or Helpful

Fall 2016
• 66% will definitely talk with their young adult 

about the contents of this newsletter
• 76% Found the newsletter either Very Helpful 

or Helpful



Impact on Residence

This couples with the 
data collected from 
Residence move in 
survey which states 

that awareness of the 
UP in Fall 2015 to Fall 

2016 increased 
12.64%.

Decreasing number of violations in 
residence 



HR Consultations: Feedback 
HR Consultations – Follow Up, July 2016. 3 
students 

• 100% stated that they did receive the 

support and/or information that they 

wanted. 

• 100% felt respected and supported by 

the HR counsellor.

• 100% of students feel that they were able 

to develop new or better skills for coping, 

and felt that they benefitted from the 

session. 

• All students would recommend the 

sessions to a friend, and would like 

additional sessions.   

Harm Reduction Consultations - Satisfaction Survey, 
April 2016. Participants: 7 Counselling Staff 

• 80% stated that in their opinion the student 

benefitted from the consultation.

• Reasons why they believed the student 

benefitted are: strong knowledge transfer, the 

personality and approach of the counsellor and 

the warm referral.

• 100% stated that they (the counsellors) 

benefitted from the consultation, through 

learning a new approach, improving own 

counselling skills and learning through observing. 

• 80% where extremely satisfied with the 

consultation process 



Branding



Awareness Amongst Residence 
Students 



Day 1 Pre Training 
(123 Participants) Trainings from June 2015 – Jan 2016
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Day 1 Post Training 
(123 Participants) Trainings from June 2015 – Jan 2016
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• Q2: Provide information and resources about substance 
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• Q3: Develop and maintain a risk reduction plan with students who struggle 
with their substance use 

• Q4: Provide an environment in which students feel comfortable to disclose 
to me, their issues with substance use.



Post-training confidence of staff –
Day 1

• Q1: Address the specific psychosocial challenges that 
students with substance use issues may experience. Pre-
training 57% agreed, Post-training 88%.

• Q2: Provide information and resources about substance 
use/abuse/addiction. Pre-training 13% agreed, Post-training 
88%.

• Q3: Develop and maintain a risk reduction plan with 
students who struggle with their substance use. Pre-training 
27% agreed, Post-training 77%.

• Q4: Provide an environment in which students feel 
comfortable to disclose to me, their issues with substance use. 
Pre-training 23% agreed, Post-training 79%.



Day 2 Pre Training 
32 participants from trainings Sept 2015 – Dec 2015 
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Q6:Comfortable using Motivational Interviewing Techniques with students



Day 2 Post Training 
32 participants from trainings Sept 2015 – Dec 2015 

3%

0%

3%

5%

5%

8%

5%

8%

8%

5%

0%

13%

92%

92%

90%

90%

95%

80%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

1

2

3

4

5

6

Q
ue

st
io

ns

Net Disagree Neutral Net Agree

Q1:Comfortable with the stages of change concept
Q2:Comfortable in recognizing and working with students at various Stages of 
Change
Q3:Comfortable with the principles of Motivational interviewing
Q4:Comfortable using open ended questions, affirming, reflective listening, 
summarizing
Q5:Comfortable in practicing engaging, focusing, evoking and planning 
process
Q6:Comfortable using Motivational Interviewing Techniques with students



Post-training confidence of staff -
Day 2

• 90% of participants are agreed that they are comfortable with 
Stages of changes. Pre-training 32%

• 90% of staff agreed they were comfortable recognizing and 
working with students at various Stages of Change. Pre-training 35%

• 90% of staff agreed they were comfortable working with Principles 
of Motivational Interviewing. Pre-training 27%

• 90% of staff agreed they were comfortable using open ended 
questions, affirming, reflective listening, summarizing. Pre-training 
68%

• 95% participants agreed that they are comfortable in practicing 
engaging, focusing, evoking and planning process. Pre-training 
50%

• 80% participants agreed that they are comfortable using 
Motivational Interviewing Techniques with students. Pre-training 
24%



Post-training Confidence of Students

• Before Q1: I am aware of the Algonquin College Umbrella 
Project. Pre-training 37% agreed, Post-training 96%.

• Before Q2: I understand what harm reduction is and how to 
use it. Pre-training 40% agreed, Post-training 98%.

• Before Q3: I feel comfortable providing information and 
resources about substance use/abuse/addiction to other 
students. Pre-training 40% agreed, Post-training 100%.

• Before Q4: I am aware that there are private, online 
questionnaires that can provide me/others with individual 
feedback of my use. Pre-training 40% agreed, Post-training 
100%.



Classroom Presentation Snapshot: 
Things  participants didn’t know until 

this presentation
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Classroom Presentation Snapshot: 
Things participants would like to know 

more about
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Classroom Presentation Snapshot: 
Top five factors that made presentation 

different from other presentations
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Presenter
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Real life examples/Personal experience added value

Interactive



1.  Partnerships

2. Research 

3.  Harm Reduction 

4.  Socio-Ecological Model 

5.  Senior Administration Support 

6.  Student Involvement 

Conclusion - Keys to Success



In Conclusion – A Call to Action 

Barlow et al. (2009) recommended:
• A change in approach to substance use 

prevention and treatment
• The cessation of ‘just say no’ or abstinence based 

approaches to substance use 
• The adoption of harm reduction based prevention 

and treatment strategies 

AC Umbrella Tool Kit is available for free to be 
adapted by community agencies and their local 
post-secondary institute.



Any Questions?

Amanda Neilson BSW, CYW

neilsoa@algonquincollege.com

Ben Bridgstock MSc, RP, ICADC, CCS, CCAC

bridgsb@algoinquincollege.com

mailto:neilsoa@algonquincollege.com
mailto:bridgsb@algoinquincollege.com
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