
Recent national estimates show that rates of substance 
use disorder are essentially the same for rural (non-
metropolitan) and urban (metropolitan) teens, with 

one exception: rural teens are nearly twice as likely to suffer 
from tobacco dependence than their urban counterparts.1  
It is not known, however, how substance use patterns among 
teens in rural New Hampshire compare to rural teens nation-
wide. In an effort to compare teen substance use patterns 
in New Hampshire’s most rural county to patterns among 
rural youth nationwide, this brief uses data from two surveys 
administered in 2011. 

The first survey, the Coös Youth Study (CYS), is a study 
of youth who completed paper-and-pencil questionnaires in 
rural Coös County’s public middle and high schools in 2008 or 
2009, and who were surveyed again in 2011.2 For this brief, the 
analyses focus on 313 teenagers, ages 15 to 17, who completed 
questionnaires in 2011 and provided complete data on substance 
use patterns.3 The second survey, the National Survey on Drug 
Use and Health (NSDUH), is a nationally representative survey 
based on computer assisted self-interviews with non-institution-
alized civilians residing in the United States.4 For this brief, the 
analyses focus on the 2,138 adolescent respondents, ages 15 to 
17, who were living in non-metropolitan areas in 2011 and who 
provided usable data on substance use patterns.5

Figure 1 shows the percentages of adolescents in Coös 
and in rural areas nationwide who reported using alcohol, 
tobacco, marijuana, other illicit drugs, and any substances in 
the prior year. As shown, about half of the teens in Coös and 
in rural areas nationwide reported using any substance in the 
previous year (ranging from 49 to 56 percent). Alcohol use 
was reported most often, followed by tobacco or marijuana, 
and other illicit substances.

Notably, the use of tobacco was highest among rural boys 
nationwide; in fact, rural boys nationwide were significantly 
more likely than rural girls nationwide or Coös girls and boys to 
use tobacco in the prior year. Yet, as Figure 2 shows, the frequent 
use of substances in the prior year tells a different story. In 
Figure 2, the percentages of teenagers in Coös and in rural areas 
nationwide who reported using substances “three to four times 
weekly” or more in the prior year are presented. Substances 
include alcohol, marijuana, other illicit drugs, or any substance.6 

 
 Key Findings

• Compared to same-aged rural teens nationwide, 
Coös County teens were less likely to report the 
use of tobacco.

• Alcohol was the substance most likely to be used 
by all rural teens surveyed, yet among substance 
users, marijuana was used most frequently. 

• Compared to other rural teens, Coös boys were 
twice as likely to have used marijuana three 
times weekly or more.

• Coös teens were more likely than the national 
rural sample to report problems with family 
members or friends due to their substance use. 
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Figure 1. Except for tobacco use, rural teens in 
Coös County and nationwide reported similar  
percentages of substance use in the preceding year

Note: *Rural boys nationwide reported using tobacco at significantly higher 
rates (p < .001) than Coös boys and girls and rural girls nationwide.
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stress also raises risk for other indicators of suffering in 
young adulthood, such as depressed mood and criminal 
behavior.13 As such, substance abuse policies and practices 
that prevent, reduce, or buffer the stresses faced by Coös 
teens can also enhance their general well-being as they 
make the transition to adulthood.
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Figure 2. Coös County boys reported the highest 
percentages of substance use, especially mari-
juana use, “three to four times weekly” or more 
in the preceding year

Figure 3. Compared to rural teens nationwide, 
Coös County teens reported higher percentages 
of substance abuse symptoms in the preceding year

Note: *Coös boys reported significantly higher rates of frequent use (that is, 
three or more times weekly) of marijuana (p < .01) or any substance (p < .05) 
than Coös girls and rural boys and girls nationwide.

Note: *Asterisks denote statistically significant differences (p < .01) between 
Coös teens and rural teens nationwide. No sex differences in substance abuse 
symptoms were observed.

As shown, the most frequently used substance in Coös 
and in rural areas nationwide was marijuana, and Coös boys 
were twice as likely as Coös girls or rural teens nationwide 
to report using marijuana three times or more per week in 
the past year.7 Prior research has shown that teen marijuana 
use is related to youth stress exposure, which increases risk 
for other illicit drug abuse in young adulthood.8 Strategies 
that ease Coös teens’ stress could thus reduce current and 
subsequent drug problems, especially for males.

Figure 3 presents the percentages of teens in Coös and in 
rural areas nationwide who reported experiencing at least 
one of nine substance abuse symptoms in the prior year, 
as well as the three most reported symptoms. Coös teens 
reported significantly more substance abuse symptoms 
than did rural teens nationwide.9 Coös teens were more 
likely to report that, in the preceding year, their substance 
use caused problems with their friends or family or that 
they were “under the influence” when they could have 
gotten hurt. Equal percentages of teens in Coös and rural 
areas nationwide reported that they wanted to quit or cut 
down on their substance use.

In summary, Coös teens are less likely to use tobacco 
than rural teens nationwide. Yet, Coös boys do appear to 
use marijuana more frequently than their national coun-
terparts, and Coös teens report higher rates of substance 
abuse symptoms. Previous research has shown that teens 
who use marijuana are more “stressed out,” and that such 
stress can increase their risk for other illicit drug abuse 
in young adulthood.10 In addition, research on Coös 
County teens has shown that stress exposure increases 
risk for problem substance use one year later,11 even when 
accounting for previous substance use problems.12 That is, 
it appears that stress exposure increases risk for substance 
use problems rather than the reverse. Early exposure to 
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independent resources to effect change in their communities. 
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www.carseyinstitute.unh.edu

The Carsey Institute Coös Youth Study

The Carsey Institute is conducting a panel study of Coös County youth that will provide data about the attitudes and 
experiences of the county’s youth as they approach young adulthood and face the decision to remain in their community, seek 
opportunities elsewhere, or leave for an education and then return. By following the entire populations of two age groups over a 
ten-year period, we will help North Country leaders gain a better understanding of young people’s decision making.
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