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ABSTRACT. The purpose of this study was to examine the relation-
ships among problem behaviors during early adolescence. Specifically
this investigation examined the association between drug use and ag-
gression among a sample of inner-city adolescents. Eighth graders (N =
517; 49% boys) attending three New York City schools completed an
anonymous questionnaire. Self-reported aggressive and unsafe behav-
ior were associated with initiation of drug use (smoking, drinking alco-
hol, smoking marijuana). Sex differences were also found for aggres-
sive behavior, victimization, and unsafe behavior. The data have
implications for prevention because reducing drug use might also de-
crease aggressive and unsafe behavior. Social competence skills train-
ing, which has been found effective in drug use prevention programs,
can be expanded to cover aggressive behavior and engagement in un-
safe behavior. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document
DeliveryService:1-800-342-9678.E-mailaddress:getinfo@haworthpressinc.com
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The problem of violence has ascended to the very top of our nation-
al agenda in recent years and has become a public health problem of
significant magnitude. In fact, Hammond and Yung state that federal
funding for violence prevention parallels the response to a biological
epidemic like AIDS (Hammond & Yung, 1991). Although national
sources of data exist (such as the Uniform Crime Reporting program
and the National Crime Survey), it is generally acknowledged that the
data on non-fatal injuries from assaultive violence are under-reported
and may in actuality be two to three times higher than national crime
data indicate (Hammond & Yung, 1993). Even the youngest members
of American society are constantly exposed to aggressive behavior.
National trend data suggest that while the proportion of youth commit-
ting serious violent crimes (aggravated assaults, forcible rapes, and
homicides) is about the same as in 1980, the frequency of violence
against today’s youth and its lethality have increased significantly
(Rachuba, Stanton & Howard, 1995). Violence is the second leading
cause of injury-related death in the United States and homicide risk
increases dramatically during adolescence (Rodriguez, 1990). In New
York City, homicide is the leading cause of death for adolescents aged
15 to 19 years old (NYC Dept. of Health, 1993). Inner-city adoles-
cents reported that they were victims of violence, they knew victims of
violent acts, and they witnessed violence more frequently than middle
to upper class youth (Gladstein, Rusonis & Heald, 1992). Inner-city
ethnic minority (especially African-American and Hispanic) youth are
at the highest risk for violence (Hammond & Yung, 1993).

Urban life across America is often characterized by conditions of
economic blight and disorganization. Prevalence rates for crime are
the highest among inner cities and trend data for arrest records among
inner cities show increases in all major crime categories including but
not limited to violent crime (U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 1995). Coupled
with these indicators, labor statistics reveal that unemployment is
highest among urban locales (U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 1995). A
proportion of those exposed to poverty may become frustrated and
disenfranchised. When conventional goals become out of reach, some
inner-city residents may turn to unconventional anti-social behavior,
including aggression. These models and images are then reflected onto
the most vulnerable and impressionable members of these inner-city
communities. The adverse effects of persistent poverty, high unem-
ployment, and low rates of social mobility affect inner-city youth.
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Many of the empirical studies on youth aggression have not included
minority adolescents. This fact coupled with evidence that inner-city
adolescents are more likely to be exposed to violence warrants the
need for this investigation.

Young adolescents do not generally engage in the most serious
violent crimes. Studying aggressive behavior is much more relevant
for this age group. Youthful acts of aggression include both aggressive
acts committed by adolescents and the victimization of adolescents.
Clearly, prevalence data with young adolescents are needed to deter-
mine the severity of the problem, particularly among young inner-city
ethnic minority group members who are at higher risk for aggression.
Students in 8th grade should be studied to better understand initiation
of aggressive behavior and engagement in unsafe behavior as the early
stage preceding more violent behavior at a later age.

Both drug abuse and violence are at unacceptably high levels in the
United States and are still on the rise. Moreover, drug abuse and
violent behavior are not simply two distinct public health problems.
Empirical data and theoretical formulations suggest that an array of
adolescent problem behaviors, including drug use and aggressive be-
havior, are interrelated (Elliot, Huizinga & Menard, 1989; Farrell,
Danish & Howard, 1992; Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1992; Jessor &
Jessor, 1977; Prothrow-Stith, 1992). According to a national survey of
high school students, the prevalence of physical fighting was higher
among adolescents who used alcohol, marijuana, and other drugs (Du-
karm, Byrd, Auinger & Weitzman, 1996). Regional studies conducted
in South Carolina (Valios, McKeown, Garrison & Vincent, 1995) and
Texas (Orpinas, Basen-Engquist, Grunbaum & Parcel, 1995) also
found links between drug use and violent-related behaviors. Further-
more, adolescent drug users are at higher risk for victimization (Kin-
gery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1995). The purpose of the current study was to
further elucidate the relationship between drug use (cigarettes, alco-
hol, and marijuana) and aggression (aggressive behaviors, victimiza-
tion, and unsafe behaviors) for inner city youth who were still in
middle school and thus had not yet made the transition to the high
school environment. Gender of the respondent was also examined
because gender differences in violent behavior have been found
among high school students (Ellickson, Saner & McGuigan, 1997).
Other characteristics related to problem behavior (academic perfor-
mance and absenteeism) were also included. It was expected that drug



JOURNAL OF CHILD & ADOLESCENT SUBSTANCE ABUSE54

use would be associated with aggressive behavior, victimization and
unsafe behavior and that boys would engage in more aggressive be-
havior.

METHODS

Sample

The sample consisted of inner-city youth (N = 517) from the eighth
grade of three New York City schools. Schools already participating in a
drug abuse prevention trial among their seventh graders were recruited
for the current study. Schools were chosen to represent inner-city regions
with a high proportion of ethnic minority adolescents. The sample was
roughly equal in its representation of girls and boys (51% girls and 49%
boys). The average age of the students was 14.07 years (SD = .55). The
ethnic-racial composition was predominantly Black/African-American
(83%) and other minorities (17%). The family structure was 35.3% moth-
er only household, 39.6% mother and father household, 12.8% mother
and stepfather household, 2.5% father only household, 2.1% father and
stepmother household, and 7.6% other household composition. Many of
the students were from low-income families; 45% of the students indi-
cated that they received free or partially subsidized lunch from school. All
eighth graders in English-speaking mainstream classes completed ques-
tionnaires. A passive consent procedure approved by the institutional
review board’s committee on human rights in research was used to obtain
parental consent. In addition, students’ rights were explained and students
were free to refuse to participate. More than 90% of the students com-
pleted the survey.

Procedure

All students in the study completed an anonymous questionnaire in
class during a regular 40-minute period in the spring term. A team of
three to five data collectors who were members of the same minority
groups as the students participating in the study administered the
questionnaire following a standardized protocol. Students were as-
sured that their responses would be anonymous and they were given
instructions concerning how to complete the questionnaire.
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Measures

The questionnaire consisted of self-report items concerning drug
use, aggressive behavior, victimization, and unsafe behavior. Only
those measures relevant to the current study are described below. Data
concerning the characteristics of the participants were collected using
standard survey items concerning gender, academic performance, and
absenteeism. The reading level of the questionnaire was 6th grade. All
these items were derived from prior research as noted below. Self-re-
port measures of delinquent behavior are the most promising and best
measures for descriptive and etiological research. The drug use mea-
sures have been used in a number of studies with predominantly
minority samples of seventh graders residing in the inner-city (Botvin,
Dusenbury, Baker, James-Ortiz, Botvin & Kerner, 1992; Botvin, Eps-
tein, Baker, Diaz & Ifill-Williams, 1997; Botvin, Schinke, Epstein,
Diaz & Botvin, 1995).

Socio-demographic measures. Students indicated whether they
were male or female. For academic performance students indicated
what grades they generally get on a five-point item from (1) D or
lower (60 or lower) to (5) mostly A’s (90-100). This item was recoded
to A or B versus C, D or lower. Students indicated how many days
they were absent from school last year ranging from (1) none to (5) 16
or more days. This was collapsed to less than 7 days versus 7 or more
days.

Aggression measures. Data concerning aggressive behavior, victim-
ization, and unsafe behavior were collected using a series of items.
The students answered five items assessing aggressive behavior dur-
ing the past year derived from a questionnaire originally administered
to urban fifth-grade students (Catalano, Hawkins, Krenz et al., 1993).
Each item was rated on a five-point scale: never (1), once (2), two to
three times (3), four to five times (4), and more than five times (5),
which were recoded and dichotomized to indicate the prevalence of
the behavior (never versus once or more). Examples of these items
include ‘‘throwing objects such as rocks or bottles at cars or people’’
and ‘‘picking a fight with someone.’’ All items are shown in Table 1
along with their prevalence rates for this sample.

In terms of victimization, six items drawn from the National Ado-
lescent Student Health Survey (NASHS) were included (Kingery,
Pruitt & Hurley, 1992). Specifically, victimization was assessed in
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TABLE 1. Annual Prevalence of Aggressive Behavior, Victimization and Un-
safe Behavior

Variable %

Aggressive Behavior
Purposely damaged or destroyed property 43
Thrown objects at cars or people 29
Picked a fight with someone 37
Hit someone with the idea of seriously hurting them 39
Hit a teacher 13

Victimization
Take something from you by force or threat of
harm while at school 18
Threaten to hurt you but not actually hurt you
while at school 24
Attack you while at school 14
Take something from you by force or threat of
harm outside school 18
Threaten to hurt you but not actually hurt you
outside of school 14
Attack you outside school 15

Unsafe Behavior
Go to a dangerous place 52
Talk to strangers who tried to stop you 34
Show money that you were carrying 39
Go on a blind date with someone hardly know 13
Hitchhike 6
Walk alone in unsafe neighborhoods 57
Ride empty buses or trains 39
Walk alone at night 69

terms of the number of times the students (a) had something taken
from them by force or threat of harm, (b) were threatened but not hurt,
and (c) were attacked during the past year (separately rated for at
school and outside of school). The victimization items were also re-
coded to indicate prevalence (never versus once or more) and are all
shown in Table 1 with their prevalence rates for this sample.

Finally, students indicated their frequency of engaging in eight
unsafe behaviors (e.g., going to a dangerous place, talking to strangers
who tried to stop you, walking alone in unsafe neighborhoods) during
the past year on five-point scales ranging from 0 times (1) to 10 or
more times (5). The eight items related to unsafe behavior were also
adapted from the NASHS (Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1992). The un-
safe behavior items were also recoded to indicate prevalence (never
versus once or more) and appear in Table 1.
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Drug use measures. Current drug use was assessed with items rele-
vant to smoking cigarettes, drinking alcoholic beverages, and smoking
marijuana or hashish. Specifically, students were asked to indicate,
‘‘About how often (if ever) do you (1) smoke cigarettes, (2) drink
beer, wine, wine coolers or hard liquor, (3) smoke marijuana (grass,
pot) or hashish (hash).’’ Ratings were made on nine-point scales with
the following response categories: never (1), a few times but not in the
past year (2), a few times a year (3), once a month (4), a few times a
month (5), once a week (6), a few times a week (7), once a day (8) and
more than once a day (9). Data from each of the drug use scales were
used to create dichotomous measures of initiation of drug use (tried
smoking, tried alcohol, and tried marijuana). The scales were divided
into two categories reflecting initiation of drug use: never (no initia-
tion) versus a few times or more (initiation).

RESULTS

Data analysis. First, prevalence rates for aggressive behavior, victimiza-
tion, and unsafe behavior measures were calculated. Then, logistic regres-
sions were conducted to examine the role that gender and drug use play as
predictors of aggressive behavior, victimization and unsafe behavior (the
dependent measures). For each dependent measure, each of the following
variables: sex of the respondent, academic performance, smoking, drinking
alcohol, and smoking marijuana was tested in a logistic regression model.

Predictors of Aggressive Behavior, Victimization,
and Unsafe Behavior

Aggressive behavior. Table 2 presents the results of the logistic
regression analyses for each of the five aggression measures. Signifi-
cant sex differences were found for intentionally damaging or destroy-
ing property and throwing objects at cars or people. However, the sex
of the respondent was not related to the other three aggression mea-
sures. Drug use was also found to increase the odds of aggressive
behavior. Students who tried smoking or marijuana were at increased
odds of damaging or destroying property. The odds of throwing ob-
jects at cars or people were higher for students who drank alcoholic
beverages or used marijuana. The odds for picking a fight with some-
one were higher for smokers and for adolescents who drank alcoholic
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TABLE 2. Predictors of Annual Prevalence of Violent Delinquent Behavior

Variable Odds Ratio 95% Confidence
Intervals

Purposely damaged or destroyed property

Sex (Female) 1.63 1.10 2.41
Academic performance (A or B) 1.02 0.68 1.53
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.74 1.12 2.72
Tried smoking (Never) 1.87 1.11 3.17
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.44 0.96 2.16
Tried Marijuana (Never) 2.15 1.07 4.30

Thrown objects at cars or people

Sex (Female) 1.58 1.03 2.43
Academic performance (A or B) 1.29 0.83 2.00
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.52 0.94 2.44
Tried smoking (Never) 1.21 0.70 2.11
Tried alcohol (Never) 2.11 1.34 3.31
Tried marijuana (Never) 2.87 1.47 5.62

Picked a fight with someone

Sex (Female) 0.93 0.61 1.40
Academic performance (A or B) 1.47 0.97 2.24
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.53 0.96 2.43
Tried smoking (Never) 3.03 1.78 5.15
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.68 1.10 2.57
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.75 0.88 3.49

Hit someone with the idea of seriously hurting them

Sex (Female) 1.18 0.79 1.78
Academic performance (A or B) 1.73 1.15 2.61
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.65 1.05 2.61
Tried smoking (Never) 1.42 0.83 2.45
Tried alcohol (Never) 2.03 1.33 3.11
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.38 0.68 2.80

Hit a teacher

Sex (Female) 1.04 0.57 1.88
Academic performance (A or B) 1.56 0.86 2.81
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.28 0.68 2.43
Tried smoking (Never) 1.82 0.91 3.64
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.46 0.77 2.78
Tried marijuana (Never) 2.82 1.31 6.08

Reference category in parentheses.
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beverages. The odds of hitting someone with the intention of seriously
hurting them increased for students who used alcohol. Finally, using
marijuana increased the odds for hitting a teacher.

Victimization. Table 3 shows the results of the logistic regression
analyses for victimization. Sex of the respondent was related to sever-
al of these measures. Being a boy increased the odds of reporting
being threatened with being hurt but not actually being hurt while at
school, of being attacked while at school, and of having something
taken by force or threat of harm outside of school. Only one of the
drug use measures was related to victimization. The odds of someone
taking something from the respondents by force or threat of harm
outside of school increased for respondents who used alcohol.

Unsafe behavior. Predictors of unsafe behaviors based on logistic
regression analyses are shown in Table 4. Sex of the respondent pre-
dicted unsafe behavior. Boys had greater odds of engaging in seven of
the unsafe behaviors (going to a dangerous place, showing money,
going on a blind date with someone they hardly know, hitchhiking,
walking alone in unsafe neighborhoods, riding empty buses or trains,
and walking alone outside at night) but lower odds for talking to
strangers who tried to stop them. As shown in Table 4, at least one
drug use variable was significantly related to five of the unsafe behav-
iors. Adolescents who smoked had higher odds of going to a danger-
ous place than non-smokers and the same was true for drinkers relative
to non-drinkers. The odds of talking to strangers who tried to stop the
respondents increased for students who used alcohol and for students
who smoked marijuana. Adolescents who smoked cigarettes had high-
er odds for walking alone in unsafe neighborhoods. The odds of riding
empty buses or trains increased for students who drank alcohol. Smok-
ers had higher odds of walking alone outside at night and as did
students who drank alcoholic beverages.

DISCUSSION

Inner-city populations have been overrepresented as both victims
and perpetrators of violence (Hammond & Yung, 1991). In terms of
the prevalence rates for aggression for this sample of eighth-graders,
over one-third of the adolescents reported that they had damaged or
destroyed property, had hit someone with the idea of seriously hurting
them, or picked a fight with someone. Although hitting a teacher had
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TABLE 3. Predictors of Annual Prevalence of Victimization

Variable Odds Ratio 95% Confidence
Intervals

Take something from you by force or
threat of harm while at school

Sex (Female) 1.21 0.74 1.99
Academic performance (A or B) 1.15 0.70 1.90
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 0.87 0.48 1.55
Tried smoking (Never) 1.56 0.82 2.98
Tried alcohol (Never) 0.85 0.50 1.44
Tried marijuana (Never) 0.71 0.29 1.76

Threaten to hurt you but not actually hurt
you while at school

Sex (Female) 1.72 1.10 2.69
Academic performance (A or B) 0.97 0.62 1.53
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.74 1.07 2.82
Tried smoking (Never) 1.01 0.55 1.85
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.03 0.65 1.65
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.18 0.57 2.47

Attack you while at school

Sex (Female) 2.01 1.16 3.49
Academic performance (A or B) 1.41 0.82 2.41
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.17 0.65 2.13
Tried smoking (Never) 0.95 0.46 1.95
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.17 0.67 2.06
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.67 0.74 3.78

Take something from you by force or
threat of harm outside of school

Sex (Female) 3.30 1.92 5.66
Academic performance (A or B) 1.36 0.82 2.26
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.23 0.69 2.17
Tried smoking (Never) 1.47 0.78 2.79
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.70 1.01 2.88
Tried marijuana (Never) 0.55 0.22 1.33

Threaten to hurt you but not actually hurt
you outside of school

Sex (Female) 1.56 0.90 2.70
Academic performance (A or B) 0.99 0.57 1.73
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.00 0.54 1.85
Tried smoking (Never) 0.96 0.47 1.99
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.12 0.63 1.98
Tried marijuana (Never) 2.20 0.99 4.92

Attack you outside of school

Sex (Female) 1.70 1.00 2.90
Academic performance (A or B) 1.07 0.63 1.83
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.17 0.65 2.10
Tried smoking (Never) 1.59 0.82 3.08
Tried alcohol (Never) 0.98 0.56 1.72
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.58 0.72 3.49

Reference category in parentheses.
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TABLE 4. Predictors of Annual Prevalence of Unsafe Behavior

Variable Odds Ratio 95% Confidence
Intervals

Go to a dangerous place

Sex (Female) 2.00 1.35 2.98
Academic performance (A or B) 0.86 0.57 1.30
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.33 0.83 2.11
Tried smoking (Never) 2.89 1.63 5.14
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.68 1.12 2.52
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.96 0.92 4.21

Talk to strangers who tried to stop you
Sex (Female) 0.57 0.37 0.86
Academic performance (A or B) 0.99 0.65 1.52
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.49 0.94 2.38
Tried smoking (Never) 1.40 0.81 2.41
Tried alcohol (Never) 2.34 1.52 3.61
Tried marijuana (Never) 2.02 1.02 3.98

Show money that you were carrying
Sex (Female) 1.82 1.23 2.70
Academic performance (A or B) 1.04 0.70 1.56
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.31 0.84 2.04
Tried smoking (Never) 1.67 0.99 2.83
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.48 0.99 2.23
Tried marijuana (Never) 0.92 0.48 1.79

Go on a blind date with someone hardly know
Sex (Female) 1.81 1.02 3.21
Academic performance (A or B) 1.71 0.98 2.99
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.29 0.70 2.38
Tried smoking (Never) 1.56 0.77 3.15
Tried alcohol (Never) 0.97 0.54 1.74
Tried marijuana (Never) 0.79 0.31 2.01

Hitchhike
Sex (Female) 2.87 1.09 7.56
Academic performance (A or B) 2.10 0.87 5.03
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 2.18 0.91 5.21
Tried smoking (Never) 1.64 0.56 4.77
Tried alcohol (Never) 0.64 0.25 1.63
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.59 0.48 5.24

Walk alone in unsafe neighborhoods
Sex (Female) 2.00 1.35 2.97
Academic performance (A or B) 1.18 0.79 1.77
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.67 1.05 2.68
Tried smoking (Never) 2.35 1.31 4.22
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.39 0.92 2.09
Tried marijuana (Never) 2.18 0.97 4.88
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TABLE 4 (continued)

Variable Odds Ratio 95%Confidence
Intervals

Ride empty buses or trains
Sex (Female) 2.16 1.45 3.21
Academic performance (A or B) 1.03 0.69 1.55
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 1.40 0.89 2.19
Tried smoking (Never) 1.47 0.87 2.49
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.81 1.20 2.74
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.03 0.53 2.00

Walk alone outside at night
Sex (Female) 2.01 1.32 3.07
Academic performance (A or B) 1.13 0.73 1.75
Absenteeism (Less than 7 days) 2.29 1.33 3.95
Tried smoking (Never) 2.36 1.19 4.65
Tried alcohol (Never) 1.78 1.15 2.76
Tried marijuana (Never) 1.80 0.70 4.62

Reference category in parentheses.

the lowest prevalence rate (13%), a number of students did engage in
this behavior. The rates for reported victimization ranged from 14% to
24%. From one-third to two-thirds of the students engaged in six of
the eight unsafe behaviors (walk alone at night, walk alone in unsafe
neighborhoods, go to a dangerous place, talk to strangers who had
tried to stop them, show money that they were carrying, and ride
empty buses or trains). The prevalence rate for going on a blind date
was somewhat low (13%), but it is conceivable that the reason is that
many students may have not started dating yet or may have only just
started dating. As would be expected for urban youth, very few of the
students hitchhiked. According to the results of this study, this sample
of young adolescents reported that they engaged in aggressive behav-
iors, were victims of aggression, and engaged in unsafe behavior.

An important focus of this study is that it explored the relationship
between aggression and drug initiation. As expected, there was a
greater likelihood of aggressive behavior for students who engaged in
drug use. These findings confirm theoretical formulations and past
research with other populations that suggest that adolescent problem
behaviors including drug use and aggressive behavior are related (El-
liot, Huizinga & Menard, 1989; Farrell, Danish & Howard, 1992;
Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1992; Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Prothrow-Stith,
1992; Dukarm, Byrd, Auinger & Weitzman, 1996; Valois, McKeown,
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Garrison & Vincent, 1995; Orpinas, Basen-Enguist, Grunbaum & Par-
cel, 1995). Specifically, aggressive behavior and drug use are part of a
larger behavior syndrome of adolescent problem behavior, also in-
cluding premature sexual activity and other deviant behavior. All
problem behaviors by definition are undesirable by the social and
legal norms of conventional society. Such problem behaviors would
be expected to be related to one another and the current study demon-
strates this association. Cigarette use increased the odds of reporting:
damaging or destroying property and intentionally picking a fight with
someone. Marijuana use was associated with higher odds of: damag-
ing or destroying property, throwing objects at people, and hitting a
teacher. Alcohol users had higher odds of throwing objects at people,
intentionally picking a fight with someone, and hitting someone with
the intention of seriously hurting them.

Most past research has not focused on the possible increased likeli-
hood of victimization based on drug use among adolescents. Interest-
ingly, the results of this study did not reveal any greater odds of
victimization due to drug use. Adolescents who tried cigarettes, alco-
hol or marijuana were not more likely to be victims of violence. This
conflicts with the one survey that did examine this and found that drug
use increased victimization in a national representative sample of
American adolescents (Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1992). Part of the
reason for the possibly conflicting findings may be related to the
different characteristics of the two samples. Longitudinal research is
needed to further explore the relationship between drug use and vic-
timization.

Nevertheless, the findings of this study concerning unsafe behavior
are consistent with past research showing a high correlation between
drug use and the frequency of unsafe behavior (Kingery, Pruitt &
Hurley, 1992). In the current study, adolescents who have initiated
drug use at this early age (by 8th grade) may be more prone to take
risks in general. Specifically, cigarette smokers went to dangerous
places more than non-smokers, walked alone in unsafe neighborhoods
more than non-smokers, and walked alone outside at night more than
non-smokers. Marijuana users were more likely to talk to strangers
who tried to stop them than non-users. Alcohol drinkers went to dan-
gerous places more than non-drinkers, were more likely to talk to
strangers who tried to stop them than non-drinkers, had increased odds
of riding empty buses or trains than non-drinkers, and were more
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likely to walk alone outside at night than non-drinkers. Therefore,
their drug initiation serves as an indicator of an increased likelihood to
participate in unsafe behaviors.

Other researchers using an aggressive behavior scale that included
the items used in this study did not find a gender difference with a
sample that included African-American and white fifth graders (Cata-
lano, Hawkins, Krenz et al., 1993). In this study, being a boy increased
the likelihood of intentionally damaging or destroying property and
throwing objects at cars or people. Prior research also found gender
differences among African-American adolescents for damaging prop-
erty and other deviant problem behaviors (Farrell, Danish & Howard,
1992) and violent behavior (DuRant, Cadenhead, Pendergrast, Sla-
ven & Linder, 1994). Boys tend to be more aggressive than girls, as
a meta-analysis of aggression studies found (Huizinga & Elliot,
1986).

The odds of being threatened and being attacked at school were
both higher for boys. Kingery and his colleagues also found that boys
were more likely to be victims at school (Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley,
1992). Such findings most likely mean that boys were victimized by
other more aggressive boys at school. Boys were more likely to en-
gage in unsafe behaviors relative to girls with the exception of talking
to strangers who tried to stop them, which is consistent with prior
research (Kingery, Pruitt & Hurley, 1992).

Recognizing the inherent limitation of cross-sectional data, caution
must be exercised in drawing conclusions from this study concerning
the relationship between drug use and aggression or the appropriate
focus of prevention efforts. Although these findings are suggestive,
further research is clearly necessary to determine the extent to which
the increased likelihood of aggressive and unsafe behavior based on
drug use identified in this study can be replicated in a longitudinal
study including a population that is more diverse with respect to race/
ethnicity, socio-economic status, and population density. Another lim-
itation of the data is that the students were asked to make annual
reports of aggressive behavior. This may be a long time period for
recall. However, because the items were recoded to never versus ever
recall need not be too exact.

Since drug use appears to increase the likelihood of aggressive
behavior, decreasing drug use might also lower aggression. Therefore,
effective approaches to drug abuse prevention might be successful in
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preventing aggressive behavior and violence as well. Traditional ap-
proaches to drug abuse prevention that teach factual information about
the adverse consequences of using drugs have been consistently
shown to be ineffective (Hyde, 1986). Cognitive-behavioral social
competence training approaches based on social learning theory (Ban-
dura, 1986), communications theory (McGuire, 1964), and problem
behavior theory (Jessor & Jessor, 1977) have proven effective in pre-
venting drug use in white and minority adolescents (Botvin, 1998).
Developing social competence skills training relevant to violence and
victimization might help prevent aggressive behavior and engagement
in unsafe behavior.
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