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A Research Report on Drug Misuse Among Young People and Its Implications for the UK Health and Social Care Sector
[bookmark: _Toc863681298]1.Introduction
Substance misuse among young people in the UK has become an increasingly pressing issue (OHID, 2024), with significant implications for public health and escalating demands on health and social care services (NHS Digital, 2024). Recent data from the UK Government (2024) reveals that 14,352 children (aged 17 and under) accessed alcohol and drug treatment services between April 2023 and March 2024—an increase of 16% compared to the previous year. This upward trend not only underscores the growing prevalence of substance misuse but also highlights the mounting pressure on health and social care systems, presenting substantial challenges for service provision and resource allocation (Home Office, 2023).
The purpose of this report is to explore the issue of substance misuse among young people, highlighting its significance for health and social care professionals in the UK. (Home Office, 2023). It will examine the importance of researching this topic using credible, up-to-date sources and will outline appropriate research methodologies and data collection techniques. The following sections will investigate the scope of young people’s substance misuse in greater depth, critically evaluate key sources, and justify the methodological approach used to examine its implications for health and social care provision.
[bookmark: _Int_dM91AKzm][bookmark: _Toc1817798007]2.Research Topic Identification
Recent studies have raised significant concern within the UK health and social care sector regarding the escalating levels of substance misuse among young people and the associated implications. Data from NHS England (2024) indicate increasing experimentation with drugs among individuals aged 11 to 24, with cannabis and ketamine identified as the most misused substances (Home Office, 2023). This growing trend places considerable strain on multiple facets of health and social care, including NHS services, mental health support, social care provision, and the responsibilities of education and safeguarding professionals (DfE, 2024).
Given these developments, there is a clear and urgent need to investigate substance misuse among young people. Research in this area is essential to inform effective interventions, shape policy responses, and support the development of targeted services that address the complex needs of affected individuals and communities—including rising child exploitation (DfE, 2024), drug-related hospital admissions, and mental health concerns such as anxiety and self-harm—underscore the urgency of addressing youth substance misuse (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Research plays a vital role in identifying effective early intervention strategies, recognising key risk factors, and uncovering gaps within existing services. Furthermore, recent policy developments—such as the ban on nitrous oxide (Home Office, 2023) —underscore the importance of understanding how patterns of drug use among young people are evolving.
[bookmark: _Int_K7BClYZL][bookmark: _Toc1545143298]3.Evaluation of sources
To explore this issue, three credible sources were selected from government bodies and national surveys that are widely recognised in academic and professional research. 
[bookmark: _Toc888871246]Source 1: NHS Digital (2024) 
This national survey report presents comprehensive data on smoking, alcohol consumption, and drug use among pupils aged 11 to 15 in England. The report indicates that 18% of young people have used drugs at least once, with cannabis being the most misused substance (NHS Digital, 2024) It highlights several key risk factors, including peer pressure, social media influence, school disengagement, and emotional difficulties. The report also demonstrates that drug use varies according to age, socioeconomic background, and environmental factors, offering valuable insights into youth behaviour and associated risks. NHS Digital is a highly reputable government organisation that publishes large-scale, peer-reviewed data annually. It was selected because it directly examines young people and provides current, quantitative evidence that supports a deeper understanding of the scale and nature of youth drug misuse.
[bookmark: _Toc1724291348]Source 2: OHID (2024)
The report provides detailed information on young people accessing substance misuse treatment services. It outlines the number of individuals receiving support, the substances involved, and their presenting issues, such as mental health needs and exploitation (OHID, 2024) The report identifies an increase in drug-related treatment cases and highlights that many young people experience multiple, overlapping vulnerabilities. This source is crucial for understanding the impact of drug misuse on health and social care provision. It was selected because it specifically focuses on analysing individuals who require formal support. The report demonstrates how substance misuse influences service demand and outlines the interventions currently being implemented.
[bookmark: _Toc1381884245]Source 3: Home Office (2023)
The Crime Survey for England and Wales provide data on adults aged 16 to 24. It reports rising use of ketamine and nitrous oxide; alongside increased hospital admissions linked to these substances. The survey also highlights socioeconomic inequalities in drug use patterns. This source expands understanding of substance misuse among older adolescents transitioning into adulthood, offering valuable insights beyond school-aged populations (Home Office, 2024). This source was chosen because it complements NHS Digital by focusing on older age groups. Together, these sources provide a more comprehensive picture of youth drug misuse, spanning early adolescence through to young adulthood.
[bookmark: _Toc677689262]4.Research Methodologies  
Research methodologies refer to systematic approaches used to collect and analyse information. The two primary types are quantitative and qualitative methods, each offering distinct insights into social and behavioral phenomena.
Quantitative research involves the systematic collection and analysis of numerical data to identify trends, patterns, and statistical relationships. It is commonly used to measure the prevalence and distribution of behaviors or outcomes across large populations. Typical methods include surveys, national datasets, and structured questionnaires.
Qualitative research focuses on collecting non-numerical data to explore individuals’ feelings, experiences, and attitudes. It typically involves methods such as interviews, focus groups, and direct observations, allowing for a deeper understanding of personal and social contexts. 
For this research, a qualitative methodology is most appropriate, as youth drug misuse is a multifaceted issue shaped by social, emotional, and environmental influences. Qualitative approaches enable a deeper exploration of individual experiences, perceptions, and the contextual challenges faced by young people—insights that may be overlooked by purely quantitative methods. For example, semi-structured interviews with young people and social care professionals could reveal the underlying reasons for substance use, the types of support required, and the barriers encountered when accessing services. 
This methodology was selected because it facilitates the collection of rich, detailed data and promotes a deeper understanding of context, lived experiences, and the complex factors influencing youth substance misuse (OHID, 2024). While quantitative research is useful for measuring prevalence, qualitative research addresses the 'why' and 'how' questions that are essential for informing and improving practice. Understanding lived experiences can ultimately support the development of more effective and targeted interventions within health and social care settings.
[bookmark: _Toc1160958300] 5.Data Collection 
 Data collection refers to the systematic process of gathering information to address a specific research question. Primary data collection involves obtaining original data directly from participants and includes methods such as questionnaires, observations, and interviews (OHID,2024). These techniques are particularly valuable in qualitative research, where the aim is to explore lived experiences and contextual factors in depth. Secondary data consists of existing information that has already been collected, analysed, and published by other researchers or organisations. Common sources include academic journal articles, national reports, government publications, and large-scale surveys. This type of data can be used to support primary findings, identify research gaps, and provide contextual background for the study.
For this research report, secondary data was deemed most appropriate due to the availability of high-quality databases extensively monitored by national agencies (OHID, 2024) such as NHS Digital, the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, and the Home Office. These sources provide reliable, up-to-date information on youth substance misuse, enabling robust analysis without the need for direct engagement with vulnerable populations. Additionally, according to DfE (2024) the use of secondary data helps to avoid ethical concerns associated with interviewing young people about sensitive topics such as drug use.
[bookmark: _Toc1416699793]  6.Conclusion
Substance misuse among young people in the UK presents a complex and evolving challenge (OHID, 2024) for health and social care services. This report has highlighted the rising prevalence of drug and alcohol use, the multifaceted factors contributing to misuse, and the barriers young people face in accessing support. By adopting a qualitative approach and drawing on both primary and secondary data, the research has provided deeper insight into lived experiences and contextual influences. These findings underscore the need for targeted, person-centred interventions and improved service accessibility. Addressing youth substance misuse requires not only robust policy and practice but also a commitment to understanding the social and emotional realities that shape young people's lives (WHO, 2022).
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