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       The Wellington Guelph Drug Strategy is a coalition of cross-sectoral partner

agencies and members of the lived and living experience community, who are

working to implement a 4-pillar drug strategy in the municipalities of Wellington

County and the City of Guelph. The pillars include prevention, community safety,

harm reduction, and treatment & recovery.  
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       Youth substance use is an important public health issue, with young people

aged 15-24 more likely to experience mental illness and/or substance use

disorders than any other age group (Centre for Addiction and Mental Health,

2025). Posters and infographics are commonly used to share information related

to prevention and harm reduction. These are often designed to communicate

risks, community resources, and protective behaviours. However, the messages

and visuals can shape how youth engage with this information, and in turn, their

decisions around substance use. Evidence suggests that prevention- and fear-

based messaging alone may not always reflect youth’s lived experiences,

particularly when it fails to acknowledge the underlying reasons why youth may

use substances. This disconnect highlights the need to integrate harm reduction,

relatable framing, and non-judgmental messaging. Additionally, visual elements

such as colour, layout, and icons should be carefully considered, as they shape

how messages are interpreted and can influence engagement and behaviour. 

      This environmental scan identifies and analyzes youth-focused substance use

infographics in Canada and the United States. The purpose is to examine visual

and messaging strategies used by public health agencies, government and non-

governmental organizations or community services. Specifically, this scan

addresses the research question: 

Introduction
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What visual and messaging strategies are used in youth

substance use posters in Canada and the United States? 
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Population: Youth and young adults (approximately ages 15–24) 

Concept: Substance use-related infographics 

Context: Public health, government, or NGO materials in Canada and the U.S.
 

      For the purpose of this environmental scan, following the United Nations and

World Health Organization’s definition, youth are defined as those aged 15-24

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2013). Canada and

the U.S. were chosen because they face similar challenges related to youth

substance use, and many influential campaigns and communication strategies

are developed by U.S. organizations. 
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Findings
Messaging

      Messaging varied across resources and appeared to differ by age group.

Resources targeting youth mostly emphasized prevention and risk-based

messaging. These resources often highlighted physical and mental health

consequences and used fear-based language (Figure 1). Substance use was

typically framed as something to be avoided, with emphasis on early identification

of risky behaviours for parents and educators.  

Population, Concept, Context (PPC)
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Figure 1. Developed by Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH).  

      In contrast, resources targeting young adults and university students

predominantly used a harm reduction lens. Messaging such as “If you use

substances…” demonstrated a non-judgmental tone and acknowledged that

some people may already be engaging in substance use. These resources

offered strategies to reduce harm, rather than focusing solely on abstinence

(Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Postcard developed by the Canadian Foundation for AIDS Research to

promote safer substance use practices among youth. 

       Some resources also used a more informational approach, presenting facts of

substances and their potential effects. Other posters aimed to increase

knowledge and awareness while also providing tips to reduce harm (Figure 3).

Overall, across all age groups, messaging was tailored to the audience (youth vs.

young adult) and the intended goal.  

       University-focused posters in particular discussed harm reduction in the

context of safer nightlife practices, recognizing party culture and providing tips

such as staying with a friend, carrying naloxone, avoiding mixing substances, and

testing unregulated substances. 
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Figure 3. Infographic developed by the Canadian Centre on Substance Use and

Addiction. 
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Figure 2. Social media post developed by the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention.  

       Framing also varied across youth resources, with several using metaphor-

based approaches. Metaphor-based framing uses figurative language to

represent substance use or its effects, rather than describing them literally. This

makes messaging more memorable and relatable for youth. For example, some

posters used dramatic, abstinence-focused metaphors, like “Drugs bring drama”

or “Drugs and your body have a toxic relationship,” portraying substance use as a

source of conflict (Figure 4). Other resources used metaphors like “Beware of the

fake & switch” to highlight the hidden risks of non-prescribed or counterfeit pills.   

Framing

7



WELLINGTON GUELPH DRUG STRATEGY

       Some used empowerment and self-compassion (Figure 2). Phrases such as

“be kind to yourself” or “know your personal limit” encourage youth to look after

their own well-being and recognize their personal boundaries. Additionally, some

resources encouraged young people to look after their friends and prioritize

collective safety (Figure 3), whether through the Good Samaritan Act  or by

having a buddy.  

Colour and design
       Colour choices and visual composition varied depending on the poster’s

audience and purpose. Nightlife-focused materials often used vibrant blues and

purples (Figure 5), while softer greens and blues were often used in harm

reduction or informational posters, such as Figure 3.  

Figure 3.  Developed by Good Night Out, a British Columbia based non-profit.
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The Good Samaritan Act provides legal protection for those who seek emergency assistance during an overdose.
This may include the person experiencing an overdose, or the person who seeks help.
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       Many posters used cohesive colour palettes for consistency, and simple,

accessible fonts such as Open Sans were commonly used for the body of text.

Posters that used creative layouts, attention-grabbing colours with high

saturation, or design elements closely tied to the poster’s message were

generally more visually appealing and engaging, such as Figure 5.  

Text
       Text presentation depended on the poster’s goal and target audience.

Informational posters often used longer blocks of text to provide descriptions of

substances and their effects, including physical, mental, and social

consequences. In contrast, nightlife- or harm reduction–focused materials

tended to use shorter, bulleted, or stepwise text, so messages could be quickly

scanned and easily remembered. Text formatting often reflected visual hierarchy,

using size, weight, and placement to guide attention to the most important points

first. For example, Figure 2 increases the font size for headings like “Know the

risks” and “Check your drugs,” while Figure 3 bolds terms like “naloxone” and

“consumption supplies” and uses a stepwise layout to guide readers through safe

practices. Other posters use similar techniques to organize the layout and

increase comprehension. Across all materials, language was accessible with

minimal jargon and stigmatizing language. Most infographics did not use the

general term “substance use,” instead referring directly to specific drugs, like

“cocaine,” “alcohol,” or “vapes.” Overall, text formatting and structure were tied to

the intended purpose: whether to inform, caution, or guide safer practices.  

Images and icons
       Images were contextually relevant. Icons were often used to highlight key

points or safety tips. Many posters depicted images of alcohol, pills, cannabis,

vapes, or needles. Visuals were usually organized into clear sections that

matched the layout of the text, helping make the information easier to follow.

Several posters also included links or QR codes to additional resources. Overall,

the imagery supported the tone and purpose of each poster, whether focused on

prevention, harm reduction, or providing general information.  
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       Overall, infographics used harm reduction, prevention, or informational

messaging depending on the target audience and intended goal. Youth-focused

(versus young adult) infographics mostly relied on abstinence- and fear-based

messaging; however, research suggests this often does not align with youths’

lived experiences (Hashemi & Vogel, 2024). Hashemi and Vogel (2024) reported

that youth often observe peers using substances and see a mismatch between

prevention messaging and the relatively lower-risk behaviours that occur. They

also expressed fear about possible dangers, like alcohol poisoning, without

guidance beyond the simple message of “just don’t do it” that often occurs in

prevention-focused infographics or campaigns and puts youth at risk (Hashemi &

Vogel, 2024).  

        Another reason for this disconnect is that many posters do not address why

youth may choose to use substances in the first place. The CCSA, based on youth

feedback, recommends identifying the “why” when addressing substance use

with youth (Wood, 2025). Youth may use substances for a variety of reasons,

such as curiosity, coping with stress, or mental health challenges (Wood, 2025).

When these motivations are not addressed, prevention messaging may feel

disconnected from youths’ lived experiences (Wood, 2025). Messaging that

reflects youths’ realities is more credible and engaging and should combine harm

reduction and prevention messaging while acknowledging these underlying

motivations to create a more comprehensive approach (Hashemi & Vogel, 2024;

Heward et al., 2024; Winer et al., 2022). Considering this, CCSA’s poster (Figure 3)

reflects several of these recommendations. 

       Beyond the overall messaging, the framing of content also shapes how youth

interpret substance use. Metaphors, for instance, can increase message appeal

and engagement, particularly when communicating abstract health concepts.

Discussion
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According to Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory (1980),

metaphors structure understanding by mapping complex ideas onto more

familiar experiences. For example, portraying substance use as a “toxic

relationship,” as seen in materials from the CDC, shifts their perception of drugs

toward harm and manipulation. In this way, metaphor-based framing can

influence whether substance use is understood as a personal flaw or as a health

issue, which highlights the importance of language choices. Some campaigns also

used established health communication theories to frame and ground their work.

For example, CDC materials used the Health Belief Model, which emphasizes

perceived risks, benefits, barriers, and cues to action that shape health

behaviours (Alyafei & Carr, 2024). Considering health communication theories

may strengthen the development of future resources. 

        Similarly, relational framing, a strategy presenting a message in terms of

relationships between people, was used. Some infographics emphasized group

accountability by encouraging youth to look out for their friends. Using collective

language such as “we” or “us” creates shared responsibility. This matches with

research showing that individuals are more likely to adopt protective behaviours

when they perceive those behaviours as benefiting people they care about,

rather than following abstract rules (Wong-Parodi & Garfin, 2022). Relational

framing works particularly well for adolescents because identity development

and social connections (i.e. discovering who they are and building peer

relationships and belonging) are central to their lives during this stage (Ragelienė,

2016). Thus, encouraging youth to consider the safety of their friends may

promote harm-reducing behaviours.   

      Infographics also used colour to shape how messages were communicated.

Harm reduction-focused infographics frequently used softer greens and blues.

These colours are associated with calm, low-arousal emotions such as comfort

and relaxation (Jonauskaite & Mohr, 2025) and may strengthen the supportive

tone of harm reduction messaging. 

11



WELLINGTON GUELPH DRUG STRATEGY

In contrast, nightlife-focused posters and social media campaigns, such as the

CDC, used more saturated colours. Saturated colours are linked to higher-arousal

and higher-power emotions, including excitement and intensity, and may

resonate better with younger audiences (Jonauskaite & Mohr, 2025). In nightlife

settings, this reflects the energy of parties and makes the message feel relevant.

In prevention-focused infographics, stronger colour saturation may also increase

visual impact and amplify existing fear-based messaging. Overall, these choices

likely reinforce the tone of the message and must be considered. 

       Finally, many infographics used alcohol bottles, pills, cannabis leaves, vapes,

or needles. These icons can help people quickly recognize the topic and make

abstract concepts more concrete to increase clarity. However, research suggests

that these icons can sometimes trigger emotional reactions, particularly for

people with lived or living experience, which may elicit unintended thoughts and

decisions (Hulsey et al., 2023). Despite these risks, organizations like the CDC,

CCSA, and CAMH continue to use such imagery, likely because it effectively

communicates the topic to broad audiences.    

Recommendations
 Below are five recommendations to consider when developing youth-focused

substance use resources:  

1. Integrate harm reduction with prevention messaging: Youth-focused

substance use resources should include harm reduction information in

addition to prevention messaging. Research shows that abstinence-only

approaches may not align with youths’ lived experiences and can reduce

credibility. Providing practical information about safer behaviours that are

actionable, while recognizing risk, can better support youth. 

2.Consider grounding messaging in youths’ motivations: Acknowledge the

underlying “why” of substance use (e.g., coping, stress, family). Addressing

these motivations may improve relevance and effectiveness and also align

with youths’ lived experiences.
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3.Leverage relational and identity-based framing: Infographics should

incorporate inclusive language (“we,” “us”) and emphasize looking out for

friends. Framing protective behaviours as ways to care for friends, family, or

peers may be more effective than directive messaging alone. 

4.Ground messaging in theory: Use health communication frameworks (e.g.,

Health Belief Model, Conceptual Metaphor Theory) to structure messaging. 

5.Use icons, colour, and layout thoughtfully: Design choices are not neutral.

Colour, icons, and visual hierarchy impact message and engagement. Choose

wisely based on the purpose and audience.   

Implementing these may help improve the relevance and effectiveness of youth-

focused substance use resources. 
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Appendix A
Methods
       Infographics and posters were identified through a search process completed

between February 19 and February 26, 2026. Sources included: 

Google searches using specific keywords 

Government websites (e.g., Government of Canada, CDC) 

NGO websites (e.g., CATIE, Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction

[CCSA]) 

The following search strings were used: 

youth substance use infographic 2020..2026 

youth substance use poster 2020..2026 

youth opioid infographic OR teen opioid infographic 2020..2026 

youth harm reduction infographic 2020..2026 

youth harm reduction poster 2020..2026 

safe nightlife poster OR safe nightlife campaign 2020..2026 

youth cannabis poster OR youth cannabis infographic 

youth alcohol poster OR youth alcohol infographic 

       For convenience, the first five pages of results were screened for relevance

using the PCC framework. A complete list of infographics were collected in an

Excel spreadsheet identifying the date collected, organization, search strategy,

number of pages screened, and URL. Further details about the search strategy

can be found in the previously mentioned Excel spreadsheet.  

       Relevant infographics and posters were analyzed for messaging type, framing

strategies, colour, design, text, and icons. Patterns were identified and

summarized by bullet points first and then synthesized.  
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