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Introduction 
 

The Town of Bennington is nestled amongst the Green Mountain range in southwestern Vermont, offering residents a 

historic and picturesque Vermont setting with close proximity to New York State and the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts.  Despite the historic and scenic appeal, the Town of Bennington is fighting a battle against substance 

use by youths and adults. Bennington recently received national attention on its challenges with opiate abuse within the 

community when feature articles were published by The New York Times and Rolling Stone magazine. The town, first 

charted in 1749, has grown to approximately 15,764 residents (2010) and remains committed to serving its residents 

through a teamwork approach. This approach will be essential in securing funding for the federal Drug-Free Communities 

grant, which promotes community collaboration in order to effectively prevent and reduce substance use by youths and 

eventually reduce substance abuse by adults as a result. 

 

The National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) published the second edition (2003) of a research-based guide detailing the 

16 prevention principles essential for effectively preventing drug use amongst children and adolescents. The principles 

detailed within the NIDA publication are intended to guide community efforts in substance abuse prevention in order to 

increase program effectiveness.  Effective prevention programs should: 

 Enhance protective factors and reduce risk factors; 

 Address all forms of substance abuse; 

 Address the type of substance abuse problem in the local community; 

 Address the risks specific to program population characteristics; 

 Enhance family relationships; 

 Address risk factors for substance abuse: intervention may be as early as preschool for aggressive 

behavior, academic difficulties, etc.; 

 Address risk factors for substance abuse: elementary school interventions to improve academic and 

social-emotional learning, etc.; 

 Address risk factors for substance abuse: middle and high school interventions to increase competence 

academically and socially, etc.; 

 Include universal programs at important transition points (e.g. elementary to middle, middle to high 

school, etc.); 

 Combine two or more effective programs to increase effectiveness (e.g. a combination of a family-based 

and a school-based program may be more effective); 

 Present consistent, community-wide messages; 

 Retain structure, content and delivery elements if modified to meet community needs; 

 Long-term with repeated interventions (i.e. booster programs); 

 Include training for teachers on good classroom management practices; 

 Employ techniques for active involvement in learning about substance abuse and reinforcing skills; 

 Be cost-effective.
1
 

In evaluating potential community prevention programs, it is imperative to consider that youth involvement can 

strengthen and increase the effectiveness of prevention programs.
2 
Youth involvement in prevention strategies may be 

designed to address policy, enforcement, communication or education issues as determined by assessment of specific 
community needs.  Strategies to develop or alter existing policies may include having youth speak at events or write 
letters to policymakers whilst enforcement strategies may include involving youth in compliance checks at stores that sell 

alcohol or tobacco products.
2 
Moreover, community norms may be changed, public awareness altered and community 

support garnered from youth involvement in communication strategies, such as social marketing, media advocacy, media 

literacy and public education.
2 
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Of the prevention principles advocated by NIDA to be essential for effectively preventing drug use amongst children and 
adolescents, one of the 16 principles involves addressing the type of substance abuse problem or problems in the local 

community.
1 
Frequently, there exists a dissonance between the reality of substance use and abuse within the community 

and the attitudes towards substance use and abuse held by community members. This is important to note as perceptions 
held by community members, even those that are key stakeholders and active coalition members, may impact a member’s 
willingness to become involved in substance abuse prevention, treatment and recovery initiatives and may also impact 
overall community readiness. In order to effectively address the type(s) of substance misuse and abuse problem(s) in the 

local community, it is essential to first identify existing substance use issues within the defined community.
5 
Finally, it is 

imperative to assess community readiness and identify protective and risk factors within a community as modification of 

protective and risk factors is a necessary component of substance abuse prevention.
1,5 

As a result, a perception survey was 
developed and distributed to residents of the Town of Bennington. 

 

Data Collection 
 

A 17-question survey was distributed to community members through the Vertical Response data system or by paper 

copies. The survey was designed to assess community member perception of substance abuse problems within the 

community, prevention/reduction of youth substance use within the community, permissiveness of attitudes regarding 

substance use, support for policies and procedures, adolescent ease of access and community involvement. The surveys 

were distributed directly to community members by individual member e-mail address and paper copies distributed 

directly to potential participants. The survey was written and completed in English and designed to require approximately 

15 minutes for completion under normal circumstances when completed by the average survey participant. The survey 

was open for completion for a time period of approximately 4 weeks in order to encourage participation and be 

accommodating to summer vacation schedules. For surveys sent out electronically, the survey was introduced by an e- 

mail from the Director of the Alliance for Community Transformations directly to sector representatives from the 12 

sectors; the Director’s introduction described the purpose for the survey and asked each sector representative to send the 

survey out to members of their respective sectors. For paper surveys, the survey was introduced by a youth volunteer in 

order to provide experience and enhance youth engagement within the community or by adult volunteers. Before 

recipients could begin the survey, they were presented with an informed consent form explaining the purpose, potential 

benefits and risks, confidentiality information, that participation in the survey was completely voluntary and could be 

discontinued at any time, and expected time required for completion of the survey. Participants then affirmed that they 

were aged at least 18 years, had read and understood the presented information before they could view the survey. 

Reminders were sent to sector representatives requesting that if they had not sent the survey out to their sectors, that this 

was done over the course of the time period the survey was available for completion. The survey was then closed to any 

additional responses; the response rate at the time of closure was approximately 27.2%. The sample size was small and 

the survey was not sufficiently powered as a result. Thereby, caution is recommended when analyzing and formulating 

conclusions from the results as the results are only indicative of the perceptions of the residents that participated in the 

community readiness assessment and cannot be extrapolated to the population. 



Results 
 

Figure 25: A resident is defined as someone who lives in a particular place (for example, a town or city) for an extended 

period of time or lives there permanently.  Based upon that definition, are you a resident of the Town of Bennington? 
 

Figure 26: In the Town of Bennington, how much of a problem is youth (individuals 18 years of age and younger) use of 

substances such as alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs? 
 

Figure 27: In the Town of Bennington, how much of a problem is adult (individuals over the age of 18) use of substances 

such as alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs? 
 



 

 

 

 

Figure 28: The substance that is used by youths (individuals 18 years of age and younger) in the Town of 

Bennington the most frequently and is the GREATEST CONCERN for the community is: 

Figure 29: The substance that is used by youths (individuals 18 years of age and younger) in the Town of 

Bennington the second most frequently and is the SECOND GREATEST CONCERN for the community is: 
 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 30: Prevention and reduction of youth substance (alcohol, tobacco, marijuana and other drugs) use is an 

important issue for our community. 
 

 

Figure 31: Our community is committed to preventing and reducing youth substance (alcohol, tobacco, 

marijuana and other drug) use and abuse. 

 

 

Figure 32: I consider alcohol, tobacco, and other drug prevention programs to be a good investment because they 

have the potential to save the lives of community members and also save the community money. 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 33: It is acceptable for parents to offer youths (individuals 18 years of age and younger) alcoholic 

beverages as long as they are in their home. 
 

 

Figure 34: It is acceptable for parents to offer youths (individuals 18 years of age and younger) marijuana products 

as long as they are in their home. 

 

 

Figure 35: Youths in our community most frequently obtain alcohol from: 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 36: Youths in our community most frequently obtain marijuana and other drugs from: 
 

Figure 37: Quality of life for an individual is determined by many factors that affect an individual’s well-being, 

such as health, safety, and community conditions (neighborhoods, schools, jobs, culture). Overall, how satisfied are 

you with your quality of life in the Bennington community? 

 
 

Recommendations 
 

Prevention program planning involves 7 key steps, including assessing the level of community readiness, 

assessing risk and protective factors, translating risk and protective factors existing within a community into 

priorities to address, examining community resources, identifying a population for prevention strategies, applying 

best practices and implementing a program.
7,8 

In order for a prevention program to be effective, it should be based 

on a scientifically defensible theory, e.g. few substance abuse problems are able to be altered through direct 

influence but are able to be influenced indirectly by addressing the underlying factors (risk/protective and 

contributing conditions) that contribute to the observed substance abuse problems.
5,8 

Nine distinct stages of 

community readiness have been defined, starting with community tolerance, denial, and vague awareness, 

progressing to preplanning, preparation, initiation, institutionalization/ stabilization, confirmation/expansion, and 

finally, ending with professionalization.
9   

This community survey was distributed to residents of the Town of 

Bennington in order to assess awareness of substance abuse problems, concern for substance abuse problems and 

readiness to act to address substance abuse problems within the community. A community readiness survey may 

include many components but the core components are designed to assess perception of the alcohol, tobacco, and 

other drug (ATOD) problem, permissiveness of attitudes towards ATOD use, adolescent access to ATOD 

products, perception of community involvement, and support for prevention policy and procedures.
7.9

 



 

The results of the community readiness assessment indicated that the majority of residents of the Town of 

Bennington that responded to the survey perceived there to be substance abuse problems amongst youth and adults 

in the community, support substance abuse prevention efforts, and consider substance abuse prevention programs 

to be a good investment. 

 

In addition, the majority of residents of the Town of Bennington responding to the survey indicated “strongly 

disagree” or “disagree” when asked about the acceptability of parents providing alcohol and marijuana products to 

youths; this is important as prevention science literature indicates parental permissiveness towards adolescent 

alcohol use is positively related to alcohol consumption. Residents responding to the community survey indicated 

awareness, concern and readiness to act to address substance abuse problems. Areas of concern, according to 

residents responding to the survey and supported by the 2013 SVSU YRBS results, include adolescent access to 

alcohol and marijuana and the perception of community commitment to substance abuse prevention initiatives. It 

is recommended that educational presentations and community meetings be held after the release of the 2015 

supervisory union YRBS results to address the discrepancy, if one still remains, between the adult perception of 

substances being used the most frequently by youths and youth self- reporting of the substances that are being 

used the most frequently by youths. 
 

Community mobilization is also a crucial component of prevention program planning; an effective plan 

involves all sectors of a community in order to provide a broad range of perspectives, diverse skills and 

knowledge and increase opportunities for success. In addition, inclusion of representatives from each 

community sector typically increase participation and reach, which produces increased initiative visibility and 

increased community perception of effort exerted by those working on prevention initiatives.
7,8 

Continued 

and committed involvement from sector representatives should be evaluated within the Town of Bennington 

based upon missed deadlines for focus group facilitation by some representatives working with The Alliance 

for Community Transformations. Focus group data from each sector will supplement the community 

readiness assessment data and it would be best to obtain the data from each individual sector in order to 

provide that broad range of perspectives. 

 


