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The LifeSkills Training Programme (LST)

Some life skills/social influence programmes have a relatively narrow focus on resistance
skills training – skills to recognise and resist pressure from others to use drugs. LST,
however, addresses a broader range of personal and social skills.  LST consists of more
than simple provision of drug information or resistance skills training, but aims also to
tackle underlying, mediating psycho-social factors in the origins of drug use.

The main goals of LST are “are to teach prevention-related information, promote anti-
drug norms, teach drug refusal skills, and to foster the development of personal self-
management skills and general social skills.” 1 More particularly, LST is designed “to:

•  provide students with the necessary skills to resist social (peer) pressures to
smoke, drink and use drugs

•  help them to develop greater self-esteem, self-mastery, and self- confidence

•  enable children to effectively cope with social anxiety

•  increase their knowledge of the immediate consequences of substance abuse

•  enhance cognitive and behavioral competency to reduce and prevent a variety of
health risk behaviors”

It is noteworthy that the programme focuses on general life skills as well as on some
more specific input on drugs.  LST covers three aspects of personal development claimed
to be important mediators of drug use:

•  Drug resistance skills;
•  Personal self-management skills; and
•  General social skills.

The programme elements of LST

Drug resistance skills: intended to help young people understand common
misconceptions about tobacco, alcohol and other drug use.

Personal self-management skills: aims to help young people understand the relationship
between their self-perceptions and their behaviour, as well as develop resistance skills in
relation to peer and media pressure to use substances.

General social skills: aims to enhance self-esteem, interpersonal skills, and
assertiveness.

                                                
1 Details of the Life Skills Training Programme are available on the internet at http://www.lifeskillstraining.com,
part of the marketing strategy for the programme.  Gilbert Botvin is Professor of Public Health and Psychiatry
and is Director of the Institute for Prevention Research at Weill Medical College of Cornell University.

http://www.lifeskillstraining.com
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2 See the Life Skills Training programme website at www.lifeskillstraining.com

http://www.lifeskillstraining.com
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In addition to assessing the impact of the LST programme on smoking, the role of
potential mediating factors was examined.  In Chapter 2, the way in which the
intervention programme is thought to work was described, by enhancing life skills
believed to be critical: assertiveness, self-image, social efficacy, social anxiety,
influenceability and locus of control.  The effect of LST on some of these variables was
considered in most studies.

Study 1: Impact on smoking

Botvin, Eng & Williams (1980) reported that LST, delivered to predominantly middle-
class students drawn from 8th Grade (13-14 years), 9th Grade (14-15 years) & 10th Grade
(15-16 years), had a significant impact on initiation of smoking.  However, this impact
was differentially based on the younger students in that there was less impact on older
groups.

Study 1 Design

Sample Size Groups compared Dependent Variables

Total Sample: 281
Used in analysis: 187/281

LST 10 sessions
Control
3 age groups

Number who started
smoking

There was no clear pattern of effects on the potential mediating factors, although there
were some significant effects.  The lack of a clear pattern of effects on potential
mediating variables means that interpretation would be more speculative than
statistically based.

There were weaknesses in the presentation of the findings of this study.  Although the
abstract of this paper refers to a sample of 281 only 187 were included in the analysis of
LST effects on smoking, due to exclusion of pre-test smokers.  However, in the analyses
of the potential mediating variables (knowledge and personality variables) it appears
that pre-test smokers were included3.  This detracts from any conclusions that can be
drawn about the mediating role of these variables.  Moreover, the potential mediating
variables affected varied across the three age groups studied.  Brief description of this
study is included mainly because it was the first in the 20-year series of evaluations
covered in more detail below.

Summary of Study 1:  Effect of LST on smoking

10 sessions of LST had a significant impact on the initiation of smoking, but the effects
on mediating variables as would be predicted by the underlying theory were inconsistent
and not as expected.

                                                
3 Statistical point. The sample sizes in these analyses are not given, but appear, from the degrees of freedom
reported, to include the pre-test smokers.
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Study 2: Impact on smoking – peer led LST

The impact of LST delivered in 12 sessions by peer leaders to predominantly middle- to
upper-middle-class 7th grade students (12-13 years) was measured at 3 and 12 months
follow-up (Botvin & Eng 1982).

Study 2 Design
Sample Size Groups compared Dependent Variables

Total Sample: 426
Used in analysis: 245 - 307

LST – 12 sessions
Control

Smoking during last
Month/week

The peer leaders were recruited from a high school adjacent to the junior high school
participating in the LST intervention.  No details are given in the research report about
the age of the peer leaders, but they were characterised as being non-smokers, popular,
active in extra-curricular activities, self-confident, interested in promoting non-smoking,
and likely to have high credibility with potential smokers.  The peer leaders received an
initial four-hour training event, a teacher’s manual detailing the lesson plans, plus
weekly one-hour briefing sessions during the period of delivery.

At 3 months there were fewer LST students than controls who reported smoking in the
previous month, but there was no impact on smoking in the last week.  At 12 months
the reverse pattern was found with only significantly fewer smokers in terms of the past
week measure, but not the past month.

In this study, impact on potential mediating factors was assessed at 3 months follow-up.
Significant changes in three knowledge measures (smoking, psychosocial & advertising)
and two psychosocial measures (social anxiety & influenceability) were found in the
desired directions. However, the relationship between these potential mediating
variables and smoking behaviour was mixed, as these desired changes were not related
to smoking behaviour on the monthly smoking measure, while the desired changes were
related to smoking behaviour on the weekly measure1.  As the significant difference in
smoking at three months was found with monthly but not weekly smoking, and at 12
months the reverse was true, any inference of a role for mediating variables is
speculative.

Again, there were some weaknesses in the presentation of the findings. The age of the
older peer leaders was not given. Also, although this study is presented as testing a
sample of 426 the numbers analysed fell below this varying from 245 to 301 depending
on measures used.

Summary of Study 2: LST delivered by Peer Leaders

The LST programme had some effects on smoking after 3 and 12 months when the
programme was delivered by peer leaders rather than teachers.   As with study 1 the
effects of the programme on appropriate mediating variables was inconsistent and not
appropriately related to the effects on smoking.

                                                
4 Statistical point. Discriminant function analysis, using monthly smoking as the criterion variable, showed no
significant discriminatory effect for these potential mediating variables.  Discriminant function analysis, using
weekly smoking as the criterion variable, showed a significant discriminatory effect for these potential
mediating variables.function analysis, using weekly smoking as the criterion variable, showed a significant
discriminatory effect for these potential mediating variables.
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Study 4 Design

Sample Size Groups compared Dependent Variables

Total Sample: 5954

Used in analysis: 4466

Hi-Fidelity sample: 36845

E1: Teachers one day training +
      Feedback

E2: Video training no feedback

Control

Mean school rates for
smoking, drinking,
drunkenness
marijuana use

Substance use was measured on 9 and 10 point rating scales (see Annex 3 for rating
scales response options), although mean ratings were on the bottom end of the scales as
outlined below.

•  Smoking: 10-point scale: response tags 1 = “never” and 2 = “not in the last 12
months”.

•  Drunkenness: 9-point scale: response tags 2 = “drink but never get drunk” and 3 =
“less than once a month”.

•  Marijuana: 9-point scale: response tags 1 = “never tried it” and 2 = “tried it, but
don’t use it now”.

Impact of LST

Significant effects were found for three of five substance use variables:

•  smoking (with both E1 and E2 groups);
•  drunkenness (with E2 group only); and
•  marijuana use (with both E1 and E2 groups).

(Two other variables - drinking frequency and drinking amount - showed no significant
effects and are not described here.)

Average scores on the three scales showing differences across the three groups are
summarised in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Mean substance use in 3yr study

E1 E2 Control group Significance
Smoking 1.46 1.50 1.63 P<0.01
Drunkenness 2.19 2.19 2.32 P<0.05
Marijuana 1.51 1.54 1.66 P<0.05

It is clear from the results summarised above that levels of substance use were low
overall, including in the control group. Average scores for smoking were below ‘not in the
last 12 months’ even for the control group. For marijuana use, average scores were
below ‘tried it, but don’t use now’, again even for the control group. Since data were
analysed at individual level, levels of smoking and marijuana use in LST students were
statistically significantly lower than in the
                                                
5 The sample of 3,684 was a sub-set of the 4,466 pupils who provided before and after data (75% of the
original sample of 5,954 pupils).  The basis for focussing on these 3,684 pupils was that they had received
60% of the intervention programme.  The sample was 91% white.
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ANNEX 1

Papers reviewed for inclusion

Various sources were contacted for literature to review, listed blow.

1. Contact was made with Dr Botvin’s organisation, Institute for Prevention Research
at Cornell University.  This organisation also provides information via their
website, including a list of evaluation papers.  Recently the internet promotion of
LST services was changed to National Health Promotion Associates Inc.  In
addition to establishing that the list of papers was complete, Dr Botvin’s
associates were helpful in providing copies of in press material.

2. The following databases were searched:

•  EMBASE
•  Web of Science (Science Citation Index, Social Science Citation Index, Arts &

Humanities Citation Index)
•  ERIC & International ERIC
•  Sociological Abstracts
•  MEDLINE
•  ASSIA
•  DrugScope (formerly ISDD)

Over 300 hits were accumulated but there was a considerable amount of
duplication across databases.  Scrutiny of abstracts further reduced the number
(in relation to the inclusion and exclusion criteria).

3. Requests for research reports or details of any known research reports were sent
to:

•  National Institute for Drug Abuse (NIDA)
•  The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
•  The Brown University Center for Alcohol and Addictions Studies
•  The Center for Prevention Research at the University of Kentucky
•  The Center for Substance Abuse Research (CESAR) University of Maryland
•  Drug Strategies, Washington
•  Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Prevention, US
•  Department of Health and Human Services, US
•  National Institute of Justice
•  The Drug Abuse Research Center, UCLA
•  The White House Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP)

Authors, title, journal etc.
1. Botvin, G.J., Griffin, K.W., Diaz, T., & Ifill-Williams, M. (2001).

Preventing binge drinking during early adolescence: One- and two-
year follow-up of a school-based preventive intervention. Psychology
of Addictive Behaviors, 15(4), 360-365. *

2. Botvin, G.J., Griffin, K.W., Paul, E., & Macaulay, A.P. (in press).
Preventing tobacco and alcohol use among elementary school
students through Life Skills Training. Journal of Child & Adolescent
Substance Abuse. *
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ANNEX 2

Statistical Issues

Measures of Effect of the Intervention

Comparison of the various studies of the effect of the Life skills programme shows that
several variables are used as measures of the effect of the programme.  These include
overall effect of the programme on all users, the difference in percentage of pupils at
extreme end of the distribution, and the relative differences in percentages.   These
measures will be outlined below and the effect of choice of one or the other compared.

Overall effect of the programme on all users

When a measure of amount of drug taking, attitudes, knowledge, etc., is obtained from a
large sample, typically this will produce a normal distribution of scores for    programme
and control groups.  In the meta-analysis of the effect of a large number of drug
programmes, Tobler and Stratton (1997) indicated that the typical effect of an
interactive programme such as the Life Skills programme is to shift the distribution by
about  .20 standard deviations. This is a standard method of measuring the magnitude
of effects.  Such a shift is depicted in Figure 1 below.

0

0.005

0.01

0.015
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0.025

0.03

0.035

0.04

0.045

-2.5 -2 -1.5 -1 -0.5 0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5

Program
Control

Figure 1   Distributions with shift of .20 standard deviations

If a sample of several thousand children is used, as in many of the studies by Botvin,
such a difference, though small will be highly statistically significant.   Tobler and
Stratton (1997) found that the effect on marijuana use is typically much less  (= .14).

Difference in percentage of pupils at extreme end of the distribution

It may be considered, however, that the most important effects are not for the whole
sample, but in terms of the changes in number heavy drug users rather than the effects
on those who are already minimum users.   For this reason one can make comparisons
of the percentage of pupils below a cut-off point at the extreme end of the distribution.
For example, with a cut-off point at -2.0 in the
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