Risk and Protective Factors

Many factors influence a person’s chance of developing a mental and/or substance use disorder.
Prevention includes a wide range of activities — known as “interventions” — aimed at reducing
risks or threats to health. Prevention activities focus on reducing risk factors, and strengthening
protective factors, that are most closely related to the problem being addressed.

Risk factors are characteristics at the biological, psychological, family, community, or cultural
level that precede and are associated with a higher likelihood of negative outcomes.

Protective factors are characteristics associated with a lower likelihood of negative outcomes or
that reduce a risk factor’s impact. Protective factors may be seen as positive countering events.

Individual-level risk factors may include a person’s genetic predisposition to addiction or
exposure to alcohol prenatally.

Individual-level protective factors might include positive self-image, self-control, or social
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