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Teen Drug Abuse Continues Its Three-Year Decline
Tearoff

Vol. 19, No. 6 (May 2005)

Illicit drug abuse among the Nation's youth declined by almost 7 percent from 2003 to

2004, continuing an encouraging trend that began in 2001. At the same time, the

latest report from the Monitoring the Future (MTF) survey shows a recent increase in

the abuse of inhalants among eighth-graders and the painkiller OxyContin among all

students surveyed.

Overall, the trends in the past 3 years have

been positive, with a decline in past-month

drug abuse among 8th-, 10th-, and

12th-graders combined from 19.4 to 16.1

percent. This reduction translates into roughly

600,000 fewer adolescent drug abusers than

in 2001, advancing the goal President George

W. Bush set in February 2002 to reduce drug

use among youth by 25 percent in 5 years.

The 2004 findings emerged from responses

provided by nearly 50,000 students in 406

public and private schools across the country.

In addition to declines in past-month use, students' past-year use fell from 31.8 to

27.5 percent; their lifetime use dropped from 41.0 to 36.4 percent between 2001 and

2004.

"Drug use is preventable. The overall reduction in drug abuse by America's young

people shows the power of partnership among all working to address the

problem—from scientists developing basic knowledge to people implementing services

in the community to those making policy at all levels," said NIDA Director Dr. Nora D.

Volkow. "Our concerted effort to provide students, teachers, and families with

accurate information about addiction and drug abuse have had an impact, but we

must sustain and advance this work to realize further reductions in drug abuse."

The MTF survey, launched in 1975, measures drug, alcohol, and cigarette abuse and

attitudes about use among 8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders nationwide. Funded by

NIDA, the survey has been conducted annually since its inception by the University of

Michigan's Institute for Social Research. Now in its 30th year, MTF questions and

analyses have changed with informational needs—for example, expanding the list of

drugs, analyzing data for all three grades combined, tracking students' attitudes

toward drug abuse, and examining the impact of antidrug advertising.

Although generally positive, this year's MTF results for two drugs raise concerns and

bear close monitoring. Lifetime abuse of inhalants among eighth-graders increased

from 15.8 to 17.3 percent between 2003 and 2004. The survey showed that 8th- and

10th-graders' perceptions of the risks associated with abusing inhalants has declined

in the past 3 years, suggesting a need to increase awareness of the potentially

dangerous consequences of abusing these often inexpensive and easily obtainable

intoxicants. The number of high school students using the painkiller OxyContin

without medical supervision increased from 2002 to 2004. Past-year abuse of this

drug—an opioid with a high potential for addiction—was disturbingly common at 1.7,

3.5, and 5.0 percent for grades 8, 10, and 12, respectively.

Key substance abuse patterns that emerged between 2001 and 2004 are:

Cigarettes. Smoking among teenagers continues to decline from peak

levels in the mid-1990s, although more slowly than in the past 8 years.

Lifetime and current abuse of cigarettes declined among 8th-, 10th-, and

12th-graders. Lifetime cigarette abuse dropped 19.5 percent, from 49.1
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to 39.5 percent, and current abuse fell 20.3 percent, from 20.3 to 16.1

percent.

Marijuana. Current marijuana abuse declined 18.1 percent, from 16.6

to 13.6 percent; past-year abuse also declined 13.7 percent, from 27.5

to 23.7 percent; and lifetime abuse declined 11.2 percent, from 35.3 to

31.3 percent. In the past 2 years, students' perceived risk of abusing

marijuana increased markedly; the proportion of teens reporting that it

would be easy for them to get the drug has also declined.

Amphetamines. Abuse of this class of drug without medical supervision

has been widespread among youth in the past, but has been gradually

declining. Lifetime abuse fell 19.6 percent—from 13.9 to 11.2 percent.

Both past-year and current abuse fell as well, from 9.6 to 7.6 percent

and from 4.7 to 3.6 percent, respectively.

LSD and MDMA (Ecstasy). Students' abuse of the hallucinogens LSD

and MDMA plummeted between 2001 and 2004. Lifetime abuse of LSD

fell 55 percent, from 6.6 to 3.0 percent, and past-year and current

abuse both dropped by approximately 60 percent.

Lifetime use of MDMA dropped 40.7 percent, with past-year and current

abuse falling by more than half, from 5.5 to 2.5 percent and 2.3 to 0.9

percent, respectively. In the late 1990s and until 2001, the sharp

increase in the abuse of MDMA among teens was a concern. Increases in

students' perceived risk of abusing the drug preceded the decreases in

abuse seen since 2001.
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Relationship Between Number of

Positive Responses to Marijuana

And Later Addiction

Positive Responses

Marijuana-

Addicted

Subjects

0 5.2%

1 8.5%

2 13.3%

3 19.9%

4 28.7%

5 39.1%

Source: Fergusson, D.M.; Horwood, L.J.; Lynskey,

M.T.; and Madden, P.A.F. (2003).
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Marijuana Abuse: Age of Initiation, Pleasure of Response

Foreshadow Young Adult Outcomes

Research Findings

Vol. 19, No. 5 (January 2005)

By Robin Eisner, NIDA NOTES Contributing Writer

A boy or girl who is smoking marijuana at 13 is likely to earn less money as a young

adult than peers who aren't abusing the drug. An adolescent who smokes less

marijuana than a friend but enjoys the experience more is likelier to be addicted to

the drug at 21. These are findings from two recent studies that looked at adult

outcomes associated with marijuana abuse in adolescence.

Dr. Phyllis L. Ellickson and colleagues at the RAND Corporation in Santa Monica,

California, surveyed 5,800 adolescents from 30 schools in California and Oregon

about their marijuana use between ages 13 and 23. A statistical analysis of the

responses revealed four distinct patterns related to marijuana abuse.

Approximately 45 percent did not

smoke marijuana. The researchers

called these youths Abstainers. Of those

who did smoke marijuana:

Some 5 percent were

considered Early High

Users—teens who smoked

marijuana from once a week

to monthly at age 13,

decreased their abuse by age

18, and as young adults

smoked 3 to 10 times a year.

About 17 percent were Stable

Light Users—teens who

smoked infrequently at age 13

and never abused the drug

more than 10 times a year, on

average.

Occasional Light Users made up 53 percent of the marijuana-abusing

population. They were similar to Stable Light Users but started after age

13 and abused lower amounts than Stable Light Users throughout the

study period.

Steady Increasers, approximately 25 percent of the abusers, started

after age 13 and increased their usage during the study period.

The researchers found that the Early High Users lagged behind all other groups in

earnings and education when resurveyed at age 29. Their average yearly earnings

were $20,940, compared with about $32,000 for the Occasional Light Users and

Abstainers and $28,140 for the Steady Increasers. Both groups that initiated

marijuana abuse by age 13 reported less schooling than Abstainers and those who

first smoked after age 13: Early High Users and Stable Light Users did not usually go

to college, while Steady Increasers completed on average one year of college,

Occasional Light Users almost two years of college, and Abstainers, almost three

years of college.

"The bad news is that if you start marijuana use by age 13, even if you eventually

decrease your usage, you are likely to have a lower income and lower level of

schooling by age 29," Dr. Ellickson says. "The good news is that 45 percent of the
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youths in our sample did not use marijuana between adolescence and emerging

adulthood. We need to understand what helped those kids abstain over time." Dr.

Ellickson says although her findings show an association between marijuana abuse

and reduced income and educational performance, they do not prove that marijuana

contributes causally to those outcomes, which result from multiple factors. The results

also suggest that delaying initiation of marijuana abuse does not necessarily

guarantee better outcomes, especially if the late starters escalate abuse. Youths who

started after age 13, but steadily increased their marijuana use during and after high

school, abused marijuana more than any other group as young adults, smoking 3 to

10 times during the past month on average. In young adulthood, the late starters

who intensified their use of marijuana also abused other illegal drugs at rates similar

to those of the early starters, with 32 percent admitting to past-year abuse of illegal

drugs besides marijuana.

The patterns of abuse revealed by the study suggest that interventions against

marijuana abuse may be important from primary school through to high school

graduation, says Dr. Kathleen Etz, of NIDA's Division of Epidemiology, Services and

Prevention Research.

Marijuana Abstainers Enter Adulthood Ahead

Outcomes of Five Marijuana User Groups at Age 29

 Early

High

Users

n=37

Steady

Increasers

n=336

Stable

Light

Users

n=171

Occasional

Light

Users

n=753

Abstainers

n=1,229

Overall Health
1

3.53
c

3.82
b

3.86
b

3.89
b

4.03
a

Mental Health
1

3.64
ab

3.67
b

3.82
ab

3.72
b

3.84
a

Life Satisfaction
1

3.88
b

3.99
b

4.03
b

4.10
b

4.27
a

Educational

Attainment
2 5.56

d
6.48

c
5.99

d
6.89

b
7.43

a

Yearly Earnings

($ in thousands) 20.94
c

28.14
b

27.71
b

32.29
a

31.93
a

"Yes" to

Past-Year Other

Drug Use
27.4%

c
31.9%

c
30.3%

c
18.3%

b
8.5%

a

Frequency of

Past-Month

Marijuana Use
3

.90
c

2.17
e

1.32
d

.53
b

.14
a

Source: Ellickson, P.L.; Martino, S.C.; and Collins, R.L. (2004).

Note: Means/percentages are adjusted for sex, race/ethnicity, parental

education, and nuclear family.

A result marked by a represents a significantly more favorable outcome

such that a > b > c > d > e.

Same-letter superscripts in each row indicate no statistically significant

differences between those entries.
1
Averages based on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 indicating poor and 5,

excellent.
2
Values ranged from 1 indicating 8th grade or less, to 11 indicating an

advanced professional degree.
3
Based on a five-category index: 0 indicates no use; 1, < 3 times; 2, 3-10

times; 3, 11 times; and 4, > 11 times and 6 or more days in the past

month.

"At each stage, the goal will be to prevent children who are at risk from initiating use,

and to persuade any who have already started to reduce or quit," Dr. Etz says. "The

counseling ideally would educate children about the potential problems of marijuana

abuse and address the broad goal of self-awareness leading to healthy life choices."

Positive Initial Response Linked to Later Dependence

In the second study, led by Dr. David Fergusson of the Christchurch School of
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"At each stage, the goal will

be to prevent children who

are at risk from initiating

use."

Medicine and Health Sciences in Christchurch, New Zealand, researchers found that

positive emotional responses to initial marijuana abuse predicted later addiction to

the drug better than did the amount of marijuana smoked. The researchers worked

with data from the Christchurch Health and Development study, a 21-year

longitudinal project that followed a group of children born in the city from birth

through adolescence. Dr. Fergusson's analysis included 1,011 of these youths.

When the study participants were 15 or 16, they answered a series of interview

questions about their cannabis exposure in the preceding year. These included their

frequency of abuse as well as feelings about their most recent experience: Did they

get "really high," feel happy, feel relaxed, do silly things, laugh a lot, feel ill or dizzy

or frightened, or pass out?

In this first interview, 20 percent of those later included in Dr. Fergusson's study had

abused marijuana. Study participants were interviewed again at ages 18 and 21. By

then, approximately 9 percent reported signs of being addicted to marijuana; the

prevalence among those who started before age 16 was 21.7 percent. Almost half

(46.7 percent) of those who had reported five or more pleasurable responses to the

drug in the first interview reported being addicted by age 21, compared with 3.9

percent of those reporting no positive responses.

The results indicate that the pleasure of early use, not how much marijuana is used,

determines the likelihood of later addiction. "There are people smoking a lot of

marijuana who aren't addicted to it," Dr. Fergusson explains. "Others are smoking

less but are addicted or headed for addiction."

Dr. Fergusson says his findings parallel

those of studies on cigarette smoking and

alcohol use among adolescents, which

suggest that initial subjective response to

a drug might be a behavioral marker for

biological addiction-vulnerability. This

growing body of research indicates that

vulnerable individuals seem to experience

enhanced sensitivity to a drug's positive

effects, diminished sensitivity to its negative effects, or a combination of the two

responses.

Dr. Wilson Compton, director of the Division of Epidemiology, Services and Prevention

Research at the National Institute on Drug Abuse, says that research in animals has

revealed genetic differences between those that prefer alcohol and those that do not.

Similar research might identify the neurobiological factors underlying differences in

the response to marijuana, perhaps eventually leading to risk-reduction treatments,

says Dr. Compton.
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