
Quick Facts 

• An estimated 19.5 million 
Americans aged 12 and 
older used illicit drugs in 
2003. 

• Almost half of all Ameri-
cans have tried an illicit 
drug at least once in their 
lifetime. 

• The rate of illicit drug use 
among youth was 11.2 per-
cent. 

• The number of people 
treated in specialty facili-
ties declined from 2.3 mil-
lion in 2002 to 1.9 million in 
2003. 

• On average 7000 Americans 
try marijuana for the first 
time each day. 

• Approximately one in six 
youths is approached by 
someone selling drugs. 

• 83.6 percent of young peo-
ple received prevention 
messages outside of 
school in the past year; 
78.1 percent received pre-
vention messages in 
school.  

• The top reason why adults 
don’t seek treatment is 
cost or insurance barriers. 

Overview 

This year’s National Survey on Drug 
Use and Health released in Septem-
ber 2004 by the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration 
shows no change in the overall rate of 
drug use over the 2002 to 2003 pe-
riod.   Additionally, there were no sig-
nificant changes in current or past 
month drug use for any illicit drug 
monitored by the survey.  The per-
centage of youth perceiving great risk 
from smoking marijuana increased, 
which suggests that prevention efforts 
are having a positive effect.  In terms 
of new users, the survey indicates that 
the nation faces major challenges—
perhaps epidemics—from prescription 
drugs, ecstasy, marijuana, and co-
caine. 

 

Overall Drug Use 

Over 19.5 million Americans, repre-
senting 8.2 percent of the population 
aged 12 and older, used illicit drugs 
like marijuana, cocaine, and heroin on 
a current basis. Almost half of all 
Americans have used an illicit sub-
stance—most likely marijuana—at 
least once in their lifetime. 

It is clear that the most popular illicit 
drug of abuse is marijuana.  Approxi-
mately 14.6 million Americans—or 6.2 
percent of the population—used mari-
juana on a current basis in 2003. 

Most drug users are employed, but 
those who are unemployed use illicit 
drugs at substantially higher rates.  An 
estimated 18.2 percent of  unem-
ployed adults aged 18 and older used 
illicit drugs on a current basis com-
pared with 7.9 percent for those em-
ployed full time and 10.7 percent for 
those employed part time. 

A total of 6.3 million Americans used 
prescription drugs nonmedically  on a 
current basis in 2003.  This represents 
2.7 percent of the population aged 12 

and older. Of those who reported non-
medical use of  a prescription drug, 4.7 
million used pain relievers, 1.8 million 
used tranquilizers, 1.2 million used 
stimulants, and 0.3 million used seda-
tives. There was a significant increase 
from 2002 to 2003 in the number of 
persons aged 12 and older reporting 
lifetime nonmedical use of pain reliev-
ers, from 29.6 million to 31.2 million. 

Rural areas experienced a significant 
decline in the rate of illicit drug use.  
The rate of current illicit drug use fell by 
over 50 percent, from 6.7 percent to 3.1 
percent.  Drug use in urbanized areas, 
including large metropolitan areas, re-
mained unchanged. 

 

Youth Illicit Drug Use 

The survey reports no change in the 
overall rate of current illicit drug use 
among those aged 12 to 17 between 
2002 and 2003.  The 2003 rate of 11.2 
percent was not significantly different 
from the 2002 rate of 11.6 percent.  
The rate of current marijuana use was 
also unchanged—8.2 percent used in 
2002 compared with 7.9 percent in 
2003.  Again, the difference is not sta-
tistically significant.   

Heavy marijuana use declined in 2003: 
The number of young people using 
marijuana daily or almost daily declined 
from 358,000 in 2002 to 282,000 in 
2003. The number using marijuana 20 
or more days on a per-month basis 
declined from 603,000 in 2002 to 
482,000 in 2003.  
Youth attitudes about the perceived risk 
associated with marijuana use are im-
proving.  The survey reports that 34.9 
percent of young people perceive great 
risk from smoking marijuana once a 
month, up from 32.4 percent in 2002.  
Perhaps one explanation for the de-
cline in heavy marijuana use is that 
perceptions of great risk from smoking 
once or twice a week rose significantly  
in 2003 to 54.4 percent. 
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2.6 million in 2003, down from 
the estimates for the previous 
three years.     

• Cocaine.  Could cocaine be 
making a comeback? The num-
ber of first-time drug users is 
increasing.  In fact, the number 
of new users each year since 
2000  exceeds any annual esti-
mate for the previous decade.  
While the number of new users 
is not large—over 1 million each 
year—it compares with esti-
mates for the late 1970s when 
our last cocaine epidemic be-
gan.  Given the human toll 
caused by this drug, this trend 
bears close scrutiny. 

• Ecstasy.  The number of new 
users increased sharply starting 
in 1999. While the number of 
new users of ecstasy declined in 
2003, that number remains the 
fourth highest in the past 22 
years. 

For more information about the sur-
vey, see www.samhsa.gov 

Information on first-time use is espe-
cially useful for identifying emerging 
trends.  This year’s survey suggests 
that the nation is experiencing epi-
demics in a number of areas.   

• Prescription Drugs. The sur-
vey reports the largest increase 
in new or first-time users oc-
curred among people using pain 
relievers.  The number of first-
time users of pain relievers in-
creased over the last decade to 
about 2 million by 1999.  There 
were 2.5 million from 2000 to 
2002.  More than half (55 per-
cent) of the new users in 2002 
were females, and more than 
half (56 percent) were 18 years 
of age or older.     

• Marijuana.  New users of mari-
juana reached a low point in 
1990, but rose each subsequent 
year until 1995, and thereafter 
with no consistent trend, with 
estimates varying between 2.4 
million and 2.9 million per year.  
The number of new users was 

Treatment Locations for Persons Aged 12 or Older 

Note: Statistically significant differences (at 0.05 level) between 2002 and 2003 are denoted by " + ". 

                Source: NSDUH, 2003 

Dependence and Treatment   

Some 21.6 million Americans were 
dependent on or abused any illicit 
drugs or  alcohol in 2003—no 
change between 2002 and 2003.  In 
2003, 6.8 million people were de-
pendent on illicit drugs and 3.1 mil-
lion were dependent on both an illicit 
drug and alcohol.   

An estimated 3.3 million people re-
ceived some kind of substance 
abuse treatment in 2003, represent-
ing 15 percent of the 21.6 million 
Americans dependent on any illicit 
drug or alcohol.  Approximately 1.8 
million—or 26 percent—of  the 6.8 
million people dependent on an illicit 
drug received some type of treat-
ment in the past year.  An estimated 
1.3 million of the 3.1 million people 
dependant on both an illicit drug and 
alcohol received some type of treat-
ment. 

While the number of people depend-
ent on illicit drugs or alcohol did not 
change in 2003, the number receiv-
ing treatment declined.  Treatment in 
“specialty” facilities—received at 
drug or alcohol rehabilitation facilities 
(inpatient or outpatient), hospitals 
(inpatient only), or mental health 
centers—fell by 400,000 from 2.3 
million to 1.9 million. This decrease 
is statistically significant and is 
driven by a decrease in treatment 
among adults aged 26 or older. 

Among young people between 12 
and 17 years of age, the rate of de-
pendence or abuse of illicit drugs or 
alcohol was 8.9 percent.    The rate 
of dependence on or abuse of mari-
juana declined from 4.3 percent to 
3.8 percent between 2002 and 2003.   

 

Drug Epidemics 

The drug problem reflects use of 
multiple drugs each in various stages 
of an epidemic.  Epidemiologists who 
study drug use trends define epi-
demics as sustained periods of in-
creased numbers of first-time users.  
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