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Drug Use, Abuse and Dependence in
the United States: Trends, Limitations
and Ideas for Future Studies

Linda Cottler Ph.D. *

Abstract

The latest published data on illicit use of drugs and DSM-IV drug use disorders in the US
will be presented. In addition to prevalence, correlates, including comorbidity, will be assessed.
Data fromlarge general population studies will be shown, including data from the NESARC
study, a study of 43,000 US residents. Data will also be presented on drugs projected to be
prevalent among baby boomers in 2020. Data from the general population show that between
1.4% and 7.7% of the adult population has met criteria for a 12 month and lifetime diagnosis of
drug abuse respectively; this compares to 0.6% and 2.6% of adults who met 12 month and
lifetime dependence criteria for any drug respectively. Drug use disorders have been found to be
more likely among men, native Americans, and persons with lower SES, as well as those living
in the western US, and the currently unmarried. Comorbidity of drug use with other psychiatric
diagnoses will also be presented. Specific additional emerging drug issues such as Ecstasy
use in the population, data concerning adopted DSM-IV abuse/dependence from Ecstasy,
prescription drug abuse, withdrawal reported from cannabis and changes in injecting drug
use will be discussed. The limitations of these studies and other epidemiologic methods for
defining who has orhas not used drugs will be discussed, as will methods for discovering the
emergence of trends in drug use in the population in the US. The aim will be a fruitful discussion

of the future of psychiatric epidemiologic methods.
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