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Early Marijuana or Alcohol Use Related to Later Substance Use Disorders

Early marijuana or alcohol use is related to later substance use disorders, according to data from the
National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH). Adults who first used marijuana at age 14 or
younger were more than twice as likely to meet the criteria for past year illicit drug abuse or dependence
than those who first used marijuana between the ages of 15 and 17 (12.8% vs. 5.6%) and nearly five
times more likely than those who started when they were 18 or older (12.8% vs. 2.6%). Similar results
were found for early alcohol use; those who first used alcohol at or before the age of 14 were nearly
twice as likely to meet the criteria for past year alcohol abuse or dependence than those who started
using alcohol between the ages of 15 and 17 (16.2% vs. 9.7%) and more than four times more likely
than those who started using alcohol at the age of 18 or older (16.2% vs. 3.8%). While these findings
illustrate the need for early alcohol and drug prevention efforts, it is likely that early substance use is an
indicator of a disposition to engage in a variety of high-risk behaviors, suggesting that prevention
efforts that encompass the whole person may be more effective.
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NOTE: Abuse or dependence are defined using DSM-IV criteria.

SOURCE: Adapted by CESAR from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Results from the
2009 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Detailed Tables, 2010. Available online at
http://www.samhsa.gov/data/NSDUH/2k10Results Tables/Webh/PDFW/Sect6peTabs38t040.pdf.
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