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Relationship of Tobacco Use to Alcohol and Illicit Drug Use

CESAR Briefings are designed to provide concise answers and information on requested topics related to
substance abuse, and are available online at www.cesar.umd.edu. For additional information or to request a
CESAR Briefing, please contact Erin Artigiani at 301-405-9794 or erin@cesar.umd.edu.

How many Marylanders use tobacco?

= More than 80,000 Maryland youth (18% of those under 18 years of age) and 780,000 Maryland
adults (20%) report current (i.e., past month) use of some form of tobacco.'

»  The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) estimates that 24% of Marylanders are
current cigarette smokers (28% are current users of any tobacco products). The rate is highest for
young adults (42% of 18 to 25 year-olds). NSDUH also estimates that 14% of Maryland
adolescents (aged 12 to 17) are current smokers and 16% are current users of any type of tobacco.
These rates are similar to NSDUH’s national estimates.

= Tobacco use among Maryland 12" graders has declined over the past decade, according to the
Maryland Adolescent Survey.” In 2002, an estimated 20% of 12" graders were current cigarette
smokers, down from 32% in 1992. Similarly, current use of smokeless tobacco by 12" graders
declined from 8% in 1992 to 3% in 2002. Declines in tobacco use among adolescents have also

been observed on the national level.*>

Is there a connection between the use of tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs?

A strong relationship between tobacco use and alcohol and illicit drug use has been demonstrated among
both youth and adults in the NSDUH and its predecessor the National Household Survey of Drug Abuse.
Across all ages, current cigarette smokers are more likely than non-smokers to report use of other tobacco
products, alcohol, and illicit drugs.

= Compared with non-smokers, cigarette smokers have higher rates of current binge drinking
(43.1% vs. 15.8%), current heavy alcohol use (15.9% vs. 3.5%), and current illicit drug use
(19.5% vs. 4.4%).°

= Among adolescents, the rate of current illicit drug use is about 8 times higher for smokers
(48.1%) than for non-smokers (6.2%).”

= Illicit drug users are more likely than nonusers to smoke. An estimated 71% of current illicit drug
users are also current smokers, compared with 29% of nonusers. Current illicit drug users are
approximately three times more likely than nonusers to be current smokers, and the likelihood of
being a smoker increases with the amount of illicit drugs used.®

Is tobacco a gateway drug?

The “gateway hypothesis” suggests that substance use occurs in a progression through several stages
beginning with alcohol and tobacco, later progressing to marijuana, and then to cocaine and other harder
illicit drugs. Participation in one stage of substance use places one at risk for progression to the next
stage, but that progression is not inevitable or certain. In fact, most youth who use tobacco and
alcohol do not progress to marijuana or other drugs, but most heavy drug users started out using tobacco
and alcohol. Numerous studies have supported and refined the ideas underlying the gateway hypothesis,
but a causal connection has not yet been established.” A selection of related findings follows.
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= Younger onset of use and greater frequency of use are both important factors that predict later
progression to other substances. This has been demonstrated for the transition from alcohol and
tobacco to marijuana, and from marijuana to other illicit drugs. "°

» In one study of 12 to 25 year-olds, “users of alcohol or tobacco were approximately three times
more likely than nonusers to have an opportunity to try marijuana,”"' and seven times more likely
to actually try marijuana when the opportunity occurred. Similarly, experience with marijuana,
alcohol, and tobacco was associated with an increased likelihood of having an opportunity to use
cocaine and of actually trying it."?

= The likelihood of progressing from one substance to the next varies across generations as social
norms change. Youth in the late 1990s have been more likely than previous generations to
progress from tobacco and alcohol use to marijuana use. However, young marijuana users in
recent yearls3 seem to progress to harder drugs somewhat less frequently than their counterparts did
in the past.
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