CHAPTER 4
The Extent of Alcohol and Other Drug Use
Summary
Epidemiological studies provide estimates of the prevalence of drug use over specific time periods such as the current month (past 30 days), an extended period such as the last year (past 12 months), or a lifetime. Findings of these studies only indicate what use patterns occurred but do not tell us what causes these use patterns. These results do, however, provide the data necessary to develop and test theories or explanations of drug use, assist in the planning of education and intervention programs, and inform public drug policy.
Started in 1971 and administered annually after 1979, the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse (renamed in 2002 as the National Survey on Drug Use and Health) measures

the characteristics using large representative samples. The National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions is a newer survey that added important questions about co-use of alcohol and other drugs.

In these surveys, the category of “users” is quite heterogeneous as it includes first-time users, continuous or long-term users, former users who stopped for a period but relapsed into use, users who vary widely in use quantity and frequency, and users who may not ever use drugs again. There are large gaps between current, past-year, and lifetime use rates of many illegal drugs. The much higher lifetime and annual use compared with current use suggests some initial use may only involve “experimenting” with a drug, which will soon cease after curiosity is satisfied.

Use of legal drugs is linked to use of illicit drugs as heavy drinkers and binge drinkers are more likely to be users of an illicit drug than are social drinkers and nondrinkers. Polydrug use and abuse is overlooked by many surveys. Researchers examine evidence separately for each drug as if users consume one drug exclusively. In fact, many drug users frequently take certain combinations of drugs. Alcohol abuse or dependency is associated with high rates of comorbidity—that is, abuse or dependency involving another drug.
Cross-sectional studies that examine only one point in time yield static portrayals that fail to capture changes in drug use over time within individuals. Drug users may move back and forth between states of use and nonuse, often in response to situational influences.

Results from annual surveys suggest that 1979 was a peak year for use of many drugs.

However, the interpretation of such trends is ambiguous as there are many uncontrolled factors at the individual and societal level that are constantly changing and prevent firm conclusions.
Estimates of the prevalence of more problematic use involving alcohol and drug abuse and dependency are based on a variety of sources of information including official records and statistics, data from treatment facilities, and surveys of the general population. The findings derived from such different sets of criteria yield conflicting estimates. For example, surveys conducted in different years have used different definitions of abuse and dependency such as the DSM-III, DSM-III-R, DSM-IV, and ICD-10 criteria.
Comorbidity is not limited to use of two or more drugs during the same period but also refers to the co-occurrence of a substance or drug use disorder with a psychiatric disorder such as antisocial personality or an affective disorder. Lifetime prevalence of such forms of comorbidity is high, occurring in about half of those assessed in one study. In some cases, the personality disorder precedes and increases the alcohol/drug disorder while the opposite case may apply to others where the substance disorder leads to the personality problem. 

The survey method may be less useful for studying illicit drug use. Ethnographic studies, using highly selective and rather small samples, may be preferred to the large representative samples often used for epidemiological surveys of legal drug use. These studies involve small samples of highly selected participants and often depend on uncorroborated self-report, which may not be generalizable to other users of these illicit drugs.
