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The decades of tougher laws against drugs were fol-
lowed by the 1960s, during which drugs were viewed 
by many as a form of recreation and a method for 
changing consciousness, and drug use skyrocketed. 
Marijuana, which was probably introduced to the 
United States in the 1920s by the Mexican immi-
grants coming to work in agriculture, was widely 
used in the 1960s, especially by teenagers and young 
adults. Opiates and cocaine also showed an increase 
in use during the 1960s and 1970s. Synthesized sub-
stances such as LSD were also freely available for a 
number of years. Society’s view of drugs in the 1970s 
and 1980s began to change with the popular media 
running stories on a “crisis of addiction.” The U.S. 
government under President Richard Nixon began 
its “war on drugs.”

According to recent U.S. government data, a 
significant percentage of Americans over 18 years 
of age use a variety of both illegal and legal drugs. 
In 2014, over 51% of Americans age 18 or older say 
they regularly use alcohol, while 18% say they use 
tobacco. Tobacco use has steadily decreased from 
24.1% in 1997. Those with a mental disorder show 

double the rate for tobacco use (42.1%), and this rate has not decreased since 1997. For those 
who are under the legal drinking age of 21, some 22.8% report drinking alcohol and 4.9% 
report tobacco use (www.samhsa.gov).

Since 1971, the U.S. government through the Department of Health and Human Services 
has collected data on drug use through the U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA; www.samhsa.gov). In 2014, this agency estimated that approxi-
mately 27 million Americans age 12 or older used an illicit drug in the past month. Illicit drugs 
include marijuana/hashish, cocaine (including crack), heroin, hallucinogens, inhalants, and 
prescription-type psychotherapeutics (pain relievers, tranquilizers, stimulants, and sedatives) 
used nonmedically. Some illicit drugs are not illegal in themselves—prescription drugs, for 
example—but are used in ways a health professional would not support. Figure 12.3 shows the 
illicit drug use in 2014 by drug in the last month. This figure shows that marijuana is the most 
commonly used illicit drug—used by some 22.2 million people or 8.4% of the U.S. population. 
Although not shown in the figure, the use of cocaine and amphetamines has decreased signifi-
cantly since the 1980s. Marijuana has shown a recent increase in use. In terms of age group, col-
lege-age individuals (18–20 years old) currently show the highest percentage of illicit drug use.

The United Nations also collects data on drug use, and Figure 12.4 shows the trends in the 
use of illicit drugs throughout the world. As can be seen in this figure, the use of cocaine, amphet-
amines, and “ecstasy” has decreased worldwide, whereas opioid (e.g., heroin, pain medication, 
morphine, codeine) and cannabis use has increased. Overall, drugs are used more by males 
than females throughout the world. Illicit drugs can have economic consequences for countries 
in terms of health care costs and the loss of work productivity. They also have personal conse-
quences in terms of social and family relationships. Drug use in the United States is higher than 
it is worldwide. The United States is one of the larger users of illicit drugs such as marijuana, 
amphetamines, opioids such as heroin and opium, and cocaine. Other developed economies such 
as Australia and the countries of Europe show greater drug use than developing economies. In 
the next section, I will introduce you to the nature of addiction and how drugs can influence and 
change your brain.

FIGURE 12.2 U.S. Opium Imports  
Before Restrictions Imposed
In 1909, the importation of opium for smoking became illegal. Crude 
opium and its derivatives were severely restricted in 1915. This figure 
shows U.S. opiate consumption by year as documented by the Treasury 
and Commerce Departments.

Source: Musto (1991, p. 42).
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addiction: dependence on a 
substance (or process) in which 
an individual experiences a 
strong motivation that results in 
an active wanting and seeking 
of the substance, which may be 
experienced as compulsive

dependence: a way to describe 
addiction to a substance; three 
major components are (1) the 
desire to seek and take a certain 
substance, (2) the inability to 
avoid or limit the intake of the 
substance, and (3) the experience 
of negative emotional states when 
the substance is not available




