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l	 Youth substance use in the past year 
was generally higher within one-
parent households than within two-
parent households for both mother-
child and father-child pairs and was 
generally highest among youth in 
father-child pairs within one-parent 
households

l	 Parent awareness of youth use of 
cigarettes and alcohol in the past 
year increased with the youth’s 
increasing age among both mother-
child and father-child pairs 

l	 Rates of parent awareness of youth 
substance use in the past year were 
generally higher among mothers in 
mother-child pairs than among 
fathers in father-child pairs and were 
generally highest among mothers in 
mother-child pairs within one-parent 
households
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In Brief Data from the 2006 National Survey 
on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) 
indicate that 17.0 percent of youths 

aged 12 to 17 used cigarettes in the past year, 
32.9 percent used alcohol, and 13.2 percent 
used marijuana.1,2 Parents are encouraged to 
communicate with their children about drugs 
and alcohol,3 and some research has examined 
the extent to which parents are aware of their 
children’s drug and alcohol use. Studies focusing 
on the general population have found high levels 
of parent awareness of adolescent cigarette use, 
but awareness of alcohol use is low; findings on 
parent awareness of adolescent marijuana use 
are mixed.4

NSDUH includes a sample of parents and 
their children who live in the same household. 
Parent-child pairs in NSDUH are composed of 
a child aged 12 to 17 and his or her biological, 
step, adoptive, or foster parent. NSDUH asks
youths aged 12 to 17 about alcohol and illicit 
drug use during the past year. Adults in the 
parent-child sample are asked whether they 
think their child has used alcohol or other drugs 
during the past year.5
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Figure 1. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 in 
Parent-Child Pairs* Who Reported Past Year Substance 
Use: 2002-2006

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2006 NSDUHs.
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This report uses data from the paired sample to examine 
overall rates of youth cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana use in 
the past year, as well as parent awareness of their child’s use of 
these substances. Parents were considered to be aware of their 
child’s substance use if both the parent and the child reported 
that the child used a specific substance in the past year. 
Household composition was slightly different for mother-
child and father-child pairs,6 with mother-child pairs being 
more likely than father-child pairs to come from one-parent 
households.7 Weighted data indicate that approximately 22.2 
percent of youths in mother-child pairs were in one-parent 
households compared with 5.6 percent of youths in father-
child pairs. All findings presented in this report are based on 
combined NSDUH data from 2002 through 2006 and are 
weighted to be nationally representative of mother-child and 
father-child pairs in the United States.

Substance Use among Youths 
Combined data from 2002 to 2006 indicate that an annual 
average of 16.6 percent of youths aged 12 to 17 in parent-
child pairs used cigarettes during the past year, 32.1 percent 
used alcohol, and 12.9 percent used marijuana.8 

Rates of past year use of cigarettes, alcohol, and 
marijuana were similar in mother-child and father-child pairs 
(Figure 1). In mother-child pairs, 17.6 percent of youths aged 
12 to 17 used cigarettes in the past year, 32.5 percent used 
alcohol, and 13.4 percent used marijuana. In father-child 
pairs, 15.3 percent of youths used cigarettes, 31.5 percent 
used alcohol, and 12.3 percent used marijuana.

For both mother-child and father-child pairs, youth 
substance use in the past year was generally higher within 
one-parent households than within two-parent households 
(Table 1). For example, 20.2 percent of youths aged 12 to 
17 in mother-child pairs within one-parent households used 
cigarettes in the past year compared with 16.8 percent of 
youths in mother-child pairs within two-parent households. 
Overall, rates of use were highest for all three substances 
among youths in father-child pairs within one-parent 
households.

Parent Awareness of Youth 
Substance Use 
Rates of parent awareness of youth cigarette, alcohol, and 
marijuana use in the past year were generally higher among 
mothers in mother-child pairs than among fathers in father-
child pairs (Figure 2). For example, 41.1 percent of mothers 
in mother-child pairs with children aged 12 to 17 who 
used marijuana in the past year were aware of their child’s 
marijuana use compared with 32.5 percent of fathers in 
comparable father-child pairs. 

Parent awareness of adolescents’ use of cigarettes and 
alcohol in the past year increased with the youth’s increasing 

Table 1. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 in Parent-
Child Pairs* Who Reported Past Year Substance Use, by 
Household Configuration**: 2002-2006

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2006 NSDUHs.

Substance

Mother-Child Pairs Father-Child Pairs

One-
Parent 

Household

Two-
Parent 

Household

One-
Parent 

Household

Two-
Parent 

Household

Cigarettes 20.2 16.8 23.3 14.9

Alcohol 34.5 31.9 36.6 31.2

Marijuana 16.4 12.6 18.9 11.9

age among both mother-child and father-child pairs (Table 2). 
For example, 33.4 percent of mothers in mother-child pairs 
with children aged 12 to 14 who used alcohol in the past year 
were aware of their child’s alcohol use. In comparison, 60.5 
percent of mothers with children aged 15 to 17 who used 
alcohol in the past year were aware of their child’s alcohol 
use. The percentage of parents who were aware of their 
child’s marijuana use was relatively consistent regardless of 
the age of the youth.

Parent Awareness of Youth Substance 
Use, by Household Configuration
Mothers in mother-child pairs within one-parent households 
generally had the highest rates of awareness of their child’s 
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past year substance use, followed by mothers in mother-child 
pairs within two-parent households, and then fathers in 
father-child pairs within two-parent households (Table 3).9 
For example, 61.4 percent of mothers in mother-child pairs 
within one-parent households were aware of their child’s past 
year cigarette use compared with 51.0 percent of mothers in 
mother-child pairs within two-parent households and 47.3 
percent of fathers in father-child pairs within two-parent 
households. 
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Figure 2. Percentages of Parents in Parent-Child Pairs* 
Who Were Aware of Their Child’s Substance Use Where 
the Child Had Used Substance in the Past Year: 2002-2006

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2006 NSDUHs.

Table 2. Percentages of Parents in Parent-Child Pairs* 
Who Were Aware of Their Child’s Substance Use Where 
the Child Had Used Substance in the Past Year, by Age 
of Children: 2002-2006

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2006 NSDUHs.

Substance

Mother-Child Pairs Father-Child Pairs

12 to 14 15 to 17 12 to 14 15 to 17

Cigarettes 42.3 57.3 35.2 51.1

Alcohol 33.4 60.5 29.2 53.4

Marijuana 40.8 41.2 34.5 32.1

Table 3. Percentages of Parents in Parent-Child Pairs* 
Who Were Aware of Their Child’s Substance Use Where 
the Child Had Used Substance in the Past Year, by 
Household Configuration**: 2002-2006

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2006 NSDUHs.

Substance

Mother-Child Pairs Father-Child Pairs

One-
Parent 

Household

Two-
Parent 

Household

One-
Parent 

Household

Two-
Parent 

Household

Cigarettes 61.4 51.0 *** 47.3

Alcohol 53.1 54.0 *** 46.6

Marijuana 44.4 39.9 *** 30.9
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The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) is an annual 
survey sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA). The 2002 to 2006 data used in this report are 
based on information obtained from 19,946 parent-child pairs. The survey 
collects data by administering questionnaires to a representative sample of 
the population through face-to-face interviews at their place of residence.

The NSDUH Report is prepared by the Office of Applied Studies (OAS), 
SAMHSA, and by RTI International in Research Triangle Park, North 
Carolina. (RTI International is a trade name of Research Triangle Institute.) 
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l	 Youth substance use in the past year was 
generally higher within one-parent households 
than within two-parent households for both 
mother-child and father-child pairs and was 
generally highest among youth in father-child 
pairs within one-parent households

l Parent awareness of youth use of cigarettes and 
alcohol in the past year increased with the 
youth’s increasing age among both mother-child 
and father-child pairs

l Rates of parent awareness of youth substance 
use in the past year were generally higher 
among mothers in mother-child pairs than 
among fathers in father-child pairs and were 
generally highest among mothers in mother-child 
pairs within one-parent households


