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NSDUHThe Report
N a t i o n a l  S u r v e y  o n  D r u g  U s e  a n d  H e a l t h

● Youths aged 12 to 17 who used an 
illicit drug in the past year were 
almost twice as likely to have 
engaged in a violent behavior as 
those who did not use an illicit 
drug (49.8 vs. 26.6 percent)

● Rates of past year violent behavior 
were higher among youths aged 
13, 14, and 15 than those younger 
or older

● The likelihood of having engaged 
in violent behavior increased 
with the number of drugs used in 
the past year (i.e., 45.6 percent 
of youths who used 1 illicit drug 
engaged in violent behavior 
compared to 61.9 percent of 
youths who used 3 or more 
illicit drugs)

R esearch suggests a strong relationship
 between the use of drugs and youth
 violence.1,2 The National Survey on 

Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) asks youths 
aged 12 to 17 to report on their involvement 
in violent behaviors during the 12 months 
before the survey. In this report, a past year 
violent behavior is defi ned as getting into a 
serious fi ght at school or work, participating 
in a group-against-group fi ght, or attacking 
others with the intent of seriously hurting 
them. NSDUH also includes questions about 
respondents’ use of illicit drugs during the 
past year. Any illicit drug refers to marijuana/
hashish, cocaine (including crack), inhalants, 
hallucinogens, heroin, and prescription-type 
drugs used nonmedically.3 

This report presents the estimated number 
and percentage of youths aged 12 to 17 who 
engaged in violent behavior in the past year. 
It further compares rates of violent behavior 
for those who used and those who did not 
use illicit drugs in the past year. All fi ndings 
presented in this report are annual averages 
based on combined 2002, 2003, and 2004 
NSDUH data.
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Figure 1. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 
Engaging in Past Year Violent Behavior, by Family 
Income Relative to Federal Poverty Threshold: 2002, 
2003, and 2004
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Violent Behavior among Youths

Based on data from 2002 through 2004, an 
estimated 31.6 percent of youths aged 12 to 17 
(approximately 7.9 million adolescents) engaged 
in violent behavior in the past year.4 Rates of 
past year violent behavior were higher among 
youths aged 13, 14, and 15 (33.2, 33.3, and 33.1 
percent, respectively) than those younger (age 
12, 30.2 percent) or older (ages 16 and 17, 30.7 
and 28.7 percent, respectively).  

Males aged 12 to 17 were more likely than 
females in this age group to have engaged in 
violent behavior in the past year (35.6 vs. 27.4 
percent). Additionally, adolescents who were not 
attending or enrolled in school at the time of the 
interview were more likely to have engaged in 
violent behavior than those who were attend-
ing or enrolled in school (39.9 vs. 31.4 percent). 
The rate of past year violent behavior was higher 
among adolescents in families with incomes less 
than 125 percent of the federal poverty threshold 
than those in income categories further above 
the poverty threshold (Figure 1).5 

Adolescents in the West were less likely to 
have engaged in past year violent behavior (30.0 
percent) than those in the South (31.5 percent), 
the Midwest (31.9 percent), and the Northeast 
(33.4 percent). However, rates of violent behav-
ior were similar among youths in large metro-
politan areas, small metropolitan areas, and 
non-metropolitan areas.    

Violent Behavior and Illicit Drug Use

Youths aged 12 to 17 who used any illicit drug in 
the past year were almost twice as likely to have 
engaged in violent behavior as those who did not 
use any illicit drug (49.8 vs. 26.6 percent). This 
fi nding was consistent across age and gender, as 
well as other demographic and geographic

Table 1. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 Engaging 
in Past Year Violent Behavior, by Past Year Illicit Drug 
Use and Sociodemographic Characteristics: 2002, 
2003, and 2004

Past Year
Illicit 

Drug Use 
(Percent)

No Past 
Year Illicit 
Drug Use 
(Percent)

School Status

   Currently enrolled/attending
   Not currently enrolled/attending

49.6
54.0

26.5
27.4

Poverty Threshold

   Less than 125% of Federal
      Poverty Threshold
   125–199% of Federal Poverty
      Threshold
   200–399% of Federal Poverty
      Threshold
   400% or More of Federal 
      Poverty Threshold

57.3

51.9

48.0

45.0

33.4

29.3

25.1

21.4

Region

   Northeast
   Midwest
   South
   West

52.3
49.9
48.6
49.3

28.1
26.9
27.0
24.4

County Type

   Large Metropolitan
   Small Metropolitan
   Non-metropolitan

50.3
49.1
49.5

26.7
26.6
25.9

Less Than
125% of

Federal Poverty
Threshold

125–199%
of Federal 

Poverty
Threshold

200–399%
of Federal

Poverty
Threshold

38.5

34.1

30.1
26.6
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variables (Table 1). For example, among adoles-
cents who lived in the Northeast, 52.3 percent 
of those who used an illicit drug reported violent 
behavior compared to 28.1 percent of those who 
did not use an illicit drug.

An estimated 49.7 percent of the adolescents 
who used marijuana in the past year engaged in 
past year violent behavior, as did 55.4 percent of 
those who used inhalants (Table 2). About two-
thirds (69.3 percent) of the adolescents who used 
methamphetamine in the past year engaged in 
past year violent behavior.

The likelihood of having engaged in violent 
behavior increased with the number of drugs 
used in the past year.6 Approximately 26.6 
percent of adolescents who did not use any illicit 
drugs reported past year violent behavior com-
pared to 45.6 percent of those who used 1 illicit 
drug, 54.9 percent of those who used 2 illicit 
drugs, and 61.9 percent of those who used 3 or 
more illicit drugs (Figure 2).
 

End Notes

1 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Office of 
Applied Studies. (November 8, 2002). The NHSDA report: Youth Violence 
and Substance Use:  2001 Update. Rockville, MD.
[Available at http://www.oas.samhsa.gov/facts.cfm]

2 Donovan, J. E., & Jessor, R. (1985). Structure of problem behavior in 
adolescence and young adulthood. Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology, 53, 890–904.

3 NSDUH measures the nonmedical use of prescription-type pain relievers, 
sedatives, stimulants, or tranquilizers. Nonmedical use is defined as the 
use of prescription-type drugs not prescribed for the respondent by a phy-
sician or used only for the experience or feeling they caused. Nonmedical 
use of any prescription-type pain reliever, sedative, stimulant, or tranquil-
izer does not include over-the-counter drugs.

4 Youths were excluded from this analysis if their survey responses did not 
indicate whether or not they had engaged in violent behavior in the past 
year.

5 The poverty threshold variable is based on the family income of the 
respondent expressed as a percentage of the federal poverty threshold as 
published annually by the U.S. Census Bureau. It takes into account the 
family size and the number of children in the household.

6 Respondents were classified as using 0, 1, 2, or 3 or more illicit drugs 
based on their reports of any past year use of the following six drug 
categories: marijuana, cocaine, heroin, hallucinogens, inhalants, and 
psychotherapeutics.

Figure and Table Note

Source: SAMHSA, 2002, 2003, and 2004 NSDUHs.

Figure 2. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 
Engaging in Past Year Violent Behavior, by Number 
of Illicit Drugs Used in the Past Year: 2002, 2003, and 
2004

Table 2. Percentages of Youths Aged 12 to 17 Engaging 
in Past Year Violent Behavior, by Type of Illicit Drug 
Used in Past Year: 2002, 2003, and 2004

Past Year
Violent

Behavior 
(Percent)

Type of Illicit Drug

   Marijuana

   Cocaine

   Hallucinogens

   Inhalants

   Nonmedical Use of
   Prescription Pain Relievers

   Methamphetamine

49.7

61.8

61.4

55.4

53.6

69.3
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Research fi ndings from the SAMHSA 2002, 2003, and 2004 National Surveys on Drug Use and Health (NSDUHs)

Youth Violence 
and Illicit Drug Use

● Youths aged 12 to 17 who used an illicit drug in 
the past year were almost twice as likely to have 
engaged in a violent behavior as those who did 
not use an illicit drug (49.8 vs. 26.6 percent) 

● Rates of past year violent behavior were higher 
among youths aged 13, 14, and 15 than those 
younger or older

● The likelihood of having engaged in violent 
behavior increased with the number of drugs 
used in the past year (i.e., 45.6 percent of youths 
who used 1 illicit drug engaged in violent behav-
ior compared to 61.9 percent of youths who used 
3 or more illicit drugs)

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) is an annual survey 
sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA). Prior to 2002, this survey was called the National Household Survey 
on Drug Abuse (NHSDA). The 2002, 2003, and 2004 data are based on informa-
tion obtained from 68,611 persons aged 12 to 17. The survey collects data 
by administering questionnaires to a representative sample of the population 
through face-to-face interviews at their place of residence.
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Because of improvements and modifi cations to the 2002 NSDUH, estimates 
from the 2002, 2003, and 2004 surveys should not be compared with estimates 
from the 2001 or earlier versions of the survey to examine changes over time.
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