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Marijuana had the highest 
rates of dependence 

out of all illicit substances 
in 2011. 
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 American Drug Policy 
 
America’s drug policies over the past 
several decades have not achieved a 
significant enough reduction in drug 
use. In fact, according to the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse, illicit drug use 
in America has been increasing. 
 
The number of Americans over the age 
of 12 who used an illegal drug in the 
past month has risen more than 8% 
since 2003. Marijuana use has in-
creased almost 6% nationwide, and 
drug overdose deaths and opioid-
involved deaths continue to multiply. 
The United States continues to experi-
ence one drug epidemic after another. 
 
Research and evaluation of drug epi-
demics in our country has shown that 
the way in which America’s drug prob-
lems are addressed needs to change—
with each drug of abuse and each drug 
epidemic. And what worked last decade 
in reducing the use of an illegal drug is 
probably not the best solution today. 
 
Dealing with Drug Epidemics 
 
A report titled How Goes the War on 
Drugs? An Assessment of U.S. Drug 
Problems and Policy, issued by the 
RAND Drug Policy Research Center, 
made the following observation: “In the 
beginning stages of a drug epidemic, 
law enforcement efforts are important, 
because there are fewer dealers of the 
drug and suppressing the supply of the 
drug is easier. But in the later stages 
when a larger percentage of users are 
addicted, treatment becomes more im-
portant.” 
 
For drugs of abuse that have been 
around for decades, a balanced ap-
proach of drug prevention, drug treat-
ment, and law enforcement is neces-
sary. Too often, however, the majority 
of drug control dollars are focused 
heavily on law enforcement—when 
spending more to prevent use of  

the drug, or to help addicts get well 
would be more effective. 
 
To reduce drug use over the long term, 
there must be a focus on limiting the 
number of users, the frequency and dura-
tion of their use, and the damage that 
users do to themselves and others. Col-
lateral damage resulting from policy 
choices should also be considered. 
 
The RAND report also points to the need 
for “a rigorous analysis of the costs and 
benefits of law enforcement, treatment, 
and prevention interventions to establish 
a balance better designed to achieve re-
ductions in the consequences of illicit 
drug use.” 
 
When trying to determine which policy 
mix will work best to bring an end to a 
drug epidemic, all approaches should be 
considered. And the utilization of strate-
gies should be timed to where the epi-
demic is in the cycle. However, regardless 
of the strategies employed, substance 
abuse prevention programs should always 
be in place. 
 
Substance Abuse Prevention 
 
Substance abuse prevention is a process 
that attempts to prevent the onset of 
drug or alcohol use, or limit the develop-
ment of problems associated with using 
psychoactive substances. 
 
Prevention efforts may focus on the indi-
viduals or their surroundings. But for a 
prevention program to be successful, it 
must be: science-based, evidence-based, 
research-based, proven, and practical. 
Prevention programs must also be rigor-
ously evaluated and implemented with 
fidelity. 
 
Many people believe that substance 
abuse prevention consists of simply warn-
ing people about the effects (most com-
monly the dangers) of drug use. Sub-
stance abuse prevention is often thought 
of as being mass media and/or social  
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media campaigns. However, there is cur-
rently no evidence to suggest that just 
providing information on drug effects has 
an impact on drug use behavior, or that 
mass media campaigns are beneficial for 
all. In reality, the challenge of drug pre-
vention lies in helping people to adjust 
their behavior, capacities, and well-being 
in fields of multiple influences—such as 
social norms, interaction with peers, liv-
ing conditions, in the workplace, and 
within their own personality traits. This 
view is also reflected in modern preven-
tion approaches, which aim to reduce 
risk behaviors related to substances. 
 
Substance abuse prevention programs 
are distinguished by three classifications. 
The following is a simplified overview of 
the classification: 
 
 ● Universal prevention address-

es a population at large, and tar-
gets the development of skills and 
values, norm perception, and in-
teraction with peers and social 
life. 

 
 ● Selective prevention address-

es vulnerable groups, where sub-
stance use is often concentrated 
and focuses on improving their 
opportunities in difficult living and 
social conditions. 

 
 ● Indicated prevention address-

es vulnerable individuals, and 
helps them in dealing and coping 
with their individual personality 
traits that make them more vul-
nerable for escalating drug use. 

 
These three prevention types predomi-
nantly use persuasion to change the be-
havior, or at least attitudes, of individu-
als. Complementing these approaches 
but without persuading each individual, 
prevention can effectively change human  

behavior by modifying its social, physical, 
and economic context: 
 
 ● Environmental prevention ad-

dresses societies or social environ-
ments, and targets social norms, 
including market regulations. 

 
More information about these prevention 
strategies can be found at: https://
www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugs-
brains-behavior-science-addiction/
preventing-drug-abuse-best-strategy. 
 
Drug Free Workplace Programs/Drug 
Prevention 
 
Drug free workplace programs as a 
means of substance abuse prevention are 
important, because contrary to what 
many individuals and communities might 
believe, most substance abusers are in 
fact employed. More than 70% of illicit 
drug users and 80% of heavy or binge 
drinkers work. The accidents, absentee-
ism, and healthcare costs associated with 
substance abuse are a burden for busi-
nesses. Therefore, the prevention and 
treatment of substance abuse is a neces-
sary strategy for employers to undertake, 
especially for workers who are addicted 
and unable to maintain a clean and sober 
lifestyle without professional assistance. 
Additionally, once individuals have left 
school and entered the workforce, the 
workplace becomes one of the most im-
portant settings that can shape their 
health—and through which they can be 
reached. Addressing substance abuse in 
the workplace strengthens both employ-
ers and the workforce. It increases em-
ployers’ competitiveness by reducing 
their liabilities and costs, and enhancing 
workforce productivity. It also promotes 
wider community health by reducing the 
incidence of substance abuse among 
working adults, job seekers, and future 
workers. 
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