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Executive Summary 

Dynamic Picture of Marijuana and Cocaine Use from Age 14 to 40 
 This study’s main aims are to describe the movement of adolescents and young adults 

into and out of drug use and to predict heavy drug use.  The data source is the 
Department of Labor’s National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, which began in 1979 
with a sample of 12,686 adolescents aged 14–21.  After 17 rounds and 19 years, the 
response rate in 1998 was 87 percent. 

The Transient Nature of Most Marijuana and Cocaine Use 
 A majority of the sample reported no drug use in the five “index” rounds (questions on 

drug use were asked for five years during the 15-year period between 1984 and 1998).  
Overall, 42 percent of individuals reported marijuana use, 19 percent reported cocaine 
use, and 3 percent reported crack use (crack questions were collected only between 1992 
and 1998).  

 Most of the persons using any drug in a given round never used the drug again or used 
the drug for one additional round.  Overall, 19.2 percent used marijuana, 11.7 percent 
used cocaine, and 2.7 percent used crack in one round only.   

 Very few individuals reported drug use in all five index rounds: 3.2 percent used 
marijuana and 0.2 percent used cocaine in every round from 1984 to 1998.   For crack, 
0.2 percent used in the three rounds between 1992 and 1998.   

 Only 3.9 percent used marijuana and 0.6 percent used cocaine in four rounds; crack was 
used in two rounds by 0.6 percent. 

 Almost half of marijuana users who used in one index round used marijuana in the next 
one.  Only one of 16 non-marijuana users in one index period used marijuana in the 
subsequent period. 

 About one-quarter of cocaine users who used in one index round used cocaine in the 
subsequent study period.  Only one of 32 non-cocaine users in one index period used 
cocaine in the next one. 

Early Predictors of Heavy Cocaine Use 
 All other things being equal, adolescents and young adults who smoked marijuana more 

than 50 times at the first contact were six times more likely to become heavy cocaine 
users than those who did not smoke marijuana.  This finding supports the suggestion that 
preventing adolescents and young adults from using substantial amounts of marijuana 
may lead to a considerable decrease in the number of future heavy cocaine users. 

 Young male users were almost twice as likely as young female drug users to become 
heavy drug users. 
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 Those who had been suspended from school were one and one-half times more likely to 
become heavy cocaine users than those who had not been suspended from school. 

 Adolescents and young adults who reported a significant amount of illegal income at 
round one were more than twice as likely to become heavy cocaine users as those who 
did not.  Also, those who sold hard drugs at round one during adolescence were two times 
as likely to become heavy cocaine users as those who did not.  Directing adolescents and 
young adults from criminal occupations is not only associated with lower future criminal 
behavior, it is likely to be associated with substantial decreases in the number of heavy 
cocaine users.  

 Adolescents and young adults who attended religious services at least twice a month were 
one-third less likely to become heavy cocaine users as those who attended no religious 
services.  Attending infrequently is associated with a one-quarter lower likelihood of 
becoming a heavy cocaine user.  Family and community efforts to encourage religious 
attendance by youth may be associated with fewer heavy cocaine users in the future. 
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