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O ne of the challenges of research is 
understanding the impact of co-

occurring illnesses on patient care. A 
major problem associated with co-
occurrence of both substance abuse and 
mental disorders in patients, is determining 
both the order in which these disorders oc-
cur and the factors that they share.  
 

 
 

Recent NIDA (National Institute on Drug 
Abuse) findings come from a 
longitudinal study that has fol-
lowed more than 700 individuals 
from early childhood into their 
late twenties. This longitudinal 
data set is unique because it 
follows one group of people 
through their lives. It collects 
data roughly every 5 years on 
drug abuse patterns, psychiatric 
disorders, and other factors.  
 
Since most studies obtain data 
on psychiatric disorders and 
drug abuse simultaneously, it 
then becomes almost impossi-
ble to determine which problem 
set came first. Now, for the first 
time, this study confirms one 
sequence of events in the com-
plex problem of co-occurrence.  
 
By using this approach, it is 
allowing researchers to study 
the progression of drug 
abuse, how it affects a per-
son's functioning, and how it relates to 
subsequent psychiatric disorders. 

 
 
 

R esearch can now provide evidence that 
early substance abuse significantly 

predicts the later occurrence of psychiatric 
disorders. This, includes major depressive 

disorder (MDD), alcohol dependence, and 
substance use disorders (SUDs).  

 
Overall findings document that alcohol 
and substance abuse during a person’s 
early formative years is significantly re-
lated to later psychiatric disorders.  
  
These findings hold true even after statisti-
cally controlled for age, sex, parents’ educa-
tion level, family income, and episodes of 
prior psychiatric symptoms. 

 
The cumulative frequency of substance 
abuse from childhood through early 
adulthood is strongly associated with 
episodes of major depressive disorder 
and substance use disorders in the late 
twenties.

Early Use of Drugs Can Lead to 
Psychiatric Disorders Later 

 

 
Early Substance Abuse Increases Likelihood of   

Developing Psychiatric Disorders in Late Twenties 
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Research Design 

Study Findings 
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For further information on Rimrock Foundation’s treatment 
of Co-Occurring Disorders, call Jen Porter, Admissions Su-
pervisor at 1-800-227-3953 or 1-406-248-3175, or visit our 
website at www.rimrock.org.  For more educational informa-
tion, contact  the Rimrock Foundation Library at the above 
numbers. 
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T he relationship between earlier 
use of all four substances: to-

bacco, alcohol, marijuana, and other 
illicit drug use was more strongly re-
lated to a later  substance use disorder 
than to later episodes of major depres-
sive disorders. 
 
Treatment providers can benefit by 
considering the close relationship 
between early substance abuse and 
later psychiatric disorders.  

Well coordinated interventions against 
the earliest use of drugs could  allevi-
ate the physiological and psychosocial 
problems that are related to adult psy-
chiatric disorders. 
 
This longitudinal data set is extremely 
valuable because it allows researchers 
to track the relationship between early 
drug abuse and later psychiatric disor-
ders. 


