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P rescription drug abuse among stu-
dents in U.S. colleges and universi-

ties has been rising for several years.  
 
The 2006 Survey of College Students esti-
mated that 7.4% of young people have used 
the painkiller hydrocodone without a pre-
scription in that year. Use for this drug is up 
from 6.9% in 2004, with similar increases for 
other opioid medications, stimulants, and 
sedatives.  
 
Prescription Abuse Widespread 
 

T he Harvard University Alcohol Study in 
2001 surveyed 10,904 randomly se-

lected students enrolled at colleges across 
the United States. Overall, 4% of the re-
spondents reported having taken a 
stimulant medication without a prescrip-
tion at least once during the previous 
year. Men were twice as likely as women 
(5.8% versus 2.9%) to have abused Ritalin, 
Dexedrine and Amphetamine.  

Stimulant medication abuse was also more 
prevalent among students who were: 
 

• White (4.9% versus 1.6% for African-
Americans and 1.3% for Asians) 

• Members of fraternities or sororities 
(8.6% versus 3.5% for nonmembers). 

• Earning lower grades (5.2% for grade 
point average of B or lower versus 
3.3% for B+ or higher). 

 
Students who abuse prescription stimu-
lants report higher levels of cigarette smok-
ing; heavy drinking; risky driving and abuse 
of marijuana, MDMA (Ecstasy), and co-
caine.  
 
Students attending colleges in the North-
east, schools with more competitive stan-
dards, and non-commuter schools re-
ported higher rates of abuse. Fraternity 
and sorority members showed greater 
binge drinking and marijuana abuse com-
pared with non-members. 

College Students’ Abuse of 
Prescription Drugs is Rising 
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E xposure to prescription pain medi-
cation early in life increases the like-

lihood of abuse in college.  
 
Women who had received prescriptions for 
pain relievers were more than four times as 
likely as those with no prescribed use to 
report abuse in the past year. Men with 
early prescribed use were twice as likely as 
those without to report such abuse.  

The picture that frequently emerges is 
one of students who are already heavy 
drinkers when they come to college se-
lected fraternities and sororities with a 
reputation for "partying".  
 
As members of these organizations, they 
further increased their drinking in an envi-
ronment that supports the behavior. 

Center for Behavioral Health Studies 

Mental Health Division 

For further information on Rimrock Foundation’s treatment programs, 
call Jen Porter, Admissions Supervisor, at 1-800-227-3953 or 406-248-
3175, or visit our Web site at www.rimrock.org. For more educational 
information, contact the Rimrock Foundation Library at the above 
numbers. 
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