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Substance Use in Patients with Sexually Transmitted Infections: 
Results from a National U.S. Survey

Jeanette M. Tetrault, MD, David A. Fiellin, MD, Linda M. Niccolai, PhD, Lynn E. Sullivan, MD

Little is known about the prevalence and correlates of substance 
use in patients diagnosed with sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs) in the general population. We examined the relationship 
between STIs and substance use. Of the 54,623 respondents, 1% 
reported a past-year STI. STI was associated with alcohol 
abuse/dependence (AOR 1.8, 95% CI 1.1–3.3), and marijuana use
(AOR2.0, 95% CI 1.4–3.0); but not with past-year alcohol use, 
cocaine use, nonmedical use of prescription opioids, or past-
month binge or heavy drinking.  A diagnosis of an STI should 
prompt clinicians to screen for substance use, in particular, 
alcohol abuse/dependence and marijuana use. 



Objectives

• Discuss the relationship between substance use 
disorders and sexual risk behaviors.

• Review current data on alcohol and drug use.

• ​Describe the importance of alcohol and/or 
other drug screening and early intervention in 
populations at risk.

• Identify national, state and local substance use 
resources for health care practitioners.



THE GOOD NEWS/ AOD USE IN YOUTH - 2015

• Cigarette and alcohol use among 8th,10th and 
12th graders, are at the lowest point since 1975.

• Five-year trends show significant decreases in 
alcohol use among nearly all grades and across 
all prevalence periods.  

• Binge use of alcohol declined among 8th, 10th

and 12 graders over the past year.

• In 2012, there was an increase in perceived risk 
of smoking among 8th, 10th and 12th graders. 



THE BAD NEWS/ AOD USE IN YOUTH - 2015

• Alcohol & other drugs are readily available.

• One out of 2 seniors has tried an illicit drug; 7 

out of 10 have used alcohol at some time.

• Students as young as those in grades 3 and 4 

have used alcohol and tobacco; many even 

younger have been exposed to illicit drugs by 

peers, older siblings and parents.

• Five-year trends show significant increases in 

marijuana use, which now exceeds tobacco use.

• After marijuana, prescription OTC medications 

account for most of the illicit drug use by teens.



Substance Use in Patients with Sexually Transmitted Infections: Results from a 
National U.S. Survey, J Tetrault, DA Fiellin, LM. Niccolai, LE. Sullivan, The American Journal on 

Addictions, 19: 504–509, 2010

Variable Alcohol Abuse/Dep

OR (95% CI)

Marijuana Use

OR (95% CI)

Cocaine Use

OR (95% CI)

NMUPO

OR (95% CI)

Past Year STI 1.8 (1.1–3.3) 2.0 (1.4–3.0) 1.5 (.9–2.4) 1.4 (.9–2.2)

Age

12-17 1.7 (1.1–2.6) 5.1 (4.2–6.3) 0.7 (.5–1.1) 2.3 (1.7–3.1)

18-25 1.4 (1.2–1.8) 4.6 (4.0–5.2) 1.3 (1.0–1.7) 2.7 (2.3–3.2)

26-34 1.7 (1.2–2.3) 2.4 (2.0–2.8) (0.9–1.5) 2.0 2.0 (1.6–2.4)

Past Year Cig. Use - 4.7 (4.3-5.3) 3.8 (2.8-5.1) 1.6 (1.4-1.9)

Past Mo. Heavy Alc. - 2.4 (2.0-3.0) 1.1 (0.8-1.5) 1.3 (1.0-1.7)

Adjusted associations between STI and substance use



Epidemiology



Drug use remains highest among 12th graders.  Almost 
fifty percent of seniors have tried an illicit drug, and one 

in four are current users.

Percent Reporting Use of “Any Illicit Drug”

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study,  2014
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By the time they are seniors, one out of five 
youth are current marijuana users

and 1 in 17 use every day.

Marijuana

Percent Reporting Use

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study, 2014





Prescription and OTC Drugs

Although illicit drug use by teens 

is declining, now there is a new 

threat,  the family medicine 

cabinet.





Cocaine use is less prevalent, but almost 1 in 20 
seniors have used cocaine during their lifetime.

Cocaine 

Percent Reporting Use

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study, 2014



Heroin use among students is low, but any use 
among students is a cause for great concern.

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study, 2014

Heroin 
Percent Reporting Use



Alcohol is a serious problem among youth – almost 20
percent of high school seniors and over 10 percent 

of 10th graders are heavy, binge drinkers.

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study, 2014

Alcohol 
Percent Reporting Use



Alcohol use is a serious problem. 



The number of adolescents who report having been 
drunk is of great concern.

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study, 2014

Alcohol Use, Percent Reporting 
“Been Drunk”





Despite significant declines, still almost one out of 
every ten high school seniors are daily smokers.

Source:   Monitoring the Future Study,  2014

Cigarettes
Percent Reporting Use



Illicit Drugs Declining in Use

• Inhalants

• Powder/Crack Cocaine

• Vicodin

• Adderall (  12 graders*)

• Sedatives (barbiturates)

• Tranquilizers

• Cough and Cold Medications

Monitoring the Future, 2013



Drugs Holding Steady in 2013

• Illicit drugs other than marijuana

• LSD and other Hallucinogens  

• Salvia

• Heroin

• Oxycontin

• Amphetamines and Ritalin

• Club Drugs (Rohypnol, GHB, Ketamine)

• Provigil



Trends in Drug Use and 
Health Impacts



NSDUH, 2013, DHMH
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Use of Marijuana in Relation to Perceived Risk and Daily Use of Tobacco Cigarettes or 
Marijuana among U.S. Students in Grade 12, 1975–2013.

Volkow ND et al. N Engl J Med 2014;370:2219-2227
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Increases over Time in the Potency of Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) in Marijuana and the 
Number of Emergency Department Visits Involving Marijuana, Cocaine, or Heroin.

Volkow ND et al. N Engl J Med 2014;370:2219-2227



Percentage of those ages 12 to 17 who reported aggressive behavior in past 6 months, 
by number of days marijuana was used in the past year

Aggressive Anti-Social Behavior

Among Youth is Clearly Linked to Frequency of 

Marijuana Use

Source:  NHSDA Household Survey Data, 1994-1996
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Percentage of those ages 12 to 17 who reported delinquent behavior in past 6 months, 
by number of days marijuana was used in the past year

Marijuana use is also related to 

other  delinquent behaviors

Source:  NHSDA Household Survey Data, 1994-1996
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Adverse Effects of Short-Term Use and Long-Term or Heavy Use of Marijuana.

Volkow ND et al. N Engl J Med 2014;370:2219-2227



Level of Confidence in the Evidence for Adverse Effects of Marijuana 
on Health  and Well-Being.

Volkow ND et al. N Engl J Med 2014;370:2219-2227



Cumulative alcohol and marijuana initiation, by age: 
Seattle Social Development Project, 1985-93.

Percent  

Am J Pub Health, 90(3): 361, 2000



Age of Drinking Onset Predicts Future 
Alcohol Abuse and Dependence

Grant BF, Dawson, DA.   Journal of Substance Abuse, 1998

• Young people who began drinking before 

age 15 are four times more likely to 

develop alcohol dependence than those 

who began drinking at age 21.

• The risk of alcohol abuse was double for 

persons who began drinking before age 

15 compared to those who began 

drinking at age 21.



Percent of 8th, 10th and 12th Graders 
Reporting Past Month Use of Cigarettes 
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While the rates of cigarette use is going down, 
rates of use of small cigars and tobacco use by 

hookahs (waterpipes) is increasing.



For those age 12 to 17, there is also a clear relationship 
between smoking cigarettes and 

current illicit drug use.
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So what does this all mean and 
what should we do about it? 

• Strong link between substance use and STI

• Potential opportunities for preventive care, 
early recognition of problems and appropriate 
interventions for substance use and mental 
health disorders



Comparison of Substance Use Typologies as Predictors of Sexual Risk Outcomes in African 
American Adolescent Females A Swartzendruber , J M Sales, JL. Brown,  RJ. DiClemente, ES Rose

Arch Sex Behav, 2015



The link between substance use and reproductive health service utilization among young U.S. women 
KS Hall, C Moreau, J Trussell ,  Substance Abuse 2013 ; 34(3): 283–291.

• Methods—We used data from 4,421 young women ages 15-24yrs in the 
National Survey of Family Growth, 2002-2008. We examined frequency of 
tobacco, alcohol, marijuana and illicit drug use and SRH service use in the 
past year with logistic regression.

• Results—Over half (59%) young women used SRH services including 
contraception (48%), gynecological exam (47%), and STI testing/treatment 
(17%) services.  Proportions of SRH service use increased with higher 
frequencies of substance use (all p-values<0.001);  service use was 
particularly common among daily substance users (range: 72% of daily 
marijuana users to 83% of daily binge drinkers). In multivariable analyses, 
weekly marijuana (OR 2.5,CI 1.4-4.3,p=0.002) and alcohol (OR 1.7,CI 1.1-
2.4,p=0.01) use were positively associated with gynecological service use.  
All substances were positively associated with STI service use. 

• Conclusion—SRH service use was common among women reporting 
frequent substance use.  SRH settings provide an opportunity to deliver 
substance use screening and preventive care to young women.  
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Role of the Health Care Provider

• Health providers should educate their patients  & 
families about the dangers of substance use and 
risk factors for problem use and addiction.

• Routinely screen for risky substance use and 
identify early affected individuals.

• Provide interventions to reduce risky use that are 
tailored to age and personal characteristics.

• Provide referral for assessment and diagnosis and 
assist with connection to treatment services.



Core Competencies for Involvement of Health Care 
Providers in the Care of Children and Adolescents 

Affected by Substance Abuse-Level I

• Be aware of medical, psychiatric, and behavioral 
syndromes and symptoms

• Be aware of benefit of timely and early intervention

• Be familiar with community resources

• Include appropriate screening for AOD use

• Determine resource needs and services being 
provided

• Communicate appropriate concern and offer 
information, support and follow-up

Adger, Mcdonald, Wenger.  Pediatrics, 103: (103); 1083, 1999



Skill Competencies

• Recognize early manifestations of  substance 

use disorders

• Screen patients and families effectively

• Provide prevention, motivational 

enhancement for behavior change, or 

referral, as appropriate



Why Care About Prevention, Screening, 
Brief Intervention and Referral to Treatment ?

Adapted from Broadening the Base of Alcohol Treatment (IOM)

Primary Prevention (Intensive for High Risk)

Brief

Intervention

Specialized Treatment

Referral

Challenges









AUDIT and DAST
(10 Questions) 









So what does this all mean and 
what should we do about it? 

•There is a lot that we can do as health providers.

•Strong link between substance use and STI.

•Potential opportunities for preventive care, early 
recognition of problems and appropriate interventions 
for substance use and mental health disorders.

•Moving to action - Take the Nike approach



Compendium of screening tools and approaches for 
Adolescents and adults:

http://www.abamfoundation.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/04/ABAMF-Compendium-Final.pdf

Related Links  from Md DHMH:

SBIRT Research
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
www.ena.org
www.attcnetwork.org
www.ireta.org

Screening Tools
AUIDIT-C
NIDA Quick Screen Question
www.drugabuse.gov

Understanding Screening Scores
www.integration.samhsa.gov
www.drugabuse.gov/about-nida

Resources
http://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov
(Treatment Improvement Protocol 
(TIP) Series, #35)

https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/

http://www.abamfoundation.org/wp-content/
http://www.abamfoundation.org/wp-content/
http://www.abamfoundation.org/wp-content/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
http://www.ena.org/
http://www.attcnetwork.org/
http://www.ireta.org/
http://www.drugabuse.gov/
http://www.integration.samhsa.gov/
http://www.drugabuse.gov/about-nida
http://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov/
https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/



