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WHAT IS POLYSUBSTANCE USE ?
Polysubstance or polydrug use is defined as the use 
of more than one substance or type of substance 
by an individual – consumed at the same time or 
sequentially (i.e., one after another).1 This can 
include the use of alcohol, tobacco products, 
prescription drugs, over-the-counter medications, 
marijuana or other federally illicit drugs such as 
cocaine or ecstasy. Polysubstance use is more 
common among youth than adults. Initiation of 
polysubstance use, even on a limited basis during 
youth, confers an increased risk of expanded 
polysubstance use in early adulthood.2

WHY ARE MULTIPLE 
SUBSTANCES USED? 
Reasons for polysubstance use may include 
to enhance the effects of a substance,3 to 
compensate for undesired effects of a substance,3 
to compensate for or cope with negative mood5 
or behavioral health conditions, or as part of a 
trajectory of experimentation with substances.6-7 
Some individuals may inadvertently consume 
substances that they do not realize can interact 
with medications they are taking (for example, 
using alcohol can impact antidepressants, and using 
nicotine can increase adverse effects from birth 
control). Polysubstance use increases the potential 
for negative effects from each substance. 

WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON 
PATTERNS OF POLYSUBSTANCE USE? 
Individuals who use certain drugs, like cocaine, 
amphetamine, opioids or alcohol, may have a higher 
prevalence of other drug use.6 For example, one 

study found that reported prescription drug misuse 
was 18 times higher in people who had an alcohol 
use disorder.8 Common patterns of polysubstance 
use for youth include using both alcohol and 
tobacco, alcohol and marijuana, or tobacco and 
marijuana.9 

WHAT ARE THE RISKS ASSOCIATED 
WITH POLYSUBSTANCE USE? 
Having a history of polysubstance use has been 
found to be associated with greater unmet physical 
and mental health care needs, and increased risk 
behaviors, violence and mortality compared to 
those only using a single substance.7 In particular, 
polysubstance use can increase the risk of:7 

	ų Being extremely intoxicated.

	ų Engaging in risky behaviors (such as impaired driving 
or unprotected sex).

	ų Accidents and other injuries.

	ų Violence perpetration and victimization.

	ų Developing a substance use disorder for one or more 
substances.

	ų Mental health challenges, including depression, 
paranoia, psychosis and suicide.

	ų Other serious medical problems such as respiratory 
failure, liver damage and failure, seizures, heart 
problems and impacts on the brain.

	ų Overdose and death.



2

REFERENCES

1.	 World Health Organization. (1994). Lexicon of alcohol and drug terms. https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/39461. Accessed August 4, 2021. 

2.	 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2019). Substance misuse prevention for young adults. https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/
files/d7/priv/pep19-pl-guide-1.pdf. Accessed October 12, 2021. 

3.	 Chatterjee, A., Lopez, D., Ramkellawan, S., et al. (2021). “That’s what we call the cocktail”: non-opioid medication and supplement misuse among opioid 
users. Subst Abus., 42(2), 175-182. doi: 10.1080/08897077.2019.1671943.

4.	 Reiman, A. (2009). Cannabis as a substitute for alcohol and other drugs. Harm Reduct J., 6(35). doi: 10.1186/1477-7517-6-35. 

5.	 Stein, M. D., Kanabar, M., Anderson, B. J., Lembke, A., & Bailey, G. L. (2016). Reasons for benzodiazepine use among persons seeking opioid detoxification. 
J Subst Abuse Treat., 68, 57-61. doi: 10.1016/j.jsat.2016.06.008. 

6.	 Compton, W. M., Valentino, R. J., & DuPont, R. L. (2021). Polysubstance use in the U.S. opioid crisis. Mol Psychiatry, 26, 41-20. 
doi: 10.1038/s41380-020-00949-3. 

7.	 United States Department of Health & Human Services. (2016). Facing addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s report on alcohol, drugs, and health. 
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-generals-report.pdf. Accessed August 18, 2021. 

8.	 McCabe, S. E., Cranford, J. A., & Boyd, C. J. (2006). The relationship between past-year drinking behaviors and nonmedical use of prescription drugs: 
Prevalence of co-occurrence in a national sample. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 84(3), 281-288. doi: 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2006.03.006. 

9.	 Jongenelis, M., Pettigrew, S., Lawrence, D., & Rikkers, W. (2019). Factors associated with poly drug use in adolescents. Prev Sci., 20, 695-704. 
doi: 10.1007/s11121-019-00993-8. 

This project is supported by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) as part of a financial 
assistance award totaling $2,000,000 with 100% funded by CDC/HHS. The contents are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the official views of, nor an 
endorsement, by CDC/HHS or the U.S. Government.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT YOUTH & POLYSUBSTANCE USE 

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/39461
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-pl-guide-1.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-pl-guide-1.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08897077.2019.1671943?journalCode=wsub20
https://harmreductionjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1477-7517-6-35
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=doi:+10.1016/j.jsat.2016.06.008&hl=en&as_sdt=0&as_vis=1&oi=scholart
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=doi:+10.1038/s41380-020-00949-3&hl=en&as_sdt=0&as_vis=1&oi=scholart
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-generals-report.pdf
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=doi:+10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2006.03.006&hl=en&as_sdt=0&as_vis=1&oi=scholart
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=doi:+10.1007/s11121-019-00993-8&hl=en&as_sdt=0&as_vis=1&oi=scholart

