
RAND RESEARCH AREAS

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

Assessing U.S. Drug Problems and Policy
A Synthesis of the Evidence to Date

For the past 15 years, the RAND Drug 
Policy Research Center has been analyzing 
U.S. drug problems and policy. To synthe-
size some of the fi ndings of RAND’s own 

research and that of others, RAND has produced 
a concise Occasional Paper, How Goes the “War on 
Drugs”? An Assessment of U.S. Drug Problems and 
Policy. Th is research brief summarizes that assess-
ment and its recommendations for future policy. 

How Successful Has the War on 
Drugs Been?
To answer this question, we fi rst ask, successful at 
achieving what goals? Th e current national drug 
control strategy is not primarily directed toward 
reducing the consequences of drug use, such as 
overdoses and HIV infection. Th e only explicit 
goals are related to reducing drug use itself. 

In that regard, the drug war has had a mixed 
record, at least superfi cially. Th e percentage of the 
population reporting past-month use of some illicit 
drug declined by half between 1985 and 1992. 
Since then, however, drug use by that measure is 
up by about a third. Furthermore, current use of 
marijuana by teenagers increased substantially in 
the mid to late 1990s; in 2003, 21 percent of 12th-
graders reported having used marijuana or hashish 
within the previous month. 

We say “superfi cially” because trends in drug 
use are not determined solely by government 
policy. National trends are an aggregation of indi-
vidual use patterns, which are infl uenced by a 
variety of factors. 

Most users of any drug begin in their teen 
or young adult years. Th e strongest infl uence on 
initiation is typically use by friends or family, 
although prior alcohol and tobacco use, along with 
genetic factors, may also play a role. Use of mari-
juana is associated with subsequent use of harder 
drugs, although causal connections are not fi rmly 
established. 

Th e course of drug use plays out diff erently in 
diff erent people. Most people who try a drug use 
it only experimentally or moderately. Some people, 
however, become dependent; the proportion var-
ies by drug—23 percent for heroin, 17 percent for 
cocaine, 9 percent for marijuana. It is these depen-
dent users who account for most of the burden on 
society. Th ey are the most likely to require health 
care services because of their drug use and are the 
primary source of drug market revenues because 
they use much longer and more intensively.

Because drug use is spread mainly through 
social contacts, patterns of drug use over time can 
have some of the characteristics of a contagious 
epidemic. Early users of a new drug lure other 
users, who lure still others. Th e burgeoning ini-
tiation rate falls abruptly as the drug’s ill eff ects 
become apparent. Th at leaves many users who have 
become dependent during the upswing; they will 
gradually stop using over the course of many years. 

Th e use of most drugs thus waxes and wanes, 
control policies notwithstanding. Th erefore, while 
specifi c use-reduction targets represent laudable 
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Abstract 

The RAND Drug Policy Research Center has 
published an Occasional Paper offering a 
concise, accessible, objective view of where 
the United States has been, now stands, 
and might go in the future in its long “war 
on drugs.” The authors assess the success 
of drug policies to date and review possible 
reasons why they have not been more suc-
cessful. They recommend management of the 
drug problem for the long term, use of dif-
ferent policy levers depending on the stage 
of the epidemic, and tolerance of cross-state 
policy variation. 
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objectives, they may be very easy or very diffi  cult to achieve, 
depending on factors largely outside the government’s control. 

Why Hasn’t the Drug War Been a Greater 
Success?
Given the uncertainties in arriving at any assessment, it is diffi  cult 
to convincingly assert the success of U.S. drug policy to date. What 
factors within the government’s control may have contributed to 
shortfalls?

First, the balance among enforcement, treatment, and preven-
tion has probably not been optimal. Th e drug control budget goes 
mostly to enforcement, and some studies suggest that a marginal 
reallocation toward treating heavy drug users would have been 
more eff ective in reducing drug consumption and drug-related 
crime and other consequences. Enforcement is problematic when 
used against well-established drug markets because they are sup-
plied by diff use networks and arrested sellers are easily replaced. 
Treatment also has its limitations, however. It cannot solve imme-
diate problems, like an increase in drug sales down the street, the 
way enforcement can. Its benefi ts accumulate slowly. However, 
treatment is cheaper than enforcement and attacks demand direct-
ly; it also does not have the ill eff ects of enforcement, e.g., racial 
disparities in who bears enforcement’s burden. It is less clear that 
the government would have achieved dramatically more by shift-
ing funds from enforcement to prevention. As with treatment, the 
benefi ts of prevention accumulate slowly, and even model programs 
appear to be cost-eff ective in no small part because they are rela-
tively cheap, not because they eliminate more than a modest frac-
tion of use. School-based prevention programs do, however, have 
benefi cial eff ects on use of other substances (alcohol and tobacco) 
and on other behaviors.

Second, the balance among enforcement strategies may not have 
been optimal. RAND researchers have shown that cocaine con-
sumption might have been further reduced if some of the money 
spent trying to control cocaine in source countries or in transit had 

been spent on enforcement within the United States. Also, long 
sentences for sellers in the United States might have been focused 
more eff ectively on the most culpable distributors.

How Should U.S. Drug Policies Evolve?
While the Occasional Paper is intended as a source of information 
and analysis, not a detailed set of policy prescriptions, the authors 
draw some broad principles out of their analytic perspective. 

• Manage this long-term problem for the long term. Th e drug 
problem is not going away. It must be managed so as to limit the 
number of people who use, the frequency or duration of their 
use, and the damage they do to themselves and others, together 
with the damage resulting from policy choices. 

• Use all policy levers. All approaches should be considered in 
formulating the right policy mix for the situation. In particular, 
the mix of control strategies should be timed to the epidemic 
cycle. In early epidemic stages, dealers are not numerous and 
enforcement may be eff ective. In the later stages, when the bur-
dens of heavy use are taking a social toll, and when the market 
has become too large and diff use for enforcement to disrupt, the 
balance should shift to treatment. Prevention of the next epi-
demic should always be under way.

• Draw strength from cross-state variations in drug policy. 
Th e federal government has sought to rein in those few states 
whose policies have deviated from its own. Th e government 
might instead tolerate and seek to learn from state variations 
that do not seriously undermine the intent of the federal 
strategy. 

• Press for a more dispassionate debate. Discussion of policy 
alternatives has been marked by polemics from both sides. Th e 
public should demand that the parties to the debate attend to 
the apparent or likely eff ects of current or alternative policies. 
Th ey should demand as much information on eff ects as they are 
now getting on the policies’ consistency with the moral scruples 
of the discussants. 



This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice 
appearing later in this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided 
for non-commercial use only.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another 
form, any of our research documents for commercial use.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

This product is part of the RAND Corporation 
research brief series. RAND research briefs present 
policy-oriented summaries of individual published, peer-
reviewed documents or of a body of published work.

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

Support RAND
 Browse Books & Publications

 Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
 Visit RAND at www.rand.org

 Explore RAND Drug Policy Research Center

 View document details

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/multi/dprc/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/electronic/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/electronic/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/multi/dprc/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/RB/RB9110/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/ise/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




