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Abstract—Drug and alcohol abuse among college students
represents a critical public health challenge with far-
reaching academic, social, and psychological consequences.
This paper examines the prevalence, contributing risk
factors, and consequences of substance misuse on college
campuses across the United States. Drawing on peer-
reviewed literature and national survey data, we analyze
biological, psychological, and social determinants that
predispose college-aged individuals to harmful substance
use. We evaluate the effectiveness of evidence-based
prevention and  intervention  strategies, including
motivational interviewing, the BASICS program, social
norms campaigns, and campus policy reforms. Findings
indicate that integrated, multi-level approaches combining
individual counseling with environmental policy yield the
most significant reductions in harmful substance use.
Recommendations for administrators, health professionals,
and policymakers are presented.
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[. INTRODUCTION

Drug and alcohol abuse on college campuses is a pervasive
issue with serious academic, social, and health
consequences. According to the National Survey on Drug
Use and Health (NSDUH), approximately 54% of full-time
college students aged 18-22 reported drinking alcohol in the
past month, and nearly 38% engaged in binge drinking [1].
Similarly, illicit drug use—particularly marijuana,
stimulants, and prescription drug misuse—has risen sharply
over the past two decades [2].

The college environment creates a unique confluence of risk
factors: newfound independence, peer pressure, academic
stress, and exposure to campus social culture. These
conditions collectively elevate the probability of substance
experimentation and, in vulnerable individuals, the
development of dependence [3]. Understanding the scope
and determinants of substance abuse is therefore essential for
developing targeted, effective interventions that protect
student well-being and academic success.

II. PREVALENCE OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

National data consistently show that college students engage
in higher rates of alcohol and drug use than their non-college
peers of similar age. The Monitoring the Future (MTF)

survey reports that approximately 33% of college students
used marijuana in 2022, an increase from 21% in 2010 [4].
Prescription stimulant misuse—often framed as an academic
enhancement tool—affects an estimated 17% of students at
some universities [5].

Binge drinking remains the most prevalent form of alcohol
misuse. The NIAAA defines binge drinking as consuming
enough alcohol to raise blood alcohol concentration to 0.08
g/dL—approximately four drinks for women and five for
men within two hours. Studies indicate that roughly 1,825
college students die each year from alcohol-related
unintentional injuries [6]. Polydrug use amplifies these risks
considerably.

Fig. 1. Substance use prevalence: college students vs. non-
college peers (2022). Source: SAMHSA NSDUH [1] and
MTF Survey [4].

III. RISK FACTORS

A. Psychological Factors

Students with pre-existing anxiety, depression, or attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are significantly
more likely to engage in harmful substance use as a coping
mechanism. The transition to college—characterized by
separation from family, new social environments, and
heightened academic expectations—constitutes a major
stressor that can trigger or exacerbate mental health
vulnerabilities [3].

B. Social and Peer Influences

Peer norms, Greek life membership, and athletic
participation have been associated with elevated rates of
drinking and drug use [7]. Students who perceive their peers
as heavy drinkers are more likely to engage in similar
behaviors through descriptive normative influence. Campus
social rituals in fraternities and sororities often facilitate and
normalize binge drinking.

C. Environmental Factors

Campuses situated in college towns with high concentrations
of alcohol outlets report higher rates of student drinking.
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Conversely, strong campus alcohol policies, dry housing
options, and restricted marketing near campuses are
associated with reduced consumption [7].

IV. CONSEQUENCES OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE

The consequences of substance abuse are wide-ranging.
Academically, students who engage in heavy drinking or
drug use are more likely to miss classes, receive lower
grades, and fail to complete their degrees [4]. Binge drinkers
are reported to be seven times more likely to fall behind in
coursework compared to non-drinkers.

Health consequences include liver disease, cardiovascular
problems, impaired memory, and in predisposed individuals,
psychosis from regular cannabis use. Socially, alcohol is
involved in approximately 50% of college sexual assaults
[8]. Students with substance violations also face long-term
barriers to graduate admission and professional licensure.

V.PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION

Evidence-based strategies have demonstrated meaningful
reductions in campus substance abuse. Brief motivational
interviewing (BMI) reduces drinking frequency and quantity
by 10-20% versus control conditions [10]. The BASICS
(Brief Alcohol Screening and Intervention for College
Students) program, originally developed at the University of
Washington, combines personalized feedback with
motivational enhancement and has shown lasting effects up
to four years post-intervention.

Social norms marketing campaigns correct student
misperceptions about peer drinking rates. Research by
Perkins and Berkowitz showed that students consistently
overestimate peer consumption; correcting these
misperceptions significantly reduces drinking to conform to
imagined norms [9]. Policy-level interventions—including
minimum drinking age enforcement, outlet density
reduction, and alcohol advertising restrictions—complement
individual approaches.

on Stratege

Fig. 2. Effectiveness of campus intervention strategies:

percentage reduction in alcohol use at 6 and 12 months.

Source: Blume & Marlatt [10] and campus health meta-
analyses.

VI.KEY REFERENCES AND SOURCES

The table below summarizes the primary sources cited in this
paper, including direct hyperlinks to the original data or
publications for further reading.

TABLE I Primary Sources with Reference Links

No. Source / Citation

[1] SAMHSA — National Survey on Drug Use and Health
(2022)

[2] NIDA — Monitoring the Future Study: Drug Trends
(2022)

[3] Jackson et al. — Conjoint Trajectories of Young Adult
Substance Use, ACER, 2005

[4] Johnston et al. — Monitoring the Future National
Survey, Univ. Michigan, 2023

[5] McCabe et al. — Misuse and Diversion of Prescription
Stimulants, Subst. Use Misuse, 2004

[6] NIAAA — College Drinking Fact Sheet (2021)

[7] Wechsler & Wuethrich — Dying to Drink: Confronting
Binge Drinking, Rodale, 2002

[8] NSVRC — Statistics About Sexual Violence (2015)

[9] Perkins & Berkowitz — Perceiving Community Norms,
Int. J. Addict., 1986

[10]  Blume & Marlatt — Executive Functions in Changing
Substance Use, Clin. Psychol. Rev., 2009

VII. CONCLUSION

Drug and alcohol abuse on college campuses constitutes a
complex, multifaceted public health problem with serious
academic, health, and social consequences. This review
underscores the importance of understanding the interplay

URL / DOI

www.samhsa.gov/data/nsduh

nida.nih.gov/research-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-
future

doi.org/10.1097/01.ALC.0000150014.48540.8a

monitoringthefuture.org

doi.org/10.1081/JA-120030891

www.niaaa.nih.gov/publications/brochures-and-fact-
sheets/college-drinking

www.amazon.com/Dying-Drink-Confronting-Binge-
Campuses/dp/1579546005

WWW.Nsvre.org/statistics

doi.org/10.3109/10826088609077498

doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2009.02.008

No single intervention is sufficient to address the scope of
the problem. The most effective approaches integrate

individual-level BASICS

motivational

counseling—such as
interviewing—with

among individual psychological vulnerabilities, peer social health  support, and  evidence-based  prevention
influences, and environmental conditions. programming.
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campus-wide
environmental and policy reforms. Universities must commit
sustained resources to screening, early intervention, mental
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Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies
examining long-term intervention effects, as well as
investigations into disparities across gender, race, and
socioeconomic groups. Collaboration between university
health services, student affairs, local government, and
community organizations is essential to creating the
systemic change needed to meaningfully reduce substance
abuse on college campuses.
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