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Substance Use Disorder and
Serious Psychological Distress,
by Employment Status
In Brief
● Among adults aged 18 to 64 who

were employed full time, 10.6 percent
were classified as having a past year
substance use disorder, 10.2 percent
experienced serious psychological
distress (SPD) during the past year, and
2.4 percent had co-occurring SPD and a
substance use disorder
● Males in this age group who were

employed full time were nearly twice as
likely to have a past year substance use
disorder than their female counterparts
(13.2 vs. 6.9 percent), while females
were nearly twice as likely to have
experienced SPD during the past year
as were males (14.2 vs. 7.3 percent)
● Of the 2.9 million adults aged 18 to 64

employed full time who had co-occurring
SPD and a substance use disorder,
nearly 60 percent were not treated for
either problem, and less than 5 percent
were treated for both problems

S

ubstance use disorders and psychological
distress have been shown to have a negative
impact on many aspects of the lives of affected
persons, including their ability to hold jobs and be
productive in the workplace. The National Survey
on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) includes questions about respondents’ employment status, substance use, and mental health problems. NSDUH
deﬁnes full-time employment as usually working
35 or more hours per week and working in the past
week or having a job despite not working in the past
week. Part-time employment includes those who
usually work fewer than 35 hours per week and who
were working in the past week or have a job despite
not working in the past week. The unemployed
category includes those who reported that they did
not have a job, were on layoff, and were looking for
work and made speciﬁc efforts to ﬁnd work in the
past 30 days. Other employment categories include
student, full-time homemaker, retired, disabled, or
other miscellaneous work statuses.1
NSDUH asks persons aged 12 or older to report
on their use of alcohol and illicit drugs, as well as
symptoms of substance dependence or abuse during the past year.2 NSDUH deﬁnes dependence
on or abuse of illicit drugs or alcohol using criteria
speciﬁed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV).3 Substance dependence or abuse includes such symptoms as
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Figure 1. Percentages of Past Year Substance Use
Disorder, Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), and
Co-Occurring Disorders among Adults Aged 18 to 64,
by Employment Status: 2004 and 2005

Figure 2. Percentages of Past Year Substance Use
Disorder, Serious Psychological Distress (SPD), and
Co-Occurring Disorders among Full-Time Employed
Adults Aged 18 to 64, by Age Group: 2004 and 2005
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withdrawal, tolerance, use in dangerous situations, trouble
with the law, and interference in major obligations at work,
school, or home during the past year. NSDUH respondents
also are asked whether they have received treatment for a
substance use problem. For these analyses, an individual is
deﬁned as receiving treatment only if he or she reported specialty treatment4 for alcohol or illicit drugs in the past year.5
NSDUH includes questions to assess serious psychological distress (SPD). SPD is an overall indicator of past year
nonspeciﬁc psychological distress that is constructed from the
K6 scale administered to adults aged 18 or older in NSDUH.
The K6 scale consists of six questions that gather information
on how frequently a respondent experienced symptoms of
psychological distress during the 1 month in the past year
when he or she was at his or her worst emotionally.6,7 NSDUH
respondents also are asked about their experiences with mental health treatment, which is deﬁned as the receipt of treatment or counseling for any problem with emotions, nerves,
or mental health in the 12 months prior to the interview in
any inpatient or outpatient setting, or the use of prescription
medication for treatment of a mental or emotional condition.
For the purpose of this report, individuals with both SPD and
a substance use disorder are said to have co-occurring SPD
and a substance use disorder.
This report examines the prevalence of past year substance
use disorder, SPD, and co-occurring SPD and a substance use
disorder among the U.S. working-age civilian population (i.e.,
those aged 18 to 64). It is noteworthy that 62.7 percent of adults
in this age group who had a past year substance use disorder
were employed full time. Among adults aged 18 to 64 who
experienced SPD in the past year, 50.7 percent were employed

full time. Because of the negative effects of substance use disorders and SPD on the workplace (i.e., decreased productivity, increased accidents, absenteeism, job turnover, and medical costs),
rates of past year substance use disorder, SPD, and co-occurring
SPD and a substance use disorder among full-time employed
persons are highlighted.8-10 All ﬁndings are annual averages
based on combined 2004 and 2005 NSDUH data.

Substance Use Disorder, SPD, and CoOccurring SPD and a Substance Use
Disorder, by Employment Status
Among adults aged 18 to 64 overall, 10.8 percent (20 million
persons) were classiﬁed as having a past year substance use
disorder, 12.9 percent (23 million persons) experienced past
year SPD, and 3.0 percent (5 million persons) had co-occurring
SPD and a substance use disorder.
Adults aged 18 to 64 who were unemployed and those
who were nonworking students had the highest rates of past
year substance use disorder (18.9 and 17.5 percent, respectively), while retired adults and full-time homemakers had the
lowest rates (3.6 and 4.5 percent, respectively) (Figure 1). Rates
of past year SPD were highest among disabled persons (34.3
percent), unemployed persons (21.0 percent), and nonworking
students (18.5 percent). These same three groups (unemployed
adults [7.3 percent], disabled adults [5.5 percent], and nonworking adult students [5.1 percent]) also had the highest rates
of co-occurring SPD and a substance use disorder. Retired
persons had the lowest rate of SPD (6.7 percent) and cooccurring SPD and a substance use disorder (0.6 percent).
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Figure 3. Past Year Treatment* among Full-Time
Employed Adults Aged 18 to 64 with Co-Occurring
Serious Psychological Distress (SPD) and a
Substance Use Disorder: 2004 and 2005
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received treatment for their mental health problem. Adults with
co-occurring SPD and a substance use disorder may seek treatment for just their substance use disorder, just their SPD, both
problems, or neither problem. Of the 2.9 million adults aged
18 to 64 employed full time who had co-occurring problems,
nearly 60 percent were not treated for either problem, and less
than 5 percent were treated for both problems (Figure 3).
End Notes
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Substance Use Disorder, SPD, and CoOccurring SPD and a Substance Use
Disorder among Adults Employed Full Time
In 2004-2005, 10.6 percent of adults aged 18 to 64 who were
employed full time were classiﬁed as having a past year substance use disorder, 10.2 percent experienced past year SPD,
and 2.4 percent had co-occurring SPD and a substance use
disorder. Among full-time employed adults, males were nearly
twice as likely to have a substance use disorder than their female
counterparts (13.2 vs. 6.9 percent), but females were nearly
twice as likely to have SPD (14.2 vs. 7.3 percent). Rates of cooccurring SPD and a substance use disorder were relatively
similar across genders (2.3 and 2.6 percent among males and
females, respectively). Full-time employed persons aged 18 to 25
had the highest rates of substance use disorder, SPD, and cooccurring SPD and a substance use disorder when compared
with full-time employed adults in other age categories (Figure 2).

Treatment of Substance Use Disorder, SPD,
and Co-Occurring SPD and a Substance Use
Disorder among Full-Time Employed Adults
Among adults aged 18 to 64 who were employed full time
and who had a past year substance use disorder, less than 5
percent (4.2 percent) received substance use treatment at a
specialty facility in the past year. Among adults aged 18 to 64
who were employed full time and who had SPD, 38.5 percent

10 Schuster,

C. L. (2003). Alcohol: Abuse and dependence. In J. P. Kahn & A. M.
Langlieb (Eds.), Mental health and productivity in the workplace: A handbook
for organizations and clinicians (pp. 502-516). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Figure Note
*

Respondents with missing data on mental health treatment were excluded
from this analysis.
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Substance Use
Disorder and Serious
Psychological Distress,
by Employment Status
● Among adults aged 18 to 64 who were employed full time, 10.6 per-

cent were classified as having a past year substance use disorder,
10.2 percent experienced serious psychological distress (SPD)
during the past year, and 2.4 percent had co-occurring SPD and a
substance use disorder
● Males in this age group who were employed full time were nearly

twice as likely to have a past year substance use disorder than their
female counterparts (13.2 vs. 6.9 percent), while females were nearly
twice as likely to have experienced SPD during the past year as were
males (14.2 vs. 7.3 percent)
● Of the 2.9 million adults aged 18 to 64 employed full time who had

co-occurring SPD and a substance use disorder, nearly 60 percent
were not treated for either problem, and less than 5 percent were
treated for both problems
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annual survey sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). The 2004 and 2005
data are based on information obtained from 86,367 persons
aged 18 to 64. The survey collects data by administering questionnaires to a representative sample of the population through
face-to-face interviews at their place of residence.
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