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Inhalant Use Is Rising Among Teenage Girls
B Y  D E N I S E  N A P O L I  

Assistant Editor

WA S H I N G T O N —  Inhalant use
remained stable for boys aged
12-17 years between 2002 and
2005, but use of inhalants by girls
in that age range increased dur-
ing that period, from 4.1% to
4.9%, a national survey shows. 

The survey, sponsored by the
Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA), also showed that the
type of inhalants used varied by
gender. Boys aged 12-17 years
were more likely to inhale ni-
trous oxide, sometimes sold in
vials called whippets, to get high,
but girls in that age range were
more likely to use other forms of
inhalants, including glue, shoe
polish, spray paint, and aerosol
hair sprays. 

Even as the overall number of

recent inhalant initiates (those
“huffing” for the first time) re-
mained relatively stable between
2002 and 2005—rising slightly
from 591,000 youths to 605,000—
most of the initiates were girls. In
2002, about 306,000 teen boys
initiated inhalant use. That num-
ber fell to 268,000 in 2005.
Among adolescent girls, howev-
er, the number rose from 285,000
to 337,000 new users. 

Overall, combined data from
2002 to 2005 indicate that ap-
proximately 1.1 million adoles-
cents aged 12-17 years had used
inhalants in the past year to get
high, or 4.5% of the population
in that age range.

In a press briefing on inhalant
abuse, neither Dr. H. Westley
Clark, director of SAMSHA’s cen-
ter for substance abuse treat-
ment, nor Harvey Weiss, execu-
tive director of the National

Inhalant Prevention Coalition,
could offer an explanation of
why more teen girls are experi-
menting with this potentially fa-
tal high. Mr. Weiss pointed out
that other surveys show that girls
start using inhalants before their
male counterparts do—and the
age difference is over a year.

The survey discussed at the
meeting, called the National Sur-
vey on Drug Use and Health, is
based on data collected between
2002 and 2005 from 91,145 per-
sons aged 12-17 years, including
46,431 teen boys. 

Dr. Timothy P. Condon,
deputy director of the National
Institute on Drug Abuse, also at
the meeting, added that results
from the 2006 Monitoring the
Future survey show a decline in
perceived risk among teenagers
about the dangers of inhalant
abuse. That perception could ac-

count for rising use among girls.
Several clinical signs and symp-

toms point to an addiction to in-
halants, according to the Nation-
al Inhalant Prevention Coalition

(www.inhalants.org). Among
those signs are short-term mem-
ory loss, cognitive impairment,
slurred and “scanning” speech,
and tremor. ■

Source of Prescription Opioids
Affects Teens’ Drug Use and Abuse 

B Y  K E R R I  WA C H T E R

Senior Writer

B E T H E S D A ,  M D.  —  Teens and young adults who
are prescribed opioids for a specific event, but who
take them at other times for pain relief, are at lower
risk for substance abuse than those who use the drugs
to get high, Carol J. Boyd, Ph.D., said at a meeting
of the National Institute on Drug Abuse.

In addition, teens who obtain drugs from family
members for pain relief are at less risk than those
who seek drugs from other sources
such as friends or dealers. The data,
based on the Student Life Survey
(SLS)—an online survey of drug and
alcohol use among students (average
age 20 years) at the University of
Michigan—show that women who
have never used a prescription opioid
drug and those who have only used
these drugs when given to them by a
family member are less likely to abuse
other substances. 

“However, as soon as they start get-
ting it from a peer or another
source—like a drug dealer—or an un-
specified source . . . that’s when we
start seeing increased rates of substance abuse,” said
Dr. Boyd, director of the Institute for Research on
Women and Gender at the University of Michigan
in Ann Arbor. The same pattern is seen in men,
though they typically abuse substances at higher rates
than women. 

Half of young women got prescription drugs from
their peers, while the rate is slightly higher for young
men (58%), based on 1,387 responses in 2003. Women
were more likely to get prescription drugs from fam-
ily members than were men—23% versus 11%.

In 2005, of 2,305 women who responded, 26% had
a prescription for an analgesic opioid and had used
it in the last year, compared with 20% of 2,275 men
surveyed. About 10% of men and 8% of women re-
ported nonmedical use of prescription drugs in the
last year, that is, use of drugs for which they had not

obtained a prescription from a physician for a specific
indication. Of these nonmedical users, 50% report-
ed using hydrocodone; 38%, codeine; 14%, oxy-
codone; and 10%, propoxyphene.

Of 641 students surveyed, most men (60%) and
women (66%) responded that they misused pre-
scription opioids to relieve pain. Men were more
likely to report experimentation and getting high as
reasons.

The researchers included 10 questions, taken from
the Drug Abuse Screening Test (DAST), which pro-

vide insight into potential drug abuse.
A score of at least 2 indicates a person
may have substance abuse problems. “If
individuals endorsed only nonmedical
use to relieve pain, they look no differ-
ent than the group of students who
never had used an opioid analgesic
nonmedically,” Dr. Boyd said. “But as
soon as they start endorsing a motiva-
tion other than pain relief, their DAST
scores increase.”

Similar results were seen among
younger students. The Web-based Sec-
ondary Student Life Survey involves
participants in grades 7-12 in an ethni-
cally diverse (47% African American)

school system in Southern Michigan. Students are
asked the same questions as college students taking
the SLS. 

In 2005, 1,086 students completed the survey. The
lifetime prevalence of nonmedical use was greatest
for pain medications (18%), followed by sleep drugs,
anxiolytics, and stimulants. Girls were significantly
more likely to report nonmedical use of pain med-
ications, but there were no gender differences for the
nonmedical use of any other prescription drugs. In
terms of race, there were no differences in the non-
medical use of analgesic opioids.

Most students (80%) reported pain relief as their
motivation for nonmedical use of prescription opi-
oids. In addition, 16% reported sleep as their moti-
vation, 20% reported getting high, and 3% said pre-
scription drugs are safer than street drugs. ■

Tailored Messages Redirect
Sexually Active Girls
I N D I A N A P O L I S —  Adoles-
cent women at high risk for
acquiring sexually transmitted
infections may not respond
well to counseling and pre-
vention efforts that focus on
the fear of becoming infected,
according to a study by re-
searchers at Indiana Universi-
ty in Indianapolis.

Instead, programs and physi-
cians may need to tailor their
pregnancy and sexually trans-
mitted infection (STI) counsel-
ing to recent patterns of sexu-
al behavior, said Dr. Mary A.
Ott of the university’s section
of adolescent medicine. 

“Physicians should be
aware that fear related to be-
ing infected influences sexual
behavior only in the short
term, and therefore should
focus on interpersonal and re-
lationship factors to influence
long-term decisions about sex
and abstinence,” Dr. Ott said
at the annual meeting of the
Midwest Society for Pediatric
Research.

This urban study of 378
high-risk women aged 14-18
years indicated that the deci-
sion to have sex after a period
of abstinence was strongly in-
fluenced by the relationship
between the woman and the
man she was involved with, as
well as by sexual interest and
mood, Dr. Ott explained,
adding that this challenges the
popular notion that adoles-
cent sex is largely casual and
lacking in personal commit-
ment and caring. 

The cohort of young
women completed quarterly
face-to-face interviews and
two 3-month daily diary col-
lections per year, and were fol-
lowed up for a maximum of
4.5 years. 

Periods of abstinence were
defined as consecutive days of
no vaginal sex as recorded in
the daily diary. At the time of
the study, 9% of the women
had an active STI.

The study cohort had more
than 6,000 periods of absti-
nence, of which 55% ended in
sex. The median length of ab-
stinence was 10 days, and the
mean length was 39 days.

“Each year increase in a par-
ticipant’s age increased the
hazard of ending an absti-
nence period with sex by
22%,” Dr. Ott said. 

“For interpersonal influ-
ences, each unit increase in
positive mood increased the
hazard by 2%, each unit in-
crease in negative mood de-
creased the hazard by 1%, and
each unit increase in sexual
interest raised the hazard by
22%,” Dr. Ott said. 

With regard to interperson-
al influences, each unit in-
crease in partner support
raised the hazard of having
sex by 25%, and each unit in-
crease in relationship quality
raised the hazard by 5%.

A recent STI decreased the
hazard of having sex and stop-
ping a period of abstinence by
17%, she said. 

—Bruce K. Dixon

Toluene Is Inhalant Preferred by Girls

*Includes air fresheners, hair spray, and furniture polish.
Source: 2002-2005 data, National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Boys
(aged 12-17 years)

Girls
(aged 12-17 years)

Nitrous oxide or whippets

Other aerosol sprays*

Correction fluid, degreaser,
or cleaning fluid

Spray paints

Glue, shoe polish,
or toluene

34.9%
25.8%

26.1%
20.8%

23.4%
13.6%

23.0%
16.4%

19.3%
29.0%

% of Recent Inhalant Initiates
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Half of young
women got
prescription
drugs from peers,
and the rate was
slightly higher for
young men
(58%), based on
1,387 responses
in 2003.


