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Abstract 

 
Socioeconomic status (SES) influences one’s actions regarding risky behaviors; however, little research has been 

conducted to understand these associations with rural populations. The current study examined how education, 

income, and financial strain are independently and collectively related to drug use and driving after drug use among 

young adults. An online survey was completed by participants aged 18 to 25, residing in nonurban areas in the United 

States (N = 1,1315; 55% female; 36.4% enrolled in college; 43.2% financially dissatisfied). Logistic regressions were 

used. In the past year, 32.2% of participants used marijuana or other illegal drugs, and in the 2 weeks prior to the 

survey, 11.5% of participants reported driving a vehicle while under the influence of a drug. Results showed an 

association between certain aspects of SES, drug use, and driving after drugs. For instance, there was an association 

between financial strain and past two week driving after drug use. With more than one out of ten participants reporting 

driving after drug use and one-third reporting using drugs, more research should be conducted to understand the 

correlates of these behaviors. 
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1. Introduction 

 
In 2017, about 2.5 million young adults aged 18-25 in the US had an illicit drug use disorder.1  The most commonly 

used illicit drug is marijuana, followed by prescription pain relievers and inhalants.2 A 2017 study found that the use 

of drugs and drug-impaired driving has become a significant public health and safety concern in the United States, as 

the rate of marijuana detected in fatally injured drivers rose from 4.2% in 1999 to 12.2% in 2010.3 A 2011 study of 

college students who had access to a vehicle found that 1 in 6 individuals had driven under the influence of an illicit 

drug at least once in the year prior.4 The negative effects of marijuana and other drugs on drivers include increased 

lane weaving, poor reaction time, and altered attention to the road.5 

   For young adults residing in rural locations, the risk of motor vehicle fatalities may be much greater. While the 

percentage of substance-related crashes is similar between rural and urban populations, crashes of rural young adults 

are nearly five times more likely than those of urban young adults to result in serious injury or fatalities.6 There are 

several factors that contribute to the rural motor vehicle fatality rate, including higher speed limits, lower seat belt 

usage, and increased animal presence on the roadways.7 While rural motor vehicle accidents are more likely to involve 

only one vehicle, they are also more likely to occur late at night and involve a failure to yield or crossing of a center 

divider.6 A 2012 study also found that 40% of rural young adults do not endorse rural road or general driving safety.7 
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   Socioeconomic status (SES) may shape risky behaviors, including drug use and driving after drug use; however, 

research findings have been conflicting. A 2013 study found that as education level increased, substance use decreased 

and that substance use was associated with lower socioeconomic status longitudinally.8  Lower parental SES and 

education level has been found to be significantly related to an increased number of substances used by youth.9 It is 

possible that young adults from lower socioeconomic positions use marijuana and other illicit drugs at an increased 

rate due to the strain and stress of financial dissatisfaction.  

   In contrast to research showing a negative association between SES and drug use, other studies show a positive 

relationship between these variables. One study conducted in 2015 found that parental socioeconomic status had a 

stronger influence over young adults than their own personal SES; parental SES was associated with increased 

reporting of lifetime nonmedical prescription medication use, as well as the use of tranquilizers and stimulants.10 

Another study found that higher parental education level and income were associated with higher usage of drugs, such 

as marijuana and cocaine.11 A 2013 study found that individuals experiencing lower SES had a lower prevalence of 

illicit drug use.12  Those who have experienced high levels of parental or personal socioeconomic status may use 

marijuana and other illicit drugs at a higher rate because they may have the financial means to spend excess income 

on those substances, whereas those experiencing lower levels of SES may not be able to afford those behaviors. 

   While research has found both positive and negative linkages between socioeconomic status and illicit drug use, 

very little research has focused specifically on how socioeconomic status impacts rural populations. Rural populations 

may use illicit substances at a higher rate due to lower incomes, economic isolation from more business populated 

areas in the United States,13 and fewer institutional resources that impact education and other factors of social 

stratification.14 A 2019 study found that drug mortality rates were strongly associated with economic distress in rural 

rather than urban areas.15 A study conducted in 2019 found that in rural counties with populations of poor, unemployed 

people with low SES, opioid overdose deaths occurred at a higher rate.16 

   The current study aims to examine how education, income, and financial strain are independently and collectively 

related to drug use and driving after drug use among rural young adults. Socioeconomic status has been shown to be 

associated with young adult drug use, but the findings of current research have not been uniform and very little research 

has been conducted regarding the associations between socioeconomic status, substance use, and rurality. 

Understanding patterns between socioeconomic status and substance use, and how those patterns exist among rural 

populations, is necessary to inform prevention and intervention efforts. 

 

 

2. Methodology 

 

2.1 Procedure and Participants 

 
In 2017, a sample of young adult participants was collected through Qualtrics Panels, a crowdsourcing company, 

where participants are recruited to complete surveys in exchange for payment or incentives. To be eligible for the 

current study, participants had to be residents of the United States between the ages of 18 and 25 who lived in 

nonmetropolitan areas (i.e., less than 50,000 residents) and could read and speak English. The survey was completed 

by 1,159 respondents, however, those with missing data were removed from the sample. The final sample (n = 1,131; 

55% female) consisted of participants from all 50 states. Most respondents (79.6%) were 21 years of age or older and 

36.4% were enrolled in college. 

 

Table 1. Sample characteristics (N=1,131) 

 

 %/Mean(SD) 

Female 55.2% 

Age in years 22.6(2.3) 

Non-Hispanic White 70.4% 

College Student 36.4% 

Financial Strain 3.9(1.5) 

Used Drugs 32.1% 

Drove After Using Drugs 11.5% 
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3. Measures 

 

3.1 Drug Use Frequency 

 
Marijuana, prescription drug misuse, and illicit drug use were indicated by the number of occasions in the past year. 

Response options ranged from 1 (none) to 7 (40 or more). These answers were dichotomized. Respondents who used 

any of these drugs in the past year were compared to respondents who reported no past year use. 

 

3.2 Driving After Drug Use 

 
Participants reported on the number of times that they had driven a motor vehicle after smoking marijuana or using 

illicit drugs in the past two weeks. Answers were reported on a scale of 1 (none) to 6 (10+) and were dichotomized 

due to excessive skew. Respondents who reported driving after using any drugs were compared to respondents who 

reported never driving after drug use. 

 

3.3 Financial Strain 

 
Participants reported how satisfied they were with their present financial situation. Response options ranged from 1 

(extremely satisfied) to 7 (extremely dissatisfied). Participants also reported on how difficult they found it to pay their 

bills each month. Answers ranged from 1 (extremely easy) to 7 (extremely difficult). These variables were averaged to 

create a financial strain score.  

 

3.4 Education 

 
Participants were asked to indicate if they were a currently enrolled student (yes/no), before further indicating the type 

of school they were attending. Respondents who reported that they were enrolled in college or graduate school (i.e., 

2-year college, 4-year college, graduate school) were compared to those who were not enrolled in college or graduate 

school. 

 

3.5 Demographic Characteristics 

 
Age was measured in years, gender (male/female) and race were dichotomized (non-Hispanic white/other race). 

 

 

4. Analytical Strategy 

 
We began by documenting the prevalence of our 2 outcome behaviors (i.e., using marijuana, nonprescribed 

prescription drugs, or other illicit drugs; and driving after drug use). Next, we conducted a series of multivariate 

logistic regressions in which we examined whether financial strain, education level, gender, sex, or race were 

associated with each outcome. Initial models examined the SES variables (i.e., education and financial strain) 

separately; subsequently both variables were included the statistical models.  

 

 

5. Results 

 
Among participants in the sample who were enrolled college students, 35.2% reported using drugs in the past year, 

whereas 30.3% of non-college students reported past-year drug use. The bivariate analysis (see Table 2) suggested 

that participants enrolled in college may have higher rates of drug use than their non-college student counterparts as 

indicated by a trend between student status and past-year drug use. However, the results were not strong enough to be 

statistically significant.  
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   There was not a relationship between student status and driving after drug use. About 9.4% of college students 

reported driving after using drugs in the two weeks prior to the survey, while 90.6% reported not driving after using 

drugs in the past two weeks. Of the non-college student survey participants, 12.6% reported driving after using drugs 

in the two weeks prior to the survey, while 87.4% reported not driving after using drugs in the past two weeks. Results 

from the bivariate analysis (see Table 2) show that there is not a relationship between student status and past two-

week driving after drug use. 

 

Table 2. Drug use, driving after drug use, and student status 

 

 
 

Used Drugs Did Not Use Drugs Drove After Drugs No Driving After 

Drugs 

Non-College 

Student 

30.33+ 69.67 12.60 87.40 

College Student 35.19+ 64.81 9.44 90.56 

+ p < .10 

 

   There was a trend association between drug use and financial strain; however, the results were not statistically 

significant. There was a significant association between driving after drug use and financial strain. Those who reported 

being dissatisfied with their financial situation and found it difficult to pay their bills each month were more likely to 

drive after using drugs. Multivariate logistic regression (see Table 3) showed financial strain as a predictor of driving 

after using drugs, even after controlling for demographic characteristics and student status (see Table 4). In these 

models, females were significantly less likely to use drugs or drive after using drugs. Non-Hispanic whites were also 

significantly less likely to use drugs or drive after using drugs than other racial/ethnic groups. 

 

Table 3. Associations between student status, financial strain, drug use and drugged driving with controls for 

demographic characteristics 
 

 
 

Used Drugs Drove After Drugs Used Drugs Drove After Drugs 

College Student 1.26+ 

[0.96,1.65] 

0.74 

[0.49,1.12] 
 
 

 
 

Age 1.02 

[0.96,1.08] 

1.08+ 

[0.99,1.18] 

1.01 

[0.95,1.07] 

1.11* 

[1.01,1.21] 

Female 0.69** 

[0.53,0.90] 

0.28*** 

[0.19,0.43] 

0.70** 

[0.54,0.91] 

0.27*** 

[0.18,0.41] 

Non-Hispanic 

White 

0.69** 

[0.53,0.91] 

0.42*** 

[0.28,0.61] 

0.69** 

[0.53,0.91 

0.42*** 

[0.29,0.62] 

Financial Strain  
 

 
 

1.07+ 

[0.99,1.17] 

1.16* 

[1.03,1.32] 

Observations 1134 1135 1133 1134 

Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals in brackets 
+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 4. Associations between student status, financial strain, drug use and drugged driving controlling for all other 

independent variables 

 

 Used Drugs Drove After Drugs 

College Student 1.27+ 

[0.97,1.67] 

0.75 

[0.49,1.14] 

Financial Strain 1.08+ 

[0.99,1.17] 

1.16* 

[1.02,1.14] 

Age 1.02 

[0.96,1.09] 

1.09+ 

[1.00,1.19] 

Female 0.68** 

[0.52,0.89] 

0.28*** 

[0.18,0.42] 

Non-Hispanic White 0.70* 

[0.53,0.92] 

0.42*** 

[0.28,0.62] 

 

Observations 1133 1134 

Exponentiated coefficients; 95% confidence intervals in brackets 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 

 

6. Discussion 

 
Drawing from a survey of young adults residing in nonmetropolitan locations, the current study documented the 

prevalence of drug use and driving after drug use. Moreover, this study examined whether student status and financial 

strain protected against or influenced these behaviors. The findings indicate that almost a third (32.2%) of the sample 

had used drugs in the past year. Additionally, 11.5% of the sample had driven after drug use in the two weeks prior to 

the survey.  

   Results suggest that young adults who were enrolled in college may use drugs at a higher rate than non-college 

students. College students may use drugs at a higher rate than non-college students because they may have more access 

to such substances. Using education as a measure of socioeconomic status, those enrolled in higher education may 

have the ability to afford marijuana or other illicit drugs more easily than those not enrolled in higher education.   

While the findings of this study emphasize that student status may be an important risk factor leading to risky 

behaviors, such as drug use, current research on the topic is conflicting. Some existing research has suggested the 

opposite association: that student status may be a protective factor for the same risky behaviors because higher 

education may be an indicator of higher socioeconomic status. These results of the current study add to the limited, 

yet conflicted research to date that has investigated how factors of socioeconomic status are associated with drug use 

and driving after drug use, a predictor of motor vehicle collisions and fatalities.   Findings from the current study 

documented a trend association between drug use and financial strain. The results also suggested that there was a 

significant relationship between financial strain and driving after drug use. Having higher levels of perceived financial 

strain may lead to a greater likelihood of using drugs or driving after drug use because risky behaviors may be utilized 

as a coping mechanism to deal with financial hardship. These findings are notable as there has been little previous 

research examining associations between financial strain, drug use, and driving after drug use.  

   Limitations of the current study should be noted. Respondents were gathered through an online data collection 

service; therefore, the extent to which these results can be generalized to all rural young adults in the United States is 

unknown. Another limitation is that participants were asked about driving after drug use, rather than their perceived 

impairment. Therefore, participants may or may not have been driving impaired a drug.  

   These findings can be used to inform drug use and impaired driving prevention and intervention programs. For 

example, information about drug use and driving after drug use could be incorporated into programming for college 

students. In addition, information about the dangers associated with driving after drug use should be targeted toward 

young people from low SES backgrounds – especially those experiencing financial hardship. Prospective research 

should continue to investigate factors of socioeconomic status which influence young adults to use marijuana and 

other illicit drugs, as well as driving after drug use. 
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