
 

Compiled by Research Department, Center for Health & Justice at TASC, 26 February 2010 1 
www.centerforhealthandjustice.org  

 
 
 

Cost Effectiveness of Substance Abuse Treatment 
 
Economic Costs of Illicit Drug Abuse1  

• The overall economic cost of illicit drug abuse in the U.S. in 2002, the latest year in which 
estimates are available, was estimated at $181 billion. Costs rose 5.34% annually between 
1992 and 2002.  

o About 70% of these costs stemmed from lost productivity due to premature death, 
illness related to drug abuse, and criminal activity that leads to illicit careers and 
incarceration.  

o Health care costs comprised 9% of total costs, while criminal justice and social 
welfare costs comprised 20% of total costs. Between 1992 and 2002, health care 
costs related to drug abuse rose approximately 3% per year. 

Funding for Treatment 

o In 2003, the latest year in which estimates are available, national expenditures for 
substance abuse treatment amounted to an estimated $21 billion, which 
represented more than one percent of total health care spending.2  Public funds 
made up an estimated 77% of substance abuse treatment expenditures. 

Estimated Cost Savings of Treatment 

• Hundreds of studies over the past two decades have found significant reductions in drug 
use and cost savings as a result of treatment. The primary economic benefits of treatment 
stem from a reduction in crime (incarceration and victimization costs) and health care 
costs.3 

Selected Cost-Benefit Analysis Findings4 

 Year Author Type of 
Treatment 

Location Net Economic Benefits Per Client 

2003 Salome et al. Outpatient 
Chicago Target 
Cities Project $881 at 6 months post treatment 

2002 French, Salome, 
& Carney Residential 5 Programs in 

Washington $21,329 (83% from reduced criminal activity) 

2004 Carey & Finigan Drug Court Portland, Oregon $4,789, including victim costs 

2003 Barnoski & Aos Drug Court Washington State, 
6 courts $6,779, including victim costs 

2004 Logan et al. Drug Court Kentucky, 3 courts $5,446 
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2004 Loman Drug Court St. Louis, Missouri $2,615 per graduate at 24-moonth follow-up: 
$7,707 per graduate at 48-month follow-up 

20055 Ettner et al. Probation California 

$7,500 reduction in crime and incarceration per 
person treated, $3,000 increase in employment 
earning, and $200 reduction in costs for 
emergency room visits 

 

• The 2005 study by Ettner et al. at UCLA confirmed previous estimates that every $1 
invested in substance abuse treatment programs saves society approximately $7 in the 
form of reduced medical expenses, reduced costs of crime, and increased employment 
earnings.6 

Estimated Cost Savings from Treatment in Illinois 

• At least $3,200 per person treated is generated in employment earnings and reduced health 
care costs.7 

• A 2003 report estimated that 16% of adult Illinois residents need substance abuse 
treatment, and that more than 90% of them (1.4 million) do not receive treatment.8 
According to the studies cited above, treatment has a net benefit that varies from $881 to 
$21,329 per individual. Even if just 5% of Illinois citizens needing treatment received 
it (i.e., 70,000 additional individuals), between $61 million and $1.5 billion would be 
saved in health care and criminal justice costs and increased employment earnings. 

• Providing treatment as an alternative to incarceration for just half of the nonviolent, drug-
involved offenders sent to prison each year would save Illinois taxpayers nearly $167 
million per year, not to mention future health care and criminal justice savings.9  
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