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Smoking, alcohol, and drug use among
adolescents in Greece - 2015 update
and secular trends 1984-2015

OBJECTIVE This study depicts the current situation (2015) and 30-year trends
(1984-2015) in smoking, alcohol, and drug use among 16 year-old high school
pupils in Greece. METHOD The data are derived from the “Greek Nationwide
School Population Survey on Substance Use and other Addictive Behaviours”, a
cross-sectional survey conducted quadrennially on representative samples of
high-school pupils. Logistic regression analysis was used to assess recent and
long-term trends (linear and quadratic) over the 30-year period 1984-2015.
RESULTS In 2015, 39.2% of 16 year-old high school pupils nationwide had
smoked conventional cigarettes at least once in their lifetime. About 11.1%
and 2.9% were regular and heavy smokers, respectively, with a higher propor-
tion among males than females. In addition, 19.1% reported experimenta-
tion with e-cigarettes, mostly males and smokers of conventional cigarettes.
About 66.2% had consumed alcohol in the past month, 7.6% 10 times or more,
nearly twice as many boys as girls. Heavy episodic drinking in the past month
was reported by 38.3% of the sample, in a higher proportion by males, and
27.6% reported drunkenness in the past 12 months. About 10.6% had tried
an illicit drug, half (5.8%) at least 3 times. A higher proportion of males than
females reported use of “any illicit drug”. Cannabis was the most commonly
used drug (9.1%), with almost half of “ever” cannabis users (4.1%) reporting
use within the past month, and 2.5% reported use of “new psychoactive sub-
stances” (including synthetic cannabinoids). The lifetime prevalence of use of
any of the other illicit drugs did not exceed 2.0%. Short-term trends suggest
a decrease in smoking and in current and frequent alcohol consumption in
2015 compared with 2011 or 2007. A decrease was also observed in heavy
episodic drinking, but only between 2011 and 2015 and only in males. No
significant change was observed in lifetime use of “any illicit drug” or can-
nabis in the period 2007-2015. The 30-year trends (1984-2015) suggest a
decrease in lifetime and current smoking, similar between genders, and a
decrease in heavy smoking after 1999 in females and 2003 in males, and in
regular smoking after 1999 in males. A linear decrease was also observed in
alcohol use, with decreases in frequent alcohol use and heavy episodic drink-
ing observed after 2011. Following linear increases between 1984 and 1999,
the rates of illicit drug use levelled off from 2003 onwards. CONCLUSIONS
Despite recent decreases in substance use among 16 year-olds in Greece,
interventions need to be sustained and focus more towards preventing heavy
episodic drinking and the use of novel substances, such as e-cigarettes and
“new psychoactive drugs”.
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Substance use is typically initiated during adoles-  chosocial outcomes. Adolescent smokers are more likely
cence.””* Monitoring the prevalence of the use of ciga-  to be less physically fit and to experience more respiratory
rettes, alcohol and other psychoactive substancesamong  symptoms and overall weakened physical health compared
adolescents is important for public health. Substance use  with non-smokers.** Experimentation with cigarettes can
in adolescents is associated with negative health and psy-  lead to addiction to tobacco in adolescence.’ Adolescent
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drinking and the use of other psychoactive substances are
documented to be associated with impaired judgment,
injuries, disruptive behaviour, motor vehicle accidents and
high risk sexual practices.””? Longitudinal studies suggest
correlation between adolescent substance use and poor
academic performance, psychological distress, suicidal
ideation and behaviour, mood, anxiety and antisocial per-
sonality disorders, reproductive morbidity, hypertension
and stroke, liver damage and disease and other medical
and psychosocial complications later in adulthood.*"%"

In Greece, national estimates and patterns of substance
use in the school-age population are being documented
by the “Greek Nationwide School Population Survey on
Substance Use and other Addictive Behaviours’, a series
of 7 cross-sectional surveys of representative samples of
high-school pupils conducted over 30 years. The study was
initiated by the Department of Psychiatry of the Athens
University Medical School in 198472 and subsequently —from
1993 onwards— has been carried out by the University
Mental Health Research Institute (UMHRI). Since 1999,
the survey has constituted the Greek arm of the European
School Project on Alcohol and other Drugs (ESPAD).

This paper presents the most recent data elicited from
3,202 16 year-old pupils in 2015, and derives trends from
the 30-year period 1984-2015 based on a total of 21,108
pupils of that age.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

The data collection protocols were similar for all the surveys
(1984, 1993, 1999, 2003, 2007, 2011, and 2015), using a nationwide
stratified clustered probability sampling design. Stratification
took into account geographical regions (NUTS Il), private/public
school status, and comprehensive/vocational school type. Random
samples of school classes were drawn with equal probabilities from
the Ministry of Education list of public schools. The school-level
response rate was usually above 90% (95% in 2015). All pupils
in the selected classes were invited to complete the survey, but
participation was voluntary.

The data presented here were collected in the period Febru-
ary—April of each survey year (with the exception of 1993 when
data collection took place in October-December). Grade 10 high
school pupils (mean age 15.7 years) completed an anonymous
questionnaire, group-administered by trained research assistants
during a regular class period. The questionnaire includes compa-
rable questions designed to measure tobacco smoking, alcohol
use (including heavy episodic drinking and drunkeness), use of
licitand illicit substances (including “new psychoactive substances’,
which pose health risks comparable to those of other controlled
substances), pathological internet use, gaming, gambling, psycho-
social health and risks associated with delinquent behaviour. For
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further details of the survey design, and the questionnaire used
in the international study, see www.espad.org.

Statistical analysis

For the purposes of this paper, the prevalence of tobacco
smoking, alcohol, and other substance use in each survey was
estimated overall and separately for males and females (see tables
1-3for the indicators used in the analysis). Logistic regression was
used to compare the prevalence rates between males and females
in the 2015 survey, and to compare the prevalence rates in the
total sample and in both genders between the most recent survey
(2015) and previous surveys, with year as a categorical variable. To
identify possible trends in the changes in the proportions across
survey years, linear and quadratic orthogonal coding was used
for year treated as a numerical variable. Linear trends indicate a
statistically significant (p<0.01) steady increase or decrease. Sig-
nificant quadratic terms indicate nonlinear trends in the data over
time (such as a change in direction or levelling-off). If a significant
quadratic trend was met, the time-point of change or levelling off
was investigated using Joinpoint 4.2.0.2.7%'* All analyses took into
account case weights, stratified sampling and cluster effect for
school classes via the Complex Samples add-on of the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (IBM SPSS), v. 20.0 (IBM Corporation,
Armonk, NY).

RESULTS

Smoking

In 2015, 39.2% of 16 year-old high school pupils nation-
wide had tried smoking at least once (tab. 1), in a similar
proportion for males and females (p=0.074). Roughly half
of “ever” smokers (18.9%) had smoked in the past 30 days,
males (20.9%) in a higher proportion than females (16.9%)
(p=0.020). In 2015, 11.1% and 2.9% of 16 year-olds were
regular and heavy smokers, respectively. Males were more
likely than females to smoke regularly (p<0.001) and to
smoke =11 cigarettes per day (p=0.004).1n 2015, 19.1% of 16
year-old pupils reported experimentation with e-cigarettes,
with the vast majority of the experimenters being males
(26.3% vs 12.0% among females, p<0.001) and smokers of
conventional cigarettes (not shown in table).

Short-term trends: Lower proportions of 16 year-olds
reported smoking conventional cigarettes in 2015 thanin
2011 or 2007.The decreases were significantly for lifetime,
and heavy smoking (Table 1).

Long-term trends: A significant linear trend in lifetime
and recent smoking indicates a decrease over time, simi-
lar between genders. Quadratic trends over the period
1984-2015 reflect the increased prevalence in regular and
heavy smoking in the total sample and in malesin 1999 and
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2003, and in heavy smoking in females in 1999, followed
by decreases in both categories (tab. 1).

Alcohol

In 2015, 66.2% of 16 year-old pupils nationwide had
consumed alcohol at least once in the past 30 days (tab. 2),
males and females in similar proportions (p=0.12). Almost
twice as many boys as girls reported consuming alcohol 10
times or more in the past 30 days (p=0.001). Most 16 year-
olds had drunk beer the last time they consumed alcohol
(49.1%), boys (58.0%) in a significantly higher proportion
than girls (40.4%, p<0.001), followed by wine (43.8%) and
spirits such as whisky, vodka, tequila, rum, etc. (40.0%, not
shown in table). About 28.1% reported consumption of
alcopops, boys and girls in similar proportions. At least one
occasion of heavy episodic (binge) drinking (i.e., at least 5
drinks in a row on a single occasion in the past 30 days) was
reported by 38.3% of the sample, in a higher proportion by
males than females (p<0.001). At least one recent (i.e. in the
past 12 months) episode of drunkenness was reported by
27.6% of the 16 year-olds, in a similar proportion in both
genders (p=0.52).

Short-term trends: Significantly lower proportions of 16
year-olds reported recent and frequent alcohol consump-

Cannabis

"New psychoactive substances" 1

rd
h

LSD

- .
e

in

Amphetamines

"Magic mushrooms” . 1.3
Cocaine . 1.3

Ecstasy . 1.2

Crack . 1.0

Methamphetamines

=
-

Heroin

| J
=
E-

GHB

et
e

Ketamine

2 4

S T —
=
o

A. KOKKEVI et al

tion in 2015 compared with 2011 or 2007 (especially in
boys; all p<0.01). A decrease in heavy episodic drinking
was observed only from 2011 to 2015, and only in males.

Long-term trends: Apart from heavy episodic drinking,
which increased overall in the period 1984-2015, signifi-
cant linear trends were observed in all the other alcohol
indicators, suggesting a decrease in alcohol consumptionin
both genders. In addition, significant quadratic trends were
observed in frequent alcohol use and heavy episodic drink-
ing in males only, suggesting levelling off and an increase,
respectively, up until 2011, followed by a decrease (tab. 2).

Illicit drugs

In 2015, 10.6% of 16 year-olds nationwide had tried
an illicit drug at least once in their lifetime, half of whom
had repeated their use at least 3 times (5.8%) (tab. 3).
Cannabis was the most commonly used illicit drug (9.1%),
with almost half of “ever” cannabis users reporting current
use of the drug (i.e., within the past 30 days). About 2.5%
reported lifetime use of “new psychoactive substances”,
mostly synthetic cannabinoids. The lifetime prevalence of
any one of the other illicit drugs examined in the survey
did not exceed 2% (fig. 1). Where differences were signifi-
cant (p<0.05), higher proportions of males than females

9.1

%

6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Figure 1. Proportion of 16 year-old high school pupils in Greece who reported lifetime use of illicit drugs in the 2015 “Greek Nationwide School
Population Survey on Substance Use and other Addictive Behaviours’, by drug. (Note: tThe drug category “new psychoactive substances” refers
mainly to synthetic cannabinoids (e.g., “Head Trip’, “Lemon Haze", “Pot Pourri’; and “Spice”) and cathinones (examples: Mephedrone, methylone,
butylone, methylenedioxypyrovalerone [MDPV], and 4-methylethcathinone [4-MEC]).
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reported lifetime use of Ecstasy, amphetamines, cocaine,
crack, LSD, and magic mushrooms.

Short-term trends: No significant changes were observed
in the proportion of 16 year-olds reporting lifetime use of
“any illicit drug” or of cannabis alone from 2007 or 2011
to 2015.

Long-term trends: Significant linear trends were observed
in all drug use behaviours examined here, in both genders
(although, in the case of girls only in cannabis), with increas-
es over the period 1984-2015. Significant quadratic trends
in most drug use behaviours (especially in boys) suggest
increases up until 1999, followed by levelling-off (tab. 3).

DISCUSSION

Conducted by UMHRI almost quadrennially since 1984,
the “Greek Nationwide School Population Survey on Sub-
stance Use and other Addictive Behaviours”is among the
few studies in Europe monitoring substance use behaviour
in adolescents. The study uses consistent methodology
and large-scale nationally representative samples which
ensure accurate measurement of relatively infrequent
behaviours such as heavy episodic drinking, heavy smok-
ing and the use of illicit drugs, and reliable assessment of
changes over time.

Based on the data from this survey, Greece appears to
have undergone an overall decline in smoking and, espe-
cially among males, in alcohol consumption among 16
year-olds in recent years, while the rate of use of the most
popular illicit drug, cannabis, has plateaued since 1999.

The trends in smoking, alcohol, and illicit drug use
observed in Greece match the trends noted in many other
countries during the past decade.’””’” The international
ESPAD report with the 2015 data had not been published
at the time of writing of this report (end 2015). Based on
the 2011 data,’”” the rates of smoking and of illicit drug use
among 16 year-olds in Greece were below the European
average, while those of alcohol use —~with the exception of
drunkenness—were higher than in most European countries.

Changes in trends and emerging patterns of substance
use are affected by multiple factors.*’® In the case of ado-
lescent smoking in particular, the decrease observed in
Greece coincided with a decrease in smoking in the adult
population, an increase in tobacco prices, a general lower-
ing of income, restrictions in tobacco-related advertising
and intensification of health promotion, targeting both
the schools and the general population.’?
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Special attention should be given to the fact that almost
3% of adolescents reported use of “new psychoactive
substances” (mostly synthetic cannabinoids) — a pattern of
drug use that concerns an increasing number of countries
worldwide.?” Novel practices also characterise smoking
behaviour in adolescents in Greece, as both the present and
previous studies? revealed that a substantial proportion
of adolescent smokers experiment with e-cigarettes. This
pattern of nicotine consumption poses additional health
risks for adolescent users.?

The data presented here should be viewed in the light
of at least two limitations. First, the data are representa-
tive of 16 year-olds attending school, but not of all ado-
lescents of this age. School drop-outs and retainers -a
population which is more likely to smoke, drink, and use
drugs?*— were excluded from all the surveys. According to
the 2014 Hellenic Statistical Authority data, school drop-
outs and retainers in Greece account for about 9% of the
16 year-old age cohort.*® Second, although the surveys rely
on best practice available for eliciting honest reporting,’
possible misreporting of substance use behaviour cannot
be ruled out.?®

Despite these limitations, these data highlight the
importance of continued monitoring of the trends of
substance use in adolescents. Furthermore, they indicate
the necessity of maintaining and further expanding control
measures and health promotion interventions to curb the
use of traditional substances while also planning interven-
tions aimed at discouraging experimentation with novel
tobacco products, such as e-cigarettes, and emerging
uncontrolled psychoactive substances.
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Kamnviopa, oivonmveupatwaén motd Kat Xprion mapAavopwyv ouciwv o€ e@rifoug otnv EAAGSa -
Mpdoata agroixeia (2015) kat StayxpovikEG Taoelg (1984-2015)
A. KOKKEBH,' A. DQTIOY," E. KANABOY,' M. XTAYPOY,' C. RICHARDSON?
'EpeuvnTiko MNavemotnuiakd Ivotitovto Wuxikng Yyiewvig (EMNIYY), AGrva, 2llavteio MNavemotriuio

Kotwvwvikwv kat MNoAitikwv Emotnuwy, ABrva

Apxeia EAAnviknG latpikric 2016, 33(2):249-257

ZKOMOX H mapovoa PeEAETN TTIEPLYPAPEL TNV TPEXOLOA KatdoTaon (2015) Kat TiG SlaxpoVvIKEG TAoelg 30 eTwv (1984—
2015) OXETIKA PE TO KATIVIOUA, TNV KATAVAAWGCN OIVOTIVEUHATWA WV KAl TN XProN TTAPAVOUWY OUCIWV ("VOpKWTIKWV")
anod 16xpovoug nabntég otnv EANGSa. YAIKO KAl MEOOAOX Ta otoixeia mponABav amd tnv «lNaveAnvia Epsuva
yla Tn Xprion E€aptnoloyovwyv Ouciwv Kat AANeG EEapTNTIKEG ZUPTIEPLYPOPEG», UIa OUYXPOVIKH £épguva Tou Sie€dye-
Tal amod 1o Epguvntikd Mavemotnplako lvotitouto WuxIKAG YYIEIVIG avA TETPAETIA OE AVTITPOOWITEVTIKO Seiyua pa-
OnTtwv Aukegiou. AVaAUOEIG AOYIOTIKAG TTAAIVEPOUNONG EQAPUOOCTNKAV Yia TNV AlOAOYNON TTPOCEPATWY Kal SlaxPovL-
KWV TACEWV (YPOUUIKEG KAl TETPAYWVIKEG) KATA TN StdpKela piag meptodou 30 etwv (1984-2015). ANOTEAEZMATA To
2015, T0000TO 39,2% TWV 16XpOVWYV HABNTWV OTN XWPEA EiXaV KATTVIOEL TOLlYAPO TOUAAXIOTOV Hid opd o€ OAN TOUG
N Cwn. Noocootd 11,1% kat 2,9% kanvi{av KaBnuePIvA Kal ATav «Bapeic» KATVIOTEG, AVTIOTOIKA, O€ UYNAOTEPO TTOCO-
oTO Ta ayodpla am’ o,TL Ta Kopitota. To 19,1% avéPepe MEIPAUATIONO UE TO NAEKTPOVIKO TOLYAPO, KLUPIWG Ta aydpla Kat
ol 16xpovol Tou Kamvi{av ta KAAoIKA Totydpa. Tig 30 Nuépeg ptv ammo tn Sie€aywyn TNG €PEVVAG, EIXE KATAVOAWOEL
OIVOTIVELHATWON TTOTA £0TW KAl Hia GOPA TTOCOOTO 66,2% Kal SEKA 1] TIEPICOOTEPEG POPEG TO 7,6%, o€ oXeSOV SIMAA-
OlO TTOCOOTO TA AYOPLA CUYKPLITIKA HE TA KOPITOLA. TOUAAXIOTOV €va TTEPIOTATIKO TTIOAU TTPOCE®ATNG UTTEPBOAIKNG Ka-
TAVAAWONG OIVOTIVEUUATWS WV TTOTWV (TOUAAXIOTOV 5 TTOTA OTN OELPA O€ Hia epioTaon) avépepe To 38,2% Tou Seiy-
HATOG, 0€ LYNAOGTEPO TTOCOCTO TA AyOPLa AT’ O,TL Ta KOPITola. To 27,6% avEPEPE TOUAAXIOTOV £VA TIEPIOTATIKO HUEONG
TOo TeEAeVTaio £10C. MNepimou 10,6% eixav Sokipdoel otn (wr) TOUG KATIOLA TTAPAVON OUGIA, Ol MLooi ard TOUG OTTOI0LG
(5,8%) TOUANAXIOTOV 3 POPEG. YYNAOTEPO TTOCOOTO AYOPIWYV ATT O,TL KOPITOIWV AVEPEPAV XPNON «OTTOIACSATTOTE TTa-
pAvouNng ouciagy. H kavvafn Atav n mo cuxvda ava@epopevn ouaia (9,1%), pe oxeddV Toug HIooUG armd GO0UG gixav
XPNOIMOTIOIOEL KAvVaPn (4,1%) va Kataypa@ouv Xpron TnG ouciag KAatd tov Teheutaio priva. Noocootd 2,5% avé-
PEPE XPNoN «VEWV YUXOSPACTIKWY OUCIWV», KUPIWG CUVOETIKWY Kavvapivoeldwv. H emkpdtnon tng Xpriong AAAwv
TTAPAVOUWYV OUCIWV —eKTOG KAVVAPNG Kal «VEWV PUXOSPACTIKWY OUCIWV»— Sev umepEPRalve To 2% (Xprion £€0Tw Kal
Hia @opd og oOAOKANPN TN Cwr)). AlaXPOVIKEG TACELG KATASEIKVUOUV HEIWON OTO KATVIOUA (0€ OAOUG TOUG OXETIKOUG
SEeIKTEQ) Kal oTNV MPOo@ATN KATavAAwon (Tov TEAEUTAIO Urjva) olvoTveuUaTwS WV ToTwy To 2015 o€ CUYKPLON UE TO
2011 kat to 2007. MEIWOELG TTAPATNPRONKAV KAl 0TNV UTTEPBOAIKH KATAVAAWGCH OVOTIVEUHATWO WYV TTOTWV AAAA HOVO
T0 2015 o€ oxéon pe to 2011, KAl pévo ota ayopla. Tnv tehevtaia 8etia, SV KATAYPAPNKAV ONUAVTIKEG METABONEG
oTN XPrion «omolacdHmoTe MapAvoung ouciag» rj KAvvapng. AlaxpovikéG TAoELG 30 eTwv (1984-2015) katadeikvuouv
YPOAMMIKEG HEIWOELG OTO KATIVIOUA 0€ OAOKANPEN TN {wrj KAl 0TO TPOC@ATO KATIVIOUA, TTAPOMOLEG KAl oTa SU0 PUAQ,
KAl LEIWOELG OTO «BapU» KATIVIOUA PHETA TO 1999 o1a Kopitota kal to 2003 ota ayopla, KaBwg Kal 0To KAONUEPIVO KA-
TIVIOUA META TO 1999 o1a ayopla. MEWWOELG KaTaypA@nKav EMONG 0TNV KATAVAAWON OIVOTIVELUUATWA WYV TTOTWY, UE
TN MEiwon oTn ouxvn Kal tn Baptd katavalwon va mapatneeital amod 1o 2011 kat petd. Amd to 2003 kal VoTEPQ, Ta
TTOCOOTA OTN XProN TTAPAVOUWY OUCLWV 0TaBEpomoliOnKayv, akoAouBwvTag au&NoElG wg Kal To 1999. TYMIMEPAZ-
MATA lNapd TIG HEIWOELG 0TN XProN ££0PTNCIOYOVWY OLCLWV ATTd TOuG 16Xpovouc otnv EANGSa Ta teAeuTaia xpovia,
ol TAPEUPATELG OPEiNOLV va cuveXIoToUV. ISlaitepn Mpoooxn Tpémel va S0B&ei otV MpoAnYNn TNG LTTEPBOAIKNAG Ka-
TAVAAWONG OIVOTIVEUUATWS WV TTOTWV KAl TWV VEWV TIPOTUTIWV XProNG, TTOU TIEPIAABAVOUV TO NAEKTPOVIKO TOlydpO
KOL TIG «VEEG PUXOOPACTIKEG OUCIES».

Né&erg evupeTnpiou: EANGSa, E@not pabntég, Kamviopa, Owvonveupatwdn motd, Napavoueg ouoieg
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