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Abstract 

The Northern Cyprus Prime Ministry’s Anti-drug Commission European School Survey Project 
on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) program is an excellent initiative to gain in-depth 
knowledge about youth substance use to enable improved prevention and substance abuse 
treatment efforts. Comprehensive substance use data were collected from 3091 fifteen-sixteen-
year-old high school students in Northern Cyprus. These data provide insight into the types of 
drugs adolescents are using, when substance use is initiated, the frequency and route of 
substance use, and many other important factors to direct the appropriate and efficient use of 
limited resources to reduce drug use and addiction. The findings of this research provide the 
Northern Cyprus Anti-drug Commission the data necessary to develop a better, more 
comprehensive assessment of the challenges of adolescent substance use and improved 
prevention and treatment strategies. It is particularly crucial to stay abreast of constantly 
changing trends in the availability of and desire for different psychoactive substances, 
especially with the worldwide introduction of more than 900 novel psychoactive substances  
One recurring theme is that educational institutions play a crucial role in substance use 
prevention. It is imperative that the Northern Cyprus Anti-drug Commission foster close 
collaborations with schools and primary care physicians to educate and communicate with 
youth and their families about the negative health and behavioral effects of substance use. 
Improvements in data collection and the ability to evaluate longitudinal outcomes is critical to 
enhancing the value of the ESPAD report. Based on the current available summary data format, 
relevant microdata cannot be accessed and detailed and comparative analyses between 
variables cannot be made. It is essential that these efforts continue each year to provide the 
needed longitudinal data to guide Northern Cyprus’ fight against adolescent substance use. 
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7.1. Introduction  

Substance use disorders have significant public health, societal and 

economic implications and effective strategies are needed to prevent and 

successfully treat these disorders. Substance use disorders are chronic, 

relapsing conditions, making it imperative to prevent initiation of use, to 

develop effective treatment programs and to educate the public, families and 

adolescents on the toxicities associated with regular substance use. 

Adolescents have distinct patterns of substance use, generally beginning with 

alcohol, cannabis, and tobacco. This is why it is essential to design special 

intervention programs for young adults and males, who are at higher risk of 

substance use, before experimentation with substances converts to substance 

dependence and addiction. 

During the critical developmental phase of adolescence, youth undergo 

numerous biological, psychological, and social changes that influence 

initiation of and progressing psychoactive substance use (Luciana et al., 2018). 

Adolescent substance use should not be considered solely a behavioral 

disorder, but a result of coping deficiencies and emotional dysregulation 

(Garke et al., 2021). Around the world in the past, adolescents generally 

experimented with alcohol or tobacco first. This was substantiated in the 

current Northern Cyprus ESPAD data; however, more recently, the first 

psychoactive substance that many young people try in North America is 

cannabis. It will be interesting to see if this occurs in Northern Cyprus in the 

future, and if education and prevention efforts to reduce cannabis availability 

and use by youth can succeed in stopping initiation of cannabis use.  

Based on the 2024 ESPAD report, lifetime alcohol use among 15-16-

year-old adolescents in Europe is 74%, cigarette use 32%, and cannabis use 

12% (ESPAD Report, 2025). ESPAD is administered in 35 countries, including 

Northern Cyprus, where it is managed by the Prime Minister’s Anti-drug 

Commission. Continuous, quantitative and detailed ESPAD survey data 

provide the necessary knowledge on developing educational programs on the 

harms of substance use and how to discourage initiation of intake in this 

vulnerable population. Adolescence is a critical period characterized by rapid 
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biological, psychological and social changes and increased vulnerability to 

experiment with substances and be affected by peer influence. 

7.2. Findings and Discussion 

Each chapter in the ESPAD report provides important findings to guide 

the development of policy, educational outreach, and new prevention and 

treatment programs. The use of alcohol to cope with depressive feelings and 

the use of tobacco, cannabis, and alcohol among adolescents in Northern 

Cyprus were examined. Unfortunately, a harmful response to the emotional 

highs and lows experienced by adolescents during development is to use 

substances to cope. Adolescents also experiment with greater independence 

and decision-making, including risk-taking and initiation of substance use. The 

ESPAD survey in Northern Cyprus adolescents found significant positive 

relationships between depressive drinking and heavy alcohol consumption 

(binge drinking), with a significant but weak association with cigarette use.  

Although alcohol was preferred to cope with psychological stress, it also 

increased adolescent’s tendency to use other substances. Alcohol, tobacco, and 

cannabis consumption may provide short-term relief of depressive symptoms 

but also may lead to serious long-term negative effects on physical and mental 

health (Leslie et al., 2020; Levine et al., 2020), including exacerbation of 

depression. The data showed that depressive drinking tendency predicted not 

only general substance use but also duration, frequency, and intensity of use, 

providing important information for preventive mental health services. 

Alcohol intake to cope with depressive feelings was a strong predictor 

of the “escape strategy” binge drinking (Inguglia et al. 2019). Young people 

drink heavily in groups or on weekends as a coping mechanism. Coping with 

depression by drinking alcohol also significantly increased the frequency of 

cigarette smoking among young people. Cigarettes are easily accessible and 

more socially accepted in Northern Cyprus where a large proportion of the 

adult population smokes. Wang et al., 2021 emphasized the bidirectional 

relationship between depression and cigarette use, suggesting that depressive 

symptoms trigger nicotine use, and nicotine, exacerbates depressive symptoms 
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in the long term. Birrell et al., 2020 reported the same bidirectional causality 

with increasing depression contributing to substance use and substance use 

contributing to depression, leading adolescents with high levels of depressive 

symptoms to initiate substance intake at an earlier age and more frequently. 

Bekiroğulları and Tremeşeli (2023) showed that substance use in 

Northern Cyprus adolescents begins with cigarettes and alcohol and may 

transition to illicit substances over time, supporting the necessity of 

longitudinal studies to determine causality. Addition of social support level, 

parental monitoring, academic achievement, and peer influence into research 

models, rather than focusing solely on depressive drinking, would further 

increase result validity and comprehensiveness. A suggestion was made to 

include qualitative data collection (e.g., interviews, focus groups) to better 

understand why young people turn to substance use. 

The Northern Cyprus Anti-drug Commission not only collects data to 

direct resource allocation, develop educational, prevention and treatment 

programs, but there is a focused attempt to improve the reliability of the 

ESPAD questionnaire. The reliability of the psychosocial subscales of the 

Northern Cyprus ESPAD. "Family Support” (Cronbach's alpha of .93), "Peer 

Support” (.96), and "Time Spent on Social Media” (.85) were highly reliable. 

"Social Pressure” (.68) was just below the minimally acceptable level of .70 

for psychological measurements, and "School Absenteeism” (.55) 

demonstrated lower internal consistency and need to be revised or 

restructured. Longitudinal studies were strongly recommended, as was 

determining test reliability in Southern Cyprus to enable comparisons between 

the two Cypriot locales. In addition, the nature, duration and purpose of social 

media use and school policies and parental involvement need to be assessed. 

The frequency of risky behavior participation of Northern Cyprus 15- 

and 16-year-old students was investigated in the ESPAD survey and compared 

to those of adolescents in Southern Cyprus and Europe. European data 

included the average results for 37 participating countries. There are large 

differences in per capita gross domestic product (GDP), population and 

religion between Northern and Southern Cyprus that influence adolescent 
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substance use. Recent and lifetime use of cigarettes/e-cigarettes and alcohol; 

illicit drugs, including amphetamines, cannabis, cocaine/crack, ecstasy, 

methamphetamines, heroin, and LSD/hallucinogens; and misused therapeutic 

drugs and chemicals including inhalants, tranquilizers/ sedatives, painkillers, 

and anabolic steroids were obtained in the survey. Gaming and prevalence of 

gambling were also assessed for the Northern Cyprus cohort. Frequency data 

were evaluated qualitatively, as individualized data sets were not available.  

Use of cigarettes, e-cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs was lower and 

generally substantially lower in Northern Cyprus youth, compared to their 

counterparts in Southern Cyprus and Europe. This was true for all the assessed 

risky behaviors except for lifetime cigarette use, for which Northern Cyprus 

students had a higher frequency of use than Southern Cyprus students. 

However, this changed recently, with rates decreasing by about half in 

Northern Cyprus adolescents, making cigarette use comparable between the 

two regions. Cigarette use in European youth was slightly higher than both 

Northern and Southern Cyprus. The negative health effects of tobacco are 

widely known, and tobacco use is a top cause of preventable morbidity and 

mortality throughout the world (Amialchuk & Sapci, 2022). Although 

traditional smoking may be on the decline, e-cigarette use is highly popular 

with teenagers. 

Lifetime use of alcohol was prevalent in Northern Cyprus at 24.7%; 

however, use in the past year decreased to only 8.6%. However, one of five 

students reported binge drinking in the last month that was  associated with 

other risky behaviors (e.g., riding with an intoxicated driver, drug use), as well 

as other acute harms including alcohol poisoning and blackouts, problems at 

school or work, increased risk of sexually transmitted infections, increased 

occurrence of alcohol related sexual or physical assault, and a higher 

likelihood of involvement in vehicle crashes or fatalities (Martin et al., 2018). 

Strategies to educate adolescents about the impacts of alcohol must begin by 

late childhood and should be executed at the family, community and national 

policy level. 
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Cannabis was the second most misused drug, with a lifetime frequency 

of use of 2%, declining to 0.7% in the past 30 days. Medical use only is 

approved for adults aged 18 or older, but this may allow easier access to the 

drug. Unfortunately, adolescent’s perception of risk of cannabis use is low.  

The most frequently used drug class by North Cyprus adolescents was 

painkillers at 2.8%; frequency of use of all other drugs was ≤ 2%. Over 70% 

of Northern Cypriot youth participated in digital gaming, while gambling was 

infrequent (6.5%). Gaming is a popular form of entertainment for 13- to 17-

year-old students worldwide, with individuals averaging nearly 2 hours 

gaming each day (Alanko, 2023). Risky behaviors of particular concern in 

Northern Cyprus students were binge drinking and e-cigarette use. Although 

participation in these activities was generally low and typically substantially 

lower than that of Southern Cyprus and European students, these risky 

behaviors may still result in serious consequences. The differences may be due 

to cultural, political, legal, and/or socioeconomic factors, as well as education 

addressing risks associated with these activities. Even low rates of risky 

behaviors in Northern Cypriot youth may lead to substance dependence and 

addiction. Education and prevention at the individual, family, community, and 

national level is necessary to limit adolescent risky behaviors.     

The Northern Cyprus ESPAD report identifies actions and interventions 

that might mitigate these risky behaviors. Of high importance is educating 

parents that their tobacco smoking increases susceptibility for their child’s 

nicotine use.  Educating families and students on short- and long-term 

negative effects of smoking is also necessary and should be early before a child 

first tries smoking. These negative health effects include lung cancer and heart 

disease, hypertension and poor exercise endurance. Strategies include 

increasing tobacco product taxes, prohibiting sales to minors, regulating 

advertising and packaging, penalize when regulations are not followed and 

fund smoking cessation programs.  

The relationships between substance use, family support, peer support, 

perceived social pressure, school absenteeism and the duration of social media 

use among 15-16-year-old high school students in Northern Cyprus were also 
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probed to provide information on risk and protective factors. Family support 

was an important protective factor to prevent cigarette and alcohol use but 

did not significantly affect cannabis use. This potentially could be explained 

by the low prevalence of cannabis use in the sample.  Higher school 

engagement reduced risky behaviors, while peer support only modestly 

reduced the frequency of getting drunk.  

Social pressure was one of the strongest risk factors for substance use, 

especially alcohol use. School absenteeism and the duration of social media 

time was a risk factor for cigarette and alcohol use. Family problems, low 

parental supervision, peer pressure, poor attachment to school, and easy 

access to substances in the social environment were frequently highlighted risk 

factors. 

Interventions including fostering family support and positive peer 

relationships, preventing absenteeism, increasing school engagement, and 

raising awareness of risky content on social media are key strategies to combat 

adolescent substance use.  

Chapter 5 focused on individual protective factors (family support, 

school engagement, reading books for enjoyment, and active participation in 

sport) and substance use outcomes (smoking, alcohol, and cannabis use). If 

protective factors can be identified to mitigate adolescent substance use, they 

can be targeted in prevention strategies. Interestingly, school engagement 

demonstrated the most consistent and robust associations, particularly in 

relation to smoking and alcohol consumption but no single factor offered 

complete protection against substance use. Family support and reading were 

consistently associated with reduced smoking, alcohol use, and binge 

drinking. Sport involvement simultaneously promoted healthy behaviors, such 

as reduced smoking and cannabis use, but also exposed adolescents to 

environments where alcohol use was more common. 

Social pressure, peer pressure and time spent on social media increased 

alcohol and cigarette but not cannabis use. Adolescents with low family 

support prioritized peer approval and were more vulnerable to social media 

influences, especially as time on social media increased.  
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7.3. Conclusions 

The ESPAD cross-sectional study design precludes the ability to assess 

causality or observe changes over time. A longitudinal approach may provide 

deeper insights if resources are available to support the effort. Additionally, 

the absence of comparable data from previous years prevents the identification 

of long-term trends between protective factors and substance use behaviors in 

adolescents. Another limitation is the complex and often interrelated nature 

of protective factors; therefore, examining them in isolation may not account 

for their interactive effects. Future ESPAD questionnaires need to more 

thoroughly evaluate increasing e-cigarette use and consider adolescent’s 

substance use who are no longer attending school. Substance use may be 

higher in this population cohort. Finally, only simple regression analyses were 

performed, which could miss potential interactions between variables. 

Coordinated, multidimensional strategies are needed for the family, 

school, youth, digital media, and policy levels to prevent substance use in 

adolescents. Preventive strategies must strengthen school engagement, family 

support and foster social media literacy, resistance to peer pressure, and life 

skills. Targeted prevention efforts within sports is necessary to mitigate the 

risks of alcohol use during participation in team sports. The findings from the 

2024 ESPAD survey emphasize the need for multifaceted, evidence-informed 

prevention approaches that are integrated into schools, families, and 

government initiatives to reduce substance use among adolescents in Northern 

Cyprus. 
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