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Abstract
Introduction and Aims. Youth substance use is declining in many high-income countries. As adolescent substance use
becomes less common, it may concentrate in higher-risk groups. This paper aims to examine how the psychosocial characteris-
tics of young substance users in England have changed over time. Design and Methods. Annual cross-sectional data from
the 2001–2014 Smoking, Drinking and Drug Use Among Young People in England survey are analysed (n = 112 792, age:
11–15). Logistic and Poisson regression analyses are used to test whether the sex, socioeconomic status (SES) and prevalence
of truancy and exclusion from school of those who drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes, take cannabis, take other drugs and engage
in poly-substance use changed across the study period. Results. Use of all substances decreased and there were shifts in the
psychosocial characteristics of young smokers, illicit drug users and poly-substance users. The proportion of current smokers
and ever-users of cannabis of low SES and who had been excluded increased significantly between 2001/2003–2014. The pro-
portion of last month drug users who had been excluded from school also increased significantly and there were increases in the
proportion of polysubstance-users who had truanted and been excluded. The proportion of low SES alcohol users who had been
excluded also increased significantly, but this change was very small. There was no evidence of substance use becoming more
or less concentrated in one gender. Discussion and Conclusions. There is some evidence that smoking, illicit drug use and
poly-substance use are becoming more concentrated in potentially at risk populations. There is limited evidence of concentration
amongst young drinkers. [Oldham M, Livingston M, Whitaker V, Callinan S, Fairbrother H, Curtis P, Meier P,
Holmes J. Trends in the psychosocial characteristics of 11–15-year-olds who still drink, smoke, take drugs and
engage in poly-substance use in England. Drug Alcohol Rev 2021;40:597–606]
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Introduction

In England, substance use amongst young people is in
decline [1,2]. The proportion of 11–15 year-olds who
reported ever having an alcoholic drink fell from 61%
in 2003 to 38% in 2014 [2]. Those young people who
do drink are consuming alcohol less often and in
smaller quantities. There have also been concurrent
declines in smoking and cannabis use in England. The
proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported ever try-
ing smoking fell from 43% in 1998 to 17% in 2016,
while the proportion who had ever tried cannabis

dropped from 18% in 2001 to 11% in 2016. The aver-
age age of initiation also increased between 2001 and
2016 from 11.6 to 12.3 for drinking, 11.4 to 12.6 for
smoking and 13.2 to 13.6 for cannabis use [2]. These
trends are mirrored internationally, with reports of
declining youth consumption of alcohol, cigarettes and
drugs across many high-income countries [1–10].
However, it is currently unclear whether declines in
adolescent substance use are occurring consistently
across different socio-demographic groups and impor-
tant questions remain around which young people are
still engaging in these behaviours.

Melissa Oldham PhD, Research Associate, Michael Livingston PhD, Researcher, Victoria Whitaker PhD, Research Associate, Sarah Callinan
PhD, Researcher, Hannah Fairbrother PhD, Lecturer, Penny Curtis PhD, Professor of Child and Family Health and Wellbeing, Petra Meier
PhD, Professor of Public Health, John Holmes PhD, Professor of Public Health. Correspondence to: Dr Melissa Oldham, School of Health and
Related Research, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK. E-mail: m.oldham@ucl.ac.uk

Received 8 January 2020; accepted for publication 4 October 2020.

R E V I E W

Drug and Alcohol Review (May 2021), 40, 597–606
DOI: 10.1111/dar.13201

© 2020 The Authors. Drug and Alcohol Review published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of Australasian Professional Society on Alcohol and other
Drugs.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3868-2794
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8995-9386
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7883-3852
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4146-1244
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5354-1933
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9283-2151
mailto:m.oldham@ucl.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Adolescence is both a peak time for initiation of sub-
stance use [8] and a period of heightened sensitivity to
the negative health impacts of alcohol and drugs, as
adolescent substance use can disrupt the developing
brain [11,12]. Adolescent substance use is also linked
to short-term harms such as accidents [13,14] and
risky behaviours, with potentially negative conse-
quences including sexually transmitted infections, inju-
ries, criminality and victimisation [13–18]. Substance
use can also negatively impact educational attainment
and is associated with academic disengagement [16]
and failure to complete education [19]. Declining sub-
stance use amongst adolescents, therefore, is likely to
have both short- and long-term public health and
social benefits.
Two theories, the substance use normalisation thesis

[20,21] and hardening theory [22], suggest that as sub-
stance use becomes less prevalent, it may become
more concentrated in populations at greater risk of
harm, such as those of lower socioeconomic status
(SES) or those who engage in the heaviest substance
use. According to the substance use normalisation the-
sis, increases in the prevalence of substance use
amongst youth are generally due to increased social
acceptability of the substance and initiation of the behav-
iour in populations less vulnerable to harm [23,24]. Con-
versely, declines in substance use occur in line with
increased negative attitudes of substance use which can
lead to increasing marginalisation of remaining users
[25]. Similarly, hardening theory, which has generally
been applied to smoking, suggests that drops in tobacco
use occur mostly amongst lighter or less addicted
smokers who find it easier to quit. Those still smoking
may be the heaviest smokers, are more likely to be from
poorer or adverse backgrounds and are more likely to
suffer comorbid psychosocial problems [26].
These theories suggest that downward trends in

youth substance use could be driven by declines in
populations who are less at risk of harm. Therefore,
recent declines in youth substance use may mean the
remainder of substance use is concentrated within
high-risk populations. This could mean that the health
benefits of declining youth substance use are accruing
in non-marginalised populations. As such, the poten-
tial health benefits of the decline in youth substance
use may not be fully realised and the decline could
exacerbate existing, or contribute to the emergence of
new, inequalities. There is mixed empirical support for
this proposition in relation to declining youth alcohol
consumption. Studies have shown that alcohol use is
declining across all young drinkers [9,25] and indeed
there is some evidence that declines in the UK are
largest amongst heavier drinkers [9]. Furthermore,
studies in Norway [27] and Sweden [28] have largely
found that the psychosocial correlates of youth

drinking, including depressive symptoms, conduct
problems and levels of self-reported harm, remained
stable over time despite increases or reductions in
youth drinking. Alternatively, other studies show that
having parents of lower SES [29], truanting [30] and
school exclusion [31] are associated with an increased
likelihood of frequent and heavy adolescent drinking.
One study examining other substance use showed tru-
ants are also more likely to smoke and more likely to
take illegal drugs than non-truants [32]. Here, we add
to this literature by examining the psychosocial charac-
teristics of young substance users in a new geographic
context, England, and examine a wider range of sub-
stance use behaviours.
This paper examines whether youth substance use has

become concentrated in groups of more vulnerable
young people during a period of declining substance use.
Specifically, we examine whether there have been
increases in the proportion of 11–15-year-old drinkers,
smokers, drug users and poly-substance users who are of
low SES, and who have been excluded from or truanted
from school. We also examine whether there have been
shifts in the sex of young substance users, as declines in
youth alcohol consumption are smaller in girls [33].

Methods

Data

The Smoking, Drinking and Drug Use Among Young
People Survey (SDD) is a repeat cross-sectional,
school-based survey in England [1]. For the present
analyses, SDD data are used from 2001, when the
overall decline in substance use reported in this survey
began. We use data up to and including 2014, as due
to financial constraints, there was no survey in 2015
and the measure of free school meals (a proxy of SES
in England) was dropped in 2016. Survey data were
collected annually between 2001 and 2014, providing
14 waves of data over 14 years with a combined sample
size totalling 112 792 (57 297 males).
In each year, secondary schools in England are

selected to participate using a multi-stage, stratified
sampling method. The data are comparable across
years, with few major changes to the sampling, mode
of administration or questionnaire over the study
period. The majority of secondary schools are eligible
to participate in the SDD. Only very small schools,
special educational needs schools, special hospital
schools and pupil referral units (special units for stu-
dents removed from mainstream education, often for
behavioural reasons) are excluded.
The sample size at each wave varied between 5189

and 10 390 students aged from 11 to 15 years. The
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large variation in the sample size is due to differences
in funding each year and does not vary systematically
over time. Students are randomly selected within
schools such that approximately 30 children from each
school participate. Students self-complete the survey
under exam conditions.

Measures

Six dependent variables relating to drinking patterns
(ever drank alcohol and drank alcohol in the last
week), cigarette smoking (current smoker and smoked
in the last 7 days) and drug use (ever tried cannabis
and used drugs in last 4 weeks) are examined. All vari-
ables are treated as binary variables (0 = did not
engage in the behaviour, 1 = engaged in the behav-
iour). Finally, we create a measure of recent poly-
substance use that includes last week smoking, last
week drinking and last month drug use (last week drug
use is not measured). Participants receive a score from
0 to 3 based upon how many substances they report
taking.

Four self-reported factors are entered as indepen-
dent variables in the models, these are: sex (males as
the reference group); whether the student has ever
truanted from school; whether the student has ever
been excluded from school; and whether the student
receives free school meals (hereafter referred to as
FSM; a proxy of socioeconomic status in England).

These measures were selected as they are consistently
measured over the period of interest.
Survey year is also entered in the regression model

as an independent variable in order to account for
baseline trends. Changes were made across all British
national surveys in 2007 to account for upward shifts
in the typical size and strength of alcoholic drinks. To
account for this, a dummy variable (coded as 0 = pre-
2007, 1 = post-2007) is also included in the analyses.
As the pupils were sampled within schools, school ID
number was included as a cluster variable.
To examine whether there were changes in the com-

position of those who were in the drinking, smoking,
drug and poly-substance using groups over time, inter-
action terms with year and each of the other indepen-
dent variables are entered in the regression model.

Analysis

Regression models are used to examine whether there
are changes in the psychosocial characteristics of those
in the drinking, smoking, drug use and poly-substance
use groups over time. Interactions terms between year
and each independent variables are the main result of
interest. Binary logistic models are used for all depen-
dent variables except policy-substance use, where we
use Poisson regression. Analyses are carried out using
the logistic and Poisson command in Stata 15. Stata
omits rows with missing data from analyses.

Table 1. Percentage of 11–15-year-olds who report substance use by year

Year n

Ever
drank
(%)

Last week
drinking (%)

Current
smoker (%)

Last week
smoking (%)

Ever tried
cannabis (%)

Last month
drug use (%)

Survey
response
rate (%)

2001 9357 61 27 15 — 18 11 61
2002 9859 61 26 15 — 17 11 63
2003 10 390 61 25 14 13 18 11 65
2004 9715 59 24 13 12 16 9 62
2005 9202 58 23 13 13 16 10 60
2006 8200 55 24 13 12 14 8 55
2007 7831 54 21 10 10 13 8 53
2008 7789 52 21 11 9 12 7 51
2009 7674 51 18 10 9 12 7 47
2010 7296 45 17 9 8 10 6 41
2011 6519 45 13 8 8 10 5 42
2012 7589 43 14 7 7 10 6 43
2013 5189 38 10 6 6 9 5 38
2014 6173 37 7 6 5 9 5 35

Note: The declining overall response rate was predominantly due to declining response rates amongst schools; pupil response
rates within participating schools were similar across years. The main reasons given by schools for not taking part were a lack of
time and resources and the large number of school surveys being conducted. Analyses in 2010 suggested that the drop in
response rates has not affected key trends [34].
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Results

Descriptive statistics

There were declines in all substance use between
2001/2003 and 2014 (see Table 1). The trends in the
majority of the independent variables of interest were
stable over time. Figure 1 shows relatively stable trends
in the proportion of boys (50% in 2001 and 51% in
2014), those receiving free school meals (15% in 2001
and 2014) and those who were excluded (7% in 2011
and 2014) within the whole sample of the SDD
between 2001 and 2014. However, the proportion of
pupils who had truanted in the full sample fell from
18% in 2001 to 12% in 2014. This is not a concern for
the main analyses as the inclusion of survey year in the

regression model accounts for the baseline trends in
each of the independent variables.

Drinking

The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported ever
having consumed alcohol decreased from 61% to 37%
over the study period [odds ratio (OR) = 0.92,
SE < 0.01, P < 0.001, Table 2]. There was no signifi-
cant interaction between year and sex, indicating no
change in the sex composition of ever drinkers
(OR = 1.00, SE < 0.01, P = 0.755). However, there
were small but significant increases in the proportion
of ever drinkers who received FSM (from 13% to

Figure 1. Proportion of each population who were male, who received free school meals and who reported exclusion or truanting.
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15%, OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.006) and who had
been excluded from school (from 10% to 12%,
OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.046). In line with base-
line trends, there was a decrease in the proportion of
ever drinkers who had truanted from school (from
25% to 23%, OR = 0.98, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001).

The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported
drinking alcohol in the last week decreased from 27%
to 7% over the study period (OR = 0.89, SE < 0.01,
P < 0.001). There were no significant interactions
between year and sex (OR = 1.01, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.330), year and FSM (OR = 1.01, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.119) and year and truanting (OR = 0.99,
SE = 0.01, P = 0.290), indicating no change in the
composition of last week drinkers for each of these var-
iables (Table 2). There was a very small but significant
increase in the proportion of last week drinkers who
had been excluded from school (from 13% to 14%,
OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.023).

Smoking

The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported being
a current smoker decreased from 15% to 6% over the
study period (OR = 0.93, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001,

Table 3). There were significant increases in the pro-
portion of current smokers who received FSMs (from
16% to 21%, OR = 1.01, SE = 0.01, P = 0.044) and
who had been excluded from school (from 19% to
31%, OR = 1.03, SE = 0.01, P = 0.003). There was
no significant interaction between year and gender
(OR = 0.99, SE = 0.01, P = 0.166) or year and
truanting (OR = 1.00, SE = 0.01, P = 0.523), indicat-
ing no change in the composition of current smokers
in terms of gender or past truanting.
The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported last

week smoking decreased from 13% to 5% over the study
period (OR = 0.93, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001). There was a
very small but statistically significant decrease in the pro-
portion of last week smokers who were male (from 50%
to 49%, OR = 0.97, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001). There was
no significant interaction between year and truanting
(OR = 1.00, SE = 0.01, P = 0.643), year and free school
meals (OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.058) and year and
exclusion (OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.064).

Drug use

The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported ever
using cannabis decreased from 18% to 9% over the

Table 2. Binary logistic regression models for ever drinking and last week drinking by survey year, sex, truanting,
exclusion and socioeconomic status

OR SE Z P
% in drinking
group in 2001

% in drinking
group in 2014

Ever dranka

Survey year 0.92 0.01 −15.34 <0.001
Sex 1.03 0.03 0.78 0.435
FSM 0.63 0.03 −9.80 <0.001
Excluded 1.76 0.11 9.12 <0.001
Truanted 6.45 0.36 33.45 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 1.06 0.04 1.28 0.201
Year*sex (reference males) 1.00 <0.01 0.31 0.755 51 50
Year*FSM (reference received FSM) 1.02 0.01 2.76 0.006 13 15
Year*excluded (reference had been excluded) 1.02 0.01 1.99 0.046 10 12
Year*truanted (reference had truanted) 0.98 0.01 −3.42 <0.001 25 23

Drank in the last weekb

Survey year 0.89 <0.01 −18.23 <0.001
Sex 1.00 0.03 −0.07 0.941
FSM 0.64 0.03 −8.79 <0.001
Excluded 1.66 0.09 9.08 <0.001
Truanted 4.31 0.17 36.97 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 1.18 0.05 3.75 <0.001
Year*sex 1.01 0.01 0.97 0.330 53 51
Year*FSM 1.01 0.01 1.56 0.119 12 11
Year*excluded 1.02 0.01 2.27 0.023 13 14
Year*truanted 0.99 0.01 −1.06 0.290 34 34

an = 106, 780, χ2(10) = 6556.30, P < 0.001. bn = 107 612, χ2(10) = 7360.66, P < 0.001. Bold values denote significance
(P < 0.050). FSM, free school meals; OR, odds ratio.
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study period (OR = 0.94, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001,
Table 4). There were significant increases in the pro-
portion of ever cannabis users who received FSMs
(from 15% to 19%, OR = 1.02, SE = 0.01, P = 0.009)
and who had been excluded from school (from 21% to
27%, OR = 1.04, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001). There was a
significant decrease in ever cannabis users who had
truanted from school (from 50% to 46%, OR = 0.98,
SE = 0.01, P = 0.009). There was no significant inter-
action between year and gender (OR = 1.00, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.575) indicating no change in the gender compo-
sition of ever cannabis users.
The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported

taking any drugs in the last month decreased from
11% to 5% over the study period (OR = 0.92,
SE = 0.01, P < 0.001, Table 4). There were sig-
nificant increases in the proportion of last month
drug users who had been excluded from school
(from 21% to 28%, OR = 1.04, SE = 0.01,
P < 0.001). There were no significant interactions
between year and sex (OR = 1.00, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.675), year and FSM (OR = 1.01, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.121) and year and truanting (OR = 1.00,
SE = 0.01, P = 0.627), indicating no change in
the composition of last month drug users for each
of these variables.

Recent poly-substance use

In line with trends for individual substances, between
2003 and 2014, there was an increase in the propor-
tion of young people who reported using no substances
from 67% to 74%. There was also declines in the pro-
portion of 11–15-year olds who reported use of one
(from 21% to 18%), two (from 8% to 6%) and three
(from 5% to 2%) substances (Table 5).
The proportion of 11–15-year-olds who reported

polysubstance use decreased from 13% to 8% over the
study period (β = −0.09, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001,
Table 6). There were significant increases in the pro-
portion of polysubstance users who had been excluded
from school (from 23% to 32%, β = 0.03, SE = 0.01,
P < 0.001) and who had truanted (β = 0.01, SE = 0.01,
P = 0.002). There was no change in the proportion of
polysubstance users who were male (β = −0.01,
SE < 0.01, P = 0.142), who received FSM (β = 0.01,
SE = 0.01, P = 0.412).

Discussion

Here for the first time, we examine whether the psy-
chosocial characteristics of young substance users in

Table 3. Binary logistic regression models for current smoking and last week smoking by survey year, sex, truanting,
exclusion and free school meals (FSM)

OR SE Z P
% in drinking
group in 2001

% in drinking
group in 2014

Current smokinga

Survey year 0.93 0.01 −8.62 <0.001
Sex 2.27 0.11 16.94 <0.001
FSM 0.88 0.05 −2.11 0.035
Excluded 2.99 0.18 17.74 <0.001
Truanted 6.79 0.31 41.87 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 0.94 0.04 −1.24 0.214
Year*sex 0.99 0.01 −1.39 0.166 41 43
Year*FSM 1.01 0.01 2.02 0.044 16 21
Year*excluded 1.03 0.01 2.95 0.003 19 31
Year*truanted 1.00 0.01 0.64 0.523 47 50

Last week smokingb

Survey year 0.93 0.01 −6.97 <0.001
Sex 2.62 0.17 14.43 <0.001
FSM 0.91 0.07 −1.16 0.246
Excluded 3.23 0.28 13.41 <0.001
Truanted 8.13 0.52 32.43 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 00.99 0.05 −0.27 0.786
Year*sex 0.97 0.01 −3.92 <0.001 50 49
Year*FSM 1.02 0.01 1.90 0.058 17 23
Year*excluded 1.02 0.01 1.85 0.064 25 33
Year*truanted 1.00 0.01 −0.46 0.643 55 55

an = 106, 449, χ2(10) = 10 183.50, P < 0.001. bn = 88, 804, χ2(10) = 9467.63, P < 0.001. Bold values denote significance
(P < 0.050). OR, odds ratio.
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England have changed over a period of declining youth
substance use. All substance use declined substantially
over the survey period in line with international trends
[2,3,10]. Last week drinking is now similar in preva-
lence to last week smoking and last week drug use.
Current smoking (but not last week smoking) and can-
nabis use were increasingly concentrated among young
people receiving FSMs and those who have been
excluded from school. The proportion of last month
drug users who had been excluded from school
increased significantly since 2001/2003. Finally, there
were increases in the proportion of polysubstance users
who had truanted and been excluded from school.
There was only limited evidence of similar concentra-
tion for alcohol in that the significant increases in the
proportion of alcohol users who received FSMs and
who had been excluded were accompanied by very
small percentage shifts. Finally, there was also little
evidence of concentration by sex.

Both hardening theory and the substance use
normalisation thesis suggest that declining youth sub-
stance use could result in substance use becoming
concentrated in more at risk or marginalised groups
[20,21]. However, previous studies in Norway and
Sweden have found no evidence in support of this in
relation to alcohol consumption, as both psychosocial

characteristics of young drinkers and self-reported
harms remained stable over periods of increasing and
decreasing youth drinking [27,28]. Our results are in
line with these studies as we find little evidence that
youth drinking is becoming more concentrated in
more vulnerable or at-risk groups. Although we do see
significant increases in the proportion of adolescent
drinkers who receive FSMs and who have been
excluded from school, these findings reflect practically
meaningless percentage changes (1–2%). However,
our results vary by substance and increases in the pro-
portion of current smokers and those who have ever
tried cannabis who receive free school meals and who
have been excluded from school are much more pro-
nounced. Similarly, there have been meaningful
increases in the proportion of last month drug users
and poly-substance users who have been excluded
from school and in the case of polysubstance users
who have truanted. The reasons for differing levels of
concentration across substances is unclear but could
be due in part to the way that alcohol is socially per-
ceived. Alcohol use may be more socially accepted
across society than smoking and drug use. Alcohol is
legal and is widely advertised and accessible in a num-
ber of settings. Although smoking is also legal, the
introduction of the smoking ban in England in 2007

Table 4. Binary logistic regression models for tried cannabis and last month drug use by survey year, sex, truanting,
exclusion and free school meals (FSM)

OR SE Z P
% in drinking
group in 2001

% in drinking
group in 2014

Ever tried cannabisa

Survey year 0.94 0.01 −8.15 <0.001
Sex 0.94 0.04 −1.49 0.137
FSM 0.82 0.05 −3.22 0.001
Excluded 2.73 0.17 16.25 <0.001
Truanted 7.64 0.33 46.58 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 0.92 0.04 −1.84 0.066
Year*sex 1.00 0.01 0.56 0.575 55 57
Year*FSM 1.02 0.01 2.60 0.009 15 19
Year*excluded 1.04 0.01 4.31 <0.001 21 27
Year*truanted 0.98 0.01 −2.60 0.009 50 46

Last month drug useb

Survey year 0.92 0.01 −8.79 <0.001
Sex 0.99 0.05 −0.25 0.806
FSM 0.85 0.05 −2.55 0.011
Excluded 2.35 0.15 13.31 <0.001
Truanted 6.34 0.32 36.22 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 1.03 0.06 0.56 0.576
Year*sex 1.00 0.01 0.42 0.675 54 54
Year*FSM 1.01 0.01 1.55 0.121 14 17
Year*excluded 1.04 0.01 4.05 <0.001 21 28
Year*truanted 1.00 0.01 −0.0.49 0.627 46 48

an = 96, 390, χ2(10) = 11 560.55, P < 0.001. bn = 107 612, χ2(10) = 8583.46, P < 0.001. Bold values denote significance
(P < 0.050).
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may have increased levels of stigma around smoking
[35,36]. This may also affect perceptions of canna-
bis, which is often smoked at the same time as
tobacco. Similarly, cannabis and other illicit drug
use is illegal and therefore, may be perceived as a
more risk-laden and marginalised behaviour. As
such, it is possible that wider acceptance of alcohol
results in less stigma for users, even in times of
lower use, which protects remaining users from
marginalisation.
This paper provides an important step forward in

characterising the nature of declines in youth sub-
stance use in England and extends the geographic
focus of previous research using robust empirical
methods and a large, nationally representative sample.
However, it is not without limitations. Primarily, the
present research is limited by the psychosocial and
demographic variables that are consistently measured
over a large enough period in the SDD to draw con-
clusions about trends. A similar analysis with a richer

data set would therefore be of value. More generally,
there are concerns about the reliability of responses
from self-report surveys. Attempts to check the reliabil-
ity of self-reported smoking and drug use data through
analysing cotinine levels in saliva samples and the
inclusion of questions about a fictional drug in the
SDD, demonstrate that respondents are largely honest
[34]. Despite a lack of independent verification of self-
reported alcohol consumption data in the SDD, stud-
ies that examine adolescents self-reported drinking,
generally find the results to be reliable [37–39].
Finally, the present research is limited by the nature of
the sample. The SDD is completed in mainstream
schools. Pupil referral units, establishments that edu-
cate students who are permanently excluded from
mainstream schools usually due to behavioural prob-
lems, are not included in the sample. This could mask
the extent of hardening or marginalisation in young
substance users who may be more prevalent in such
alternative settings.

Table 5. Percentages of 11–15 year-olds who report recent use of zero, one, two and three substances

Year Used 0 substances Used 1 substances Used 2 substances Used 3 substances

2003a 6970 (67%) 2167 (21%) 785 (8%) 468 (5%)
2004 6804 (70%) 1863(19%) 651 (7%) 397 (4%)
2005 6436 (70%) 1759 (19%) 624 (7%) 383 (4%)
2006 5800 (71%) 1569 (19%) 557 (7%) 274 (3%)
2007 5719 (73%) 1407 (18%) 452 (6%) 253 (3%)
2008 5750 (74%) 1382 (18%) 436 (6%) 230 (3%)
2009 5867 (76%) 1203 (16%) 396 (5%) 208 (3%)
2010 5746 (79%) 1068 (15%) 328 (5%) 154 (2%)
2011 5320 (82%) 833 (13%) 243 (4%) 123 (2%)
2012 6184 (81%) 987 (13%) 288 (4%) 130 (2%)
2013 4404 (85%) 547 (11%) 171 (3%) 67 (1%)
2014 5406 (88%) 531 (9%) 161 (3%) 75 (1%)
Total 83 809 (74%) 19 779 (18%) 6442 (6%) 2762 (2%)

aLast week smoking was measured from 2003 onwards so this analysis focuses on 2003–2014.

Table 6. Poisson regression model of poly-substance use by survey year, sex, truanting, exclusion and free school meals (FSM)a

Poly-
substance usea β SE t P

% in 2 or more substance
groups in 2003

% in 2 or more substance
groups in 2014

Survey year −0.09 0.01 −19.10 <0.001
Sex 0.20 0.03 6.86 <0.001
FSM −0.15 0.04 −3.52 <0.001
Excluded 0.40 0.04 10.36 <0.001
Truanted 1.21 0.03 36.74 <0.001
Pre-/post-2007 0.10 0.03 3.82 <0.001
Year*Sex −0.01 <0.01 −1.47 0.142 55 47
Year*FSM 0.01 0.01 0.82 0.412 14 19
Year*excluded 0.03 0.01 6.53 <0.001 23 32
Year*truanted 0.01 0.01 3.11 0.002 55 56

an = 107 612, χ2 (10) = 20 613, P < 0.001. Bold values denote significance (P < 0.050).
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These results could have important implications
both in terms of public health and policy. Given the
health and social risks associated with youth substance
use [13–16], declining youth substance use should
carry both short- and long-term population health ben-
efits. The apparent lack of concentration of alcohol use
amongst more vulnerable or at-risk populations is posi-
tive and suggests that some of the health and social
benefits of declining youth alcohol consumption
should become apparent. However, the benefits of
declining substance use may not be fully recognised as
there is some evidence that smoking, drug use and
poly-substance use is becoming concentrated in more
vulnerable populations. Indeed, this concentration
could result in widening inequalities and increased
marginalisation and stigmatisation of young substance
users [23,24]. These findings could also have implica-
tions in determining how policies should target sub-
stance use and related harms in young people. Young
people who are excluded from schools could be harder
to reach in terms of school-based information or edu-
cation campaigns outlining the harms associated with
substance use. Therefore, targeted campaigns focused
on particularly vulnerable groups may be necessary
and alternative ways of reaching young people who
may not be attending school should be considered.

Conclusion

Smoking and cannabis use is increasingly concentrated
among young people receiving FSMs and those who
have been excluded from school. Similarly, the propor-
tion of last month drug users and poly-substance users
who have been excluded has increased significantly
since 2003. There was only limited evidence of similar
concentration for alcohol, in that the significant effects
were accompanied by very small percentage shifts.
Finally, there was also little evidence of concentration
by sex for any substance. There is some support for
theories that suggest that declines in youth substance
use could result in increasing marginalisation and
inequalities for remaining substance users. However,
this marginalisation seems less likely for young
drinkers, possibly due to greater of social acceptance
of alcohol relative to other substances.

Conflict of Interest

The authors have no competing interests to declare.

References

[1] Fuller E, Hawkins V. Smoking, drinking and drug use among young peo-
ple in England in 2014. UK: Health and Social Care Information Centre,
2015. https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/
smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2014.

[2] Oldham M, Holmes J, Whitaker V, Fairbrother H, Curtis P. Youth
drinking in decline. 2018. Available at: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/
polopoly_fs/1.806889!/file/Oldham_Holmes_Youth_drinking_in_decline_
FINAL.pdf.

[3] Norström T, Svensson J. The declining trend in Swedish youth drinking:
collectivity or polarization? Addiction 2014;109:1437–46.

[4] Kraus L, Seitz NN, Piontek D et al. ‘Are the times A-Changin’? Trends
in adolescent substance use in Europe. Addiction 2018;113:1317–32.

[5] Li S, Keogan S, Taylor K, Clancy L. Decline of adolescent smoking in
Ireland 1995-2015: trend analysis and associated factors. BMJ Open
2018;8:e020708.

[6] Mishina K, Tiiri E, Lempinen L, Sillanmäki L, Kronström K,
Sourander A. Time trends of Finnish adolescents’ mental health and use
of alcohol and cigarettes from 1998 to 2014. Eur Child Adolesc Psychia-
try 2018;27:1633–43.

[7] Pennay A, Livingston M, Maclean S. Young people are drinking less: it
is time to find out why. Drug Alcohol Rev 2015;34:115–8.

[8] De Looze M, Raaijmakers Q, Ter Bogt T et al. Decreases in adolescent
weekly alcohol use in Europe and North America: evidence from
28 countries from 2002 to 2010. Eur J Public Health 2015;25:69–72.

[9] Livingston M, Holmes J, Oldham M, Pennay A. Trends in the sequence
of first alcohol, cannabis and cigarete use in Australia, 2001-2016. Drug
Alcohol Depend 2019;207:107821.

[10] Oldham M, Callinan S, Whitaker V et al. The decline in youth drinking
in England—is everyone drinking less? A quantile regression analysis.
Addiction 2019;115:230–8.

[11] Kážmér L, Csémy L, Ružbarská I, Pavelka J, Hamřík Z, Kalman M.
Trends in lifetime cannabis use among Czech school-aged children from
2002-2014. Cent Eur J Public Health 2017;25:47–50.

[12] Zeigler DW, Ph D, Wang CC et al. The neurocognitive effects of alcohol
on adolescents and college students. Prev Med 2005;40:23–32.

[13] Silveri MM, Dager AD, Cohen-Gilbert JE, Sneider JT. Neurobiological
signatures associated with alcohol and drug use in the human adolescent
brain. Neurosci Biobehav Rev 2016;70:244–59.

[14] Boden J, Fergusson D. The short and long term consequences of adoles-
cent alcohol use. In: Young people and alcohol: impact, policy, preven-
tion and treatment. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011:32–46.

[15] Hingson RW, Zha W. Age of drinking onset, alcohol use disorders, fre-
quent heavy drinking and unintentionally injuring oneself and others
after drinking. Pediatrics 2009;123:1477–84.

[16] Hill KG, White HR, Chung I, Hawkins JD, Catalano RF. Early adult
outcomes of adolescent binge drinking: person- and variable-centered
analyses of binge drinking trajectories. Alcohol Clin Exp Res 2007;24:
892–901.

[17] Yamada S, Pepler D, Jiang D et al. Developmental trajectories of adoles-
cent substance use. J Child Adolesc Subst Abuse 2016;25:33–48.

[18] Morojele NK, Brook JS. Substance use and multiple victimisation
among adolescents in South Africa. Addict Behav 2006;31:1163–76.

[19] Carney T, Myers BJ, Louw J, Lombard C, Flisher AJ. The relationship
between substance use and delinquency among high-school students in
Cape Town, South Africa. J Adolesc 2013;36:447–55.

[20] Silins E, Fergusson DM, Patton GC et al. Adolescent substance use and
educational attainment: an integrative data analysis comparing cannabis
and alcohol from three Australasian cohorts. Drug Alcohol Depend
2015;156:90–6.

[21] Measham F, Newcombe R, Parker H. The normalization of recreational
drug use amongst young people in north-West England. Br J Sociol
1994;45:287–312.

[22] Parker H, Aldridge J, Measham F, Haybes PIL. The normalisation of
recreational adolescent drug use. Health Educ Res 1999;14:707–8.

[23] Hughes JR. The hardening hypothesis: is the ability to quit decreasing
due to increasing nicotine dependence ? A review and commentary.
Drug Alcohol Depend 2011;117:111–7.

[24] Sznitman SR, Kolobov T, Kuntsche E et al. Exploring substance use
normalization among adolescents: a multilevel study in 35 countries. Soc
Sci Med 2013;97:143–51.

Trends in the psychosocial characteristics of young substance users 605

© 2020 The Authors. Drug and Alcohol Review published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of Australasian Professional Society on Alcohol and other
Drugs.

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2014
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2014
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.806889!/file/Oldham_Holmes_Youth_drinking_in_decline_FINAL.pdf
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.806889!/file/Oldham_Holmes_Youth_drinking_in_decline_FINAL.pdf
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.806889!/file/Oldham_Holmes_Youth_drinking_in_decline_FINAL.pdf


[25] Sznitman S, Taubman D. Drug use normalization: a systematic and crit-
ical mixed methods review. J Stud Alcohol Drugs 2016;77:700–9.

[26] Norström T, Raninen J. Drinking trajectories of at-risk groups: does the the-
ory of the collectivity of drinking apply? Drug Alcohol Rev 2018;37:15–21.

[27] Hughes JR, Brandon TH. A softer view of hardening. Nicotine Tob Res
2003;5:961–2.

[28] Pedersen W, Von ST. Adolescent alcohol use and binge drinking: an
18-year trend study of prevalence and correlates. Alcohol Alcohol 2015;
50:219–25.

[29] Thor S, Raninen J, Landberg J. More drinking, more problems - stable
association between alcohol consumption and harm among Swedish
youth 1995 – 2012. Alcohol Alcohol 2017;52:358–64.

[30] Pape H, Norström T, Rossow I. Adolescent drinking—a touch of social
class? Addiction 2017;112:792–800.

[31] Mounteney J, Haugland S, Skutle A. Truancy, alcohol use and alcohol-
related problems in secondary school pupils in Norway. Health Educ
Res 2010;25:945–54.

[32] Marsden J, Boys A, Farrell M et al. Personal and social correlates of alcohol
consumption among mid-adolescents. Br J Dev Psychol 2005;23:427–50.

[33] McAra L. Truancy, school exclusion and substance misuse. 2004. Avail-
able at: https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/sites/36/
2019/10/4Truancy.pdf

[34] Pape H, Rossow I, Brunborg GS. Adolescents drink less: how, who and
why? A review of the recent research literature. Drug Alcohol Rev 2018;
37:98–114.

[35] Ritchie D, Amos A, Martin C. “But it just has that sort of feel about it, a
leper” - stigma, smoke-free legislation and public health. Nicotine Tob
Res 2010;12:622–9.

[36] Castaldelli-maia JM, Ventriglio A, Bhugra D. Tobacco smoking: from
“glamour” to “stigma” a comprehensive review. Psychiatry Clin Neuro-
science 2016;70:24–33.

[37] Fuller E, Hawkins V. Smoking, drinking and drug use among young
people in England, 2010. Available at: http://doc.ukdataservice.ac.uk/
doc/7662/mrdoc/pdf/7662_sdd13_report.pdf

[38] Lintonen T, Ahlström S, Metso L. The reliabiliy of self reported drink-
ing in adolescence. Alcohol Alcohol 2004;39:362–8.

[39] Lintonen T. The validity of the concept of self perceived drunkenness in
adolescent health surveys. J Subst Use 2009;6:91–8.

606 M. Oldham et al.

© 2020 The Authors. Drug and Alcohol Review published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of Australasian Professional Society on Alcohol and other
Drugs.

https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/sites/36/2019/10/4Truancy.pdf
https://www.edinstudy.law.ed.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/sites/36/2019/10/4Truancy.pdf
http://doc.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/7662/mrdoc/pdf/7662_sdd13_report.pdf
http://doc.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/7662/mrdoc/pdf/7662_sdd13_report.pdf

	 Trends in the psychosocial characteristics of 11-15-year-olds who still drink, smoke, take drugs and engage in poly-substa...
	Introduction
	Methods
	Data
	Measures
	Analysis

	Results
	Descriptive statistics
	Drinking
	Smoking
	Drug use
	Recent poly-substance use

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Conflict of Interest
	References


