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The 2007 ESPAD Report 
Substance Use Among Students in 35 European Countries 
 

Summary 
 
The main purpose of the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) 
is to collect comparable data on substance use among 15–16 year-old European students in 
order to monitor trends within as well as between countries. So far four data collection waves 
have been conducted within the ESPAD project. The first study was held in 26 countries in 1995, 
while the 2007 data collection was performed in 35 countries. This summary presents key 
results from the 2007 survey as well as findings regarding the long-term trends. An initial section 
gives a short overview of the methodology. 

Independent research teams in the participating countries form the basis of the collaborative 
project. In the 2007 ESPAD data collection more than 100,000 students took part from the 
following countries: Armenia, Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, the Faroe Islands, Finland, France, Germany (7 Bundesländer), 
Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, the Isle of Man, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Monaco, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russian Federation, the Slovak Republic, 
Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine and the United Kingdom. 

Methodology and data quality 
As in previous ESPAD studies, to provide as comparable data as possible, the surveys were 
conducted according to a standardised methodology and with a common questionnaire. Data 
were mainly collected during spring 2007 and the target population was students born in 1991, 
with a mean age of 15.8 years at the time of data collection. 

Data were collected by group-administered questionnaires. The students answered the 
questionnaires anonymously in the classroom with teachers or research assistants functioning 
as survey leaders. With two exceptions the class-samples are nationally representative: in 
Germany the study was performed in 7 out of 16 federal states (Bundesländer) while the Belgian 
data collection was restricted to the Dutch speaking part (Flanders). 

The content of the international report is based on standardised country reports and datasets 
delivered to the coordinators and the database manager. A few countries have experienced 
modest problems of a methodological kind, but these are not of the magnitude to seriously 
threaten the comparability of the results, and the overall validity is deemed high for most 
countries. The national cultural context in which the students have answered the questions has, 
however, most certainly varied. 

Country sample sizes was close to or above the recommended number of 2,400 apart from the 
smaller countries, where fewer, but all relevant, students were surveyed. However, a 
combination of a small gross sample and a high school-dropout level in Denmark led to a net 
sample which was too small to be considered fully representative, and thereby fully comparable. 

Small differences in point estimates between countries or over time should be interpreted with 
caution. As a rule of thumb, however, given the size of the national samples and the sampling 
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methods employed, differences of more than a few percentage points can quite confidently be 
considered significant. 

Cigarettes 
A small number of questions regarding cigarette smoking are given at the beginning of the 
questionnaire. On average, in the 2007 survey, 58% of the students in participating countries 
reported having tried smoking cigarettes at least once and 29% had used cigarettes during the 
past 30 days. Two percent of all students had smoked at least a packet of cigarettes per day 
during the past 30 days. 

The ranking orders of countries for lifetime and relatively recent use (past 30 days) are more or 
less the same. High-prevalence countries for cigarette use past 30 days are Austria, Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic and Latvia (40–45%) and low-prevalence countries are Armenia, Iceland, 
Norway and Portugal (7–19%). There is no obvious geographical pattern at hand, but students 
in central and eastern European countries are often among those reporting higher rates of 
smoking. 

In countries where more students smoke, one is also more likely to find students reporting that 
cigarettes are easily obtainable. An early smoking debut (age 13 or younger) is also associated, 
at the country level, with high levels of use in the past month. On average, 7% of the students 
said that they had been smoking cigarettes on a daily basis at the age of 13 or younger. Daily 
cigarette use at this early age is most common among students in the Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Latvia and the Slovak Republic (prevalence rates of about 13%) and least common among 
students in Greece and Romania (around 3%). 

At the aggregate country level, the gender differences in 2007 are negligible for smoking in the 
past 30 days. However, in individual countries great differences may be observable. For 
example, boys were 16 percentage points above girls in Armenia and conversely, girls were 19 
percentage points above boys in Monaco. 

Over time, a slight decrease in the past 30 days’ smoking may be noticed, the total average 
prevalence rate having dropped by four percentage points between 1995 and 2007 in ESPAD 
countries with comparable data for all four waves. If the comparison is confined to the period 
between 1999 and 2007, the drop in relatively recent smoking is seven percentage points. A 
small overall gender gap (4 percentage points) was noticed in 1995 but this gap had vanished in 
2007. 

Only four countries give contrary image regarding the long-term downward trend in recent 
smoking, displaying higher levels in 2007 than in 1995. In all those countries, however, the 
actual increases took place already between 1995 and 1999 and the situation has been 
relatively stable thereafter. Hence, the overall picture of the trend in past 30 days smoking in the 
ESPAD countries is one of a decrease, or at least of a stabilized situation. 

Alcohol 
In all ESPAD countries at least two thirds of the students have drunk alcohol at least once during 
their lifetime, with an ESPAD average close to 90% in the 2007 survey. The corresponding 
average figures for the past 12 months and the past 30 days are 82 and 61% respectively. 
These figures were relatively unchanged from 1995 to 2007 for lifetime and past 12 months 
prevalences, while past 30 days figures increased until 2003 before they dropped a little in 2007, 
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especially among boys. Between the last two surveys there was also a clear decrease in the 
average proportion of students that had been drinking beer and/or wine during the past 30 days. 

The average figures above are of course based on very divergent country figures. For example, 
alcohol use during the past 30 days was reported by 80% of the students in Austria and 
Denmark (limited comparability) but only by 31% in Iceland and 35% in Armenia. 

The figures for lifetime, past 12 months and past 30 days prevalences are about the same for 
boys and girls. However, when it comes to higher frequencies in the respective time frame (40, 
20 and 10 times) the proportions are usually higher among boys. These high frequencies are 
mainly reported by students in Austria and Germany (7 Bundesländer), while the Nordic 
countries Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden belong to those with only very few students who 
drink this often. 

The total amount of alcohol consumed during the last drinking day is usually low in countries 
where the students drink often, for example in Greece, and the other way around for countries 
with low consumption frequencies. Countries with such a pattern include the Nordic countries 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. However, there are exceptions to this pattern and they 
include Denmark (limited comparability) and Austria in which the students report high 
frequencies as well as large quantities consumed. In the countries with the largest average 
quantities, Denmark (limited comparability) and the Isle of Man, the quantities for an average 
student is about 3–4 times higher than in the countries with the lowest average consumption 
(Armenia and Cyprus). 

In nearly all countries boys drink larger quantities than girls. The most pronounced contrast to 
this is Iceland, where girls report larger quantities than boys. In a large majority of the countries, 
beer is the dominant beverage among boys while spirits is the most important beverage among 
girls in a little more than half of the countries. 

All in all, beer is the dominant beverage, accounting for some 40% of the amount consumed (in 
100% alcohol) on the last drinking day, and followed by 30% for spirits and 13% for wine. Beer is 
even more dominant among boys, accounting for about half their total consumption on the last 
drinking day. Girls have a more evenly distributed pattern, with spirits as the most important 
type, constituting about one third of the total consumption. 

On the country level there is a strong positive relationship between reported alcohol 
consumption for the last drinking day and the perceived level of intoxication on that day. Thus, in 
countries where students reported that they consumed larger quantities of alcohol they also 
reported higher levels of intoxication. 
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On average, half of the ESPAD students have been intoxicated at least once during their 
lifetime, to the point of staggering when walking, having slurred speech or throwing up. For 39% 
of the students this had happened during the past 12 months and for 18% during the past 30 
days. There were gender differences in the frequencies of drunkenness within countries, with 
higher figures for boys in some countries and for girls in others, while on the average ESPAD 
level there were no gender differences. 

Countries with many students that have been drunk during the past 12 months usually have high 
figures for drunkenness during the past 30 days. Countries in which many students report 
drunkenness this often include Denmark (limited comparability), the Isle of Man, the United 
Kingdom and Austria, with figures from 49 to 31% for past 30 days drunkenness. Countries on 
the other end of the scale include Armenia (2%) and Cyprus (9%). 
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Another way of measuring drunkenness has been to ask how often the students had been 
consuming five drinks or more per occasion. This measure of “heavy episodic drinking” shows to 
some extent a different pattern than the question about intoxication. Some countries score high 
on both measures, for example Denmark (limited comparability), the Isle of Man and the United 
Kingdom. However, there are countries in which many students report heavy episodic drinking 
during the past 30 days, while they were rather low on the ranking list for drunkenness for the 
same period. Examples of such countries include Malta, Portugal, Estonia and Latvia.  

On average 43% of the ESPAD students reported heavy episodic drinking during the past 30 
days, and this was more common among boys (47%) than among girls (39%). Boys also 
dominated in a large majority of the countries. In some few the figures were about the same, but 
there are also countries in which more girls than boys stated this. The most striking example is 
Norway in which 42% of the girls and 35% of the boys reported heavy episodic drinking during 
the past 30 days. 

On average, heavy episodic drinking during the past 30 days increased between 1995 and 
1999, but also between 2003 and 2007. In the latter period this is especially true among girls, 
with an increase from 35 to 42%. In 1995 heavy episodic drinking was on average much more 
common among boys than girls, but this gap had diminished substantially in 2007. Countries 
with a continuing upward trend between all four data collections include Croatia, the Czech 
Republic, Malta, Portugal and the Slovak Republic. 

Increases in the recent period are found in more than half of the countries. The most 
pronounced increase between 2003 and 2007 is found in Portugal, where the proportion of 
students reporting heavy episodic drinking during the past 30 days increased from 25 to 56%, 
i.e. by 31 percentage points. Other countries with large increases include Poland (which 
returned close to the 1999 level after a drop in 2003) (16 percentage points), France (15), 
Croatia (14) and Bulgaria (12). 

A number of students reported problems during the past 12 months related to their alcohol 
consumption. On the average level 15% answered that they had experienced serious problems 
with parents and the figure was about the same (13%) for “performed poorly at school or work”, 
“serious problems with friends” and “physical fights”. Countries in which many students reported 
problems related to their alcohol consumption include Bulgaria, the Isle of Man, the United 
Kingdom and Latvia. On the country level there is a positive correlation between problems 
experienced and intoxication during the past 30 days. 

Most alcohol-related problems are on average more common among boys. This is most 
pronounced in the case of “physical fights” and “trouble with the police”. However, for some of 
the problems the averages are about the same and for one (“serious problems with friends”) it is 
even slightly higher among girls. 

Illicit drugs 
One-third of the students in the ESPAD countries find cannabis readily available. Boys consider 
cannabis slightly more easily obtainable than girls do, though the gender difference is fairly 
small. Amphetamines and ecstasy are not considered as readily available as cannabis. 

On average, 23% of the boys and 17% of the girls have tried illicit drugs at least once during 
their lifetime according to the 2007 survey. The term “any illicit drug” includes cannabis, 
amphetamines, cocaine, crack, ecstasy, LSD and heroin. Reported use of illicit drugs varies 
considerably across the countries. In the Czech Republic, almost half (46%) of the students 
report such use and relatively many students (roughly a third) did so also in France, the Isle of 
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Man, the Slovak Republic and Switzerland. Only around 6% reported illicit drug use in Cyprus, 
the Faroe Islands, Norway and Romania. Lower prevalence rates are often found among the 
Nordic countries and in eastern Europe. 

The vast majority of the students who have tried illicit drugs have used cannabis. Lifetime 
cannabis use was reported by 19% of the students while 7% had tried one or more of the other 
drugs included in the index. Ecstasy, cocaine and amphetamines follows in a split second place 
(3% each) and less commonly reported were LSD, crack and heroin (1–2%). Bulgaria, Estonia, 
the Isle of Man, Latvia and the Slovak Republic are among the top-five countries regarding 
lifetime ecstasy use in 2007 (prevalence rates around 6–7%). 

Other drugs inquired about, but not included in the illicit drugs-index, are magic mushrooms, 
GHB and anabolic steroids. Lifetime use of magic mushrooms was reported by 3% while GHB 
and steroids were mentioned by 1%, which is of the same magnitude as reported experience of 
intravenous drug use. 

Since cannabis is being the most frequently used illicit drug, it is worthwhile taking a closer look 
at this substance. Use of cannabis in the past 12 months was reported by 14% of all students 
while use in the past 30 days was stated by 9% of the boys and 6% of the girls (7% mean). In 
the two top-prevalence countries (the Czech Republic and the Isle of Man) one in six students 
reported cannabis use in the past 30 days, indicating more regular cannabis consumption in 
those countries. Only 1–2% in Armenia, the Faroe Islands, Finland, Norway, Romania and 
Sweden reported such recent use. High-prevalence countries are most often found in western 
Europe. 

In most countries, but not all, more boys than girls have used cannabis in the past 30 days, 
especially in high-prevalence countries. Countries where many students report past 30 days 
cannabis use are in many cases the same ones where many students report having had the 
opportunity to try cannabis, but without doing so. 

The relatively high prevalence rates of cannabis use among young people in Europe raises the 
question of its potential negative consequences for the individual and the society. By analysing 
the optional CAST-scale module the risk of cannabis-related problems was estimated in the 17 
ESPAD countries providing such data. Overall, one out of seven past-year cannabis users (14%) 
was classified as having a high risk of developing cannabis-related problems, and the average 
prevalence of high-risk users across countries was 2%. Country specific differences in the risk of 
harm from cannabis were found, and the percentage of high-risk users in a population 
corresponds to the cannabis use prevalence rates in the single countries. In other words, at 
population level the prevalence of high-risk users increases with the prevalence of cannabis use. 

In those ESPAD countries with comparable data for all four waves, 12% of the students reported 
lifetime prevalence of illicit drugs in 1995 and this figure rose to 21% in 2003. However, the 2007 
results indicate that the upward trend in illicit drug use has come to a halt since only 18% of the 
students reported such experiences this year. This development is practically the same for both 
genders, and the girls are constantly about five percentage points below the boys. 

Even though the overall trend between 2003 and 2007 is downward, a handful of countries 
display increases for 2007. In Estonia and the Slovak Republic there are continuous increases 
between all four measure points (1995–2007), while the Czech Republic, Lithuania and Malta 
also display an overall upward trend when the period is considered all in all. 

No country displays a continuous decrease, but Ireland and the United Kingdom drop 
substantially in illicit drug use when the whole period is considered (14 percentage points down 



  8

roughly), while there is also a minor decrease in the Faroe Islands (6 percentage points down 
1995–2007). It could be noted that even though Estonia and the United Kingdom are on the 
same prevalence level in 2007 (about 28%), they have reached that point from opposite 
directions; an increase from 8% in 1995 in the case of Estonia and a decrease from 42% in that 
of the United Kingdom. 

Since there is a high co-variation between illicit drug use and cannabis use on the country level, 
quite naturally the development for lifetime cannabis use is more or less the same as described 
for all illicit drugs above. Boys display slightly higher rates of relatively recent cannabis use and 
the gender gap does not change over the period in question. 

The overall impression is that the increase in illicit drug use between 1995 and 2003 noted 
among the ESPAD countries has at least come to a halt, if not a decrease, especially 
considering that there are no increases in any country for recent use of cannabis between 2003 
and 2007. 

Other substances 
Non-prescribed lifetime use of tranquillisers or sedatives is most commonly reported in Poland, 
Lithuania, France and Monaco – where about 15% of the students indicated such use in the 
2007 survey – while the lowest levels are reported by students from Armenia, Austria, Russia 
and the United Kingdom (0–2%). On average, slightly more girls than boys report non-prescribed 
use of these drugs (8% versus 5%) and in the top eight countries, twice as many girls as boys 
did so. In about half of the countries there is no gender difference to speak of however. The 
overall trend is fairly stable between 1995 and 2007, and this is true looking at the genders 
separately, as well as for individual countries. 

Having used alcohol together with pills (“medicaments”) in order to get high was reported by 6% 
on average in 2007. Slightly more girls than boys did so (8 versus 5%). This variable shows 
some similarities with the other one concerning use of pharmaceutical drugs mentioned above. 
Firstly, the proportion of students stating lifetime prevalence for these two variables is more or 
less of the same magnitude. Secondly, this behaviour is fairly stable over time, at least on 
average in those countries with data available for all four waves (with the exception of upward 
trends found in the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic and downward trends in Finland, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom). Third and finally, this is another of the very few variables 
where the girls are in a constant majority over time. During 1995–2007 the girls are about four 
percentage points above the boys. Top-prevalence country for lifetime alcohol use together with 
pills in 2007 is the Czech Republic (18%) and particularly low levels are notable for Armenia and 
Ukraine (1%). 

Students from Cyprus, the Isle of Man, Malta and Slovenia report the highest lifetime prevalence 
of inhalants in 2007 (16%), while only 3% mention this in Bulgaria, Lithuania and Ukraine. The 
average for lifetime use of inhalants for all ESPAD countries is 9% and there are no gender 
differences on the aggregate level. The rates for use in the past 12 months and in the past 30 
days follow that for lifetime use relatively well across countries. No typical geographic pattern is 
observed – the highest rates of inhalant use are reported from different parts of Europe. The 
lifetime prevalence figures remain relatively stable over the period 1995–2007 among countries 
with data for all four waves. The biggest drops have taken place in Lithuania and the United 
Kingdom (about 12 percentage points down) and an opposite development is notable for Finland 
and the Slovak Republic (6 points up). 
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Final remarks 
It is well known that, on the individual level, there is often a relationship between the use of 
different substances. In the 2007 data, there are apparent associations between the use of 
different substances at the aggregate country level, and it can be concluded that in countries 
where many students report recent (past 30 days) alcohol use and intoxication, more students 
are likely to report experience of illicit drugs, inhalants and use of alcohol together with pills, and 
vice versa. Non-prescribed use of tranquillisers or sedatives however shows no correlations on 
the aggregate country level with use of the substances just mentioned. 

Nine key variables were selected to give an overview of the 2007 results per country: 
consumption of any alcoholic beverage during the past 12 months, having been drunk during the 
past 12 months, alcohol volume (100% alc.) consumed on the latest drinking day, cigarette 
smoking during the past 30 days, lifetime use of marijuana or hashish (cannabis), lifetime use of 
any illicit drug other than cannabis, lifetime use of inhalants, lifetime use of non-prescribed 
tranquillisers or sedatives and lifetime use of alcohol together with pills in order to get high. 

Individual country prevalence rates for the key-variables are compared to the all countries 
averages. The countries that score above or around average for most of the nine measures are 
Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark (limited comparability), Germany (7 Bundesländer), the 
Isle of Man, the Slovak Republic and the United Kingdom. The countries with results mostly 
around or below average are Armenia, Cyprus, Greece, Iceland, Portugal and Romania. The 
Faroe Islands could also be included in the list, even though it lacks information for two of the 
variables. 

Two geographically distant countries, Armenia and the Isle of Man, are the ones most distant 
regarding substance use. For all key variables compared, Armenian students report levels well 
below average while the Isle of Man students are well above average for all measures but two. 
For instance, roughly ten times more students in the Isle of Man report drunkenness in the past 
12 months, lifetime cannabis use or use of any other drug than cannabis, compared to Armenian 
students. 

Five out of the seven countries mentioned above for scoring high on the key-variables are 
bordering each other and are located relatively centrally in Europe. The other two, the Isle of 
Man and the United Kingdom, are bordering each other and not that distant from the other high-
prevalence countries. Six countries (or seven if the Faroe Islands are included) were mentioned 
above for displaying low prevalence rates on the key-variables. Those countries do not cluster. 
On the contrary; they are located relatively distant from each other and spread throughout 
Europe. With the exception of Romania, the low-prevalence countries are located on the borders 
of the European continent. 

The overall substance-use trends for all the countries with data from all four waves display a 
slightly different development depending on the variable in focus. A decrease for cigarette use in 
the past 30 days is observable for the whole period. The gender difference was four percentage 
points in 1995, but this small gap has completely vanished in 2007. 

The upward trend between 1995 and 2003 in lifetime use of illicit drugs – predominantly 
cannabis – has come to a halt; the 2007 figure is three percentage points below that for 2003. 
Alcohol use in the past 12 months, non-prescribed lifetime use of tranquillisers or sedatives, 
lifetime use of alcohol together with pills and lifetime use of inhalants display hardly any changes 
at all over all four waves. No changes in gender differences are apparent for illicit drugs or the 
other substances mentioned. 
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An upward trend is notable, however, for heavy episodic drinking throughout 1995–2007 (9 
percentage points increase), mostly explained by the increasing prevalence rates reported 
among girls in a number of countries. Most measures on substance use show a recent (2003–
2007) stable or slightly downward trend on average, except for heavy episodic drinking. 

Hence, the overall impression of the long-term changes in substance use among the ESPAD 
students, based on countries with such data, is one of an improved situation, apart from the 
heavy episodic drinking measure that display an increase throughout the period. 

Trends in individual countries may however diverge from the overall impression. Regarding 
recent changes, students in Belgium (Flanders), Iceland, Ireland, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom often tend to report decreased levels of substance use for many of the variables. 
Countries with more recent increases are Latvia and the Slovak Republic. A more mixed 
development is apparent in France, Portugal and Slovenia, where the alcohol variables show 
upward trends concurrently several drops for other substances such as illicit drug use. A 
contrary situation is noted for Lithuania and Russia (Moscow), where alcohol and cigarette use is 
declining at the same time as illicit drug use is rising. 

Some long-term country trends could also be mentioned. For instance, an example of a country 
for which most substance-use measures show no increases at all across all four surveys is the 
United Kingdom. Actually, for most variables compared, British students show a decrease or at 
worst a stabilised situation. Examples of other countries with at least an overall stable situation, 
and for many variables a decreasing trend throughout the period, are Finland, Iceland, Ireland 
and Sweden. 

Countries displaying rather more upward than downward long-term trends are the Czech and 
Slovak Republics. To some extent, this is also the case for Estonia and Lithuania, even though 
the figures from the latest wave in 2007 sometimes point to a stabilised situation (but not to a 
return to the lower levels seen in the 1990s). Countries showing long-term decreases in 
substance use are often located in western Europe and countries displaying increases are often 
found in eastern Europe. This is particularly true for recent increases between 2003 and 2007. 

To sum up, trend developments over the 12 years of the ESPAD project indicate a fall in 
smoking in a majority of the countries. The situation is more or less unchanged as regards 
alcohol use in the past 12 months and the past 30 days. On the other hand, heavy episodic 
drinking shows a small but continuous increase throughout the period. Use of illicit drugs is still 
dominated by cannabis use. Four out of the six countries that had the highest prevalence for 
cannabis in 2003 show a decline in 2007, and not a single country displays an increase for 
recent (past 30 days) use of cannabis. The overall impression regarding illicit drug use is that the 
upward trend between 1995 and 2003 now has come to a halt, with a slightly lower figure in 
2007 than in 2003. 

The fourth ESPAD data collection in 2007 gave a lot of new and important information about 
changes in students’ substance use. The more data collections that follow in the future, the more 
clearly the trends will be pictured. We are already looking forward to the next survey, to see 
whether the trend shift in illicit drug use and the drop in cigarette consumption will continue and 
whether heavy episodic drinking will continue to be more common. The next data collection will 
be of interest not only for this reason but also because it will be the first follow-up study of the 
new countries (Armenia and Monaco) as well as for the five new countries that participated in 
the extra data collection in 2008. We hope that still more European countries will join in the next 
survey, in addition to the over 40 countries that are part of the ESPAD project already. 
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