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BACKGROUND

On the advice of the Research Sub-committee of the Action
Committee Against Narcotics (ACAN), the Narcotics Division conducted a study
in early 1994 to examine the motivational/attitudinal aspects of drug abuse by
youngsters, in order to gain a deeper insight into the problem. Field work for
the survey was completed in April 1994, and was followed by analysis of the
data collected in the survey. Results of the survey were presented to the

Research Sub-committee of ACAN in September 1994.

COVERAGE OF THE SURVEY

2. The survey covers a study and a comparison group. The study group
are young drug abusers who are at Correctional Services Department’s Drug
Addiction Treatment Centres and training centres, on probation or in Boys’ and
Girls” Homes run by the Social Welfare Department, or clients of outreaching
social workers. The comparison group are young persons under 21 selected from

Chinese-speaking secondary schools.

OBJECTIVES OF THE SURVEY

3. The specific objectives of the survey are :

(a) to identify whether there are common psychosocial features among

young drug abusers, and if so, what these factors are;



(b) to identify the events precipitating the use of drugs;

(c) to obtain more knowledge on young drug abusers’ pattern of drug

use and on the attitudes of young people towards drug use; and

(d) to seek the opinions of young people on the treatment needs of drug

abusers.
VARIABLES UNDER STUDY
4, The survey adopts two slightly different questionnaires written in

colloquial Chinese for the study and comparison groups (Annexes I (a) and (b)).

Basically, the questionnaires cover the following major variables in order to

achieve the objectives :

(a) family background such as current status of parents and relationship

with family members;

(b) school life such as academic performance and behavioural and

relationship problems at school;

(¢c) drug abuse patterns and events precipitating the use of drugs (for

study group only) and opinion on drug abuse and treatment needs;

and

(d) purpose in life and self-esteem.

SAMPLE FOR ANALYSIS

3. A sample of 512 young drug abusers and 500 secondary students
was randomly selected to participate in the survey. Excluding the refusal cases
and some invalid returns, a total of 477 young drug abusers (study group) and

500 students (comparison group) are studied in the survey.

SURVEY FINDINGS

6. Major observations from the data are set out in the paragraphs
below. The findings are presented in two parts, first a description of the
characteristics of the study group and second, a comparison between the findings
of the two groups. Reference can be made to the statistical data at Annex II for

further details.

A. Results in respect of the whole study group (Annex II)

Personal characteristics

7. The study group comprises 81.1% of males and 18.9% of females,
with an average age of 17.7. About half (56.2%) of them are in either full-time
or part-time employment. The majority (71.7%) do not have any religious belief.

89.4% have a previous conviction history, in mainly drug-related offences



(55.0%), theft (24.9%) and robbery (14.6%). About 70% admit that they have

been affiliated to a triad society, with the most from 1 - 4 years.

Family background and relationship

8. About 70% of the respondents in the study group have both father
and mother alive and living together. 21.6% are from broken family with parents
separated/divorced.  88.5% of the respondents have their fathers currently
working and 64.1% for their mothers. The majority of the respondents are not
isolated from their family. Only 4.2% live alone and 18.8% have not had any
dinner with their family members for a month. As regards their perceived
relationship with their family members, the majority of the respondents consider
that their relationship with their parents, siblings and grandparents are not bad.
Comparatively, father tends to be the least favourably rated, with 8.8% report to
have bad relationship with their fathers, while the corresponding percentages for

mothers and siblings are 4.3% and 4.8%.

School life

9. Over half of the respondents rate that their academic performance 1s
lower than average and 13.2% say that their performance is above average.
About one-third (34.9%) of them say that they have 10 or more close friends at
schools while a slightly greater percentage (38.5%) have less than 5. About 60%
do not participate in extra-curricular activities. A great majority indicate that
they have truancy experience (86.1%) and study problem (72.6%). About 60%

say that they have behavioural problem and only a moderate percentage (19.0%)

have relationship problem.

10. On their opinions towards schooling, teachers and schoolmates,
about half say that they dislike attending schools and about 80% think that most
of their teachers are not friendly to them when they have done something wrong.
However, over half indicate that their teachers are fair, their schoolmates are
helpful when they have study problem and support is always available at school

when they have personal problems.

Opinions on drug abuse and treatment

11. Over 80% of the respondents are aware of the danger of drug
taking. 94.7% of them think that treatment is required for heroin abuse but a
lower percentage (61.0%) think likewise for psychotropic substance abuse. For
heroin abuse, over half of them consider that in-patient treatment with medicine
is the most effective, followed by gospel detoxification (25.5%) and out-patient
treatment (11.5%). For psychotropic substance abuse, counselling is considered
by 61.3% of the respondents to be the most effective, followed by gospel
detoxification (19.5%). About 60% of the respondents think that they can
control their drug-taking habit to avoid dependence on psychotropic substances,

but only 26.2% indicate the same for heroin abuse.

Drug abuse pattern

12, Heroin, cannabis and cough medicines are the three most commonly
abused drugs. The frequency the majority of them abuse for each drug is 2-7
times per week. There is a relatively high percentage of heroin abusers who take

the drug more than 21 times per week. For current heroin abusers, over half



report to start drug abuse with psychotropic substances. ~Almost all of the
respondents in the study group (98.9%) say that they have close friends taking
drugs. Most of the respondents (73.0%) take drugs with their friends and most
(85.8%) are introduced to take drug by friends. Over 70% think that they can get
rid of drug taking if dissociated from their friends. On the factors leading to their
choice of drugs, recommendation by friends is the most important, followed by

seeking new experiences, easy availability and price of drug.

Reasons for drug abuse

13. Curiosity and to identify with peers are cited as the main reasons for
initial drug use. Only about 5% of the respondents report seeking mystical
experience and self-medication as the reasons. In terms of satisfaction from
drug taking, to make them forget about trouble ranks the highest, followed by to
get high and to relax. Prior to taking drug, the respondents usually have
relationship problem such as conflicts with parents (48.2%), problems with
boy/girl friends (44.7%) and conflicts with/rejection from peers (31.2%) and
teachers (26.6%), and academic failure (43.3%). A smaller proportion also say
that they have suffered from the death of a close friend/relative (11.5%) or
friend’s emigration (9.8%) before taking drug.

Purpose in life and self-esteem

14. The study group is assessed on a 7-point scale on 20 purpose-in-life
(PIL) items with scores given from 1 to 7 and on a 4-point scale on 10 self-

esteem items with scores given from 1 to 4. For both scales, a low score

indicates the negative attitude of a person towards his life or self-esteem while a

high score reflects his positive attitude towards these aspects.

15. On the whole, the mean score for most of the 20 items for the study
group is between 3 and 5. The highest score (5.3) is obtained for PIL 16 asking
respondents whether they have thought of suicide, and the lowest score (2.7) for
PIL 10 asking respondents to evaluate whether they consider their lives

worthwhile.

16. As for self-esteem, the study group obtain a mean score of less than
3 for all the 10 self-esteem questions. The lowest is obtained for self-esteem 8
regarding respect for self and the highest is for self-esteem 4 on ability to do

things as well as others.

B. Comparison of the study and comparison groups (Annex III, Graphs 1-3)

17. Conventional statistical techniques are adopted to find out if the
differences between the study and comparison groups are statistically significant
at a prespecified risk level, after adjusting for the difference in sex distribution n
the two samples. The results of the statistical tests are summarised at Annex II1.
However, it is not necessary to understand the technical details as the main

conclusions from the tests are given below for reference.



Personal characteristics

18. The differences between the two groups in all the personal
variables, except for religious belief, are statistically significant. More of the
comparison group of secondary school students are not at work than their
counterparts in the study group. Also, there is a lower percentage of them

having been previously convicted and most of them are not affiliated to a triad

society.

Family background and relationship

19. Except for the questions on whether mother is currently working
and relationship with brothers/sisters, the difference between the study group and
the comparison group on other family variables under examination is statistically
significant. On the whole, the statistics suggest that a greater percentage of the
comparison group have their parents alive and living together, and the percentage
of separated/divorced parents is much lower. Also, there is a greater percentage
of them living with their parents and having dinners with them. A higher

percentage than the study group also report having a good relationship with their

parents.

School life

20 The differences between the two groups are statistically significant
in all study variables regarding school life and opinions on school-related

questions except for perceived support at school when having personal problems.

21. The statistics show that the academic performance of the study
group is generally lower than the comparison group. A greater proportion of the
study group have lower than average performance. The study group is also less
active in school activities, with greater proportion of them reporting to have no
participation at all. As regards problems at schools, the study group report a
greater proportion in truancy, study and behavioural problems while the
comparison group have a greater proportion with relationship problem. On the
opinions about schooling and related questions, the comparison group give more
favourable responses. A greater proportion of them report that they like
attending school, think that their teachers are fair and friendly to them, and their
schoolmates are helpful on their study. However, there is no significant

difference in the percentage of reports on having support in personal problems.

Opinion on drug abuse and treatment

22. The two groups show statistically significant difference in all
questions on drug use and treatment, except for the question on treatment of
heroin abusers and opinion on whether drug users are considered useless to the

society.

23. The comparison group are found to. be less associated with drug
abusers. A great majority of them do not have close friends who are drug
abusers while for those in the study group, nearly all of them have drug abusers
as close friends and it is not unusual that some have more than the 50% of their
friends taking drugs. On treatment required, while both groups share the view
that treatment is required for heroin abuse but not for psychotropic substance

abuse, a greater percentage among the study group consider that there is no need
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to be treated. As regards the more effective treatment modes, both the study and
comparison groups select in-patient treatment with medicine as more effective for
heroin abuse. For psychotropic substance abuse, the comparison group think that
gospel detoxification is more effective but the study group elect counselling. On
the dangers of drug abuse, although a great number in both the study and
comparison groups agree that drug taking is dangerous, the Ipercentage 1S

significantly higher for the comparison group.

Purpose in life and self-esteem

24. As depicted from the statistics in Annex 111 and Graphs 1-3, the
comparison group have a higher total score as well as in all the 20 items for
purpose in life and the five factors so constructed. Except for Items 11, 14, 15,

16, 18 and 20, as well as the Choice Factor, all the other differences are found to

be statistically significant.

25. Regarding self-esteem, the study group also have a higher total
score than the comparison group which is statistically significant. However, a
number of the 10 items under examination are found not to show a statistically

significant difference. Also, the self-esteem score for Item 4 is even lower than

that obtained by the study group.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

26. This study examines whether there are differences between the
study and comparison groups In personal background and several major

psychosocial variables viz., family background, school life, purpose in life and

= 11 =

self-esteem. The study shows that drug abusers are commonly affiliated to a
triad society and have drug abusers as their close friends. Their interaction with
their family members is less frequent and they do not have as good a relationship
with their family members as those not taking drugs. In school, they are low
achievers in academic performance and have more problems. They are also
reported not to have a liking for school. The drug abusers are found to be less
satisfied with life and cannot identify the goal/meaning of their existence. They
are afraid of death and have less sense of responsibility. However, the results
reveal that relationship problem and lack of support in dealing with personal
problems at school are experienced by other youths, who are non drug-abusers.
The differences between the drug abusers and the comparison group in their

evaluation of choice in life and some self-esteem items are not significant.

27. On the study of the drug abuse problem, the results indicate that
there is still common belief that psychotropic substance abuse is not dangerous
and that treatment is not strictly required for abuse of these drugs. The study
results are also in line with previous research findings that drug taking is usually
initiated by curiosity and peers play an important role in influencing their first
attempt as well as their choice of drugs. In addition, the results show that
relationship problem is commonly found to precede drug taking which is felt by

drug abusers as a way to help them forget about their troubles.
CONCLUSION

28. The study identifies some of the risk factors associated with drug

abuse by adolescents. The findings of the study are therefore made known to
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professionals and agencies involved in the provision of youth and drug

rehabilitation services for reference.

29. The opportunity is taken to thank all schools and agencies which

participated in the survey, and those who have given advice to the Narcotics

Division on the study.
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Variable under study Chi-square value P-value
III.  School life
No. of close friends at school 17.484 0.000*
Academic performance 9.953 0.007*
Participation in extra-curricular 57.607 0.000*
activities
Problems at school
truancy 592.517 0.000*
study problem 42.135 0.000*
behavioral problem 295.033 0.000*
relationship problem 8.951 0.003*
Opinions on the following statements
‘I like going to school’ 43.073 0.000*
‘Most of teachers are fair to me’ 51.997 0.000*
“Most of teachers are friendly to 36.390 0.000*
me even if | have done
something wrong’
‘Most of my schoolmates are 10.869 0.001*
helpful when I have difficulty
in my study’
0.510 0.475

“‘Support is always available at
school when I have personal
problems’

Variable under study Chi-square value P-value
IV. Attitudes toward drug use
% of close friends having abused 757.602 0.000*
drugs
Thought that treatment was required for
heroin abusers 1.398 0.237
psychotropic substance abusers 125.085 0.000*
Types of treatment perceived to be 24.712 0.000*
more effective to heroin abusers
Types of treatment perceived to be 151.334 0.000*
more effective to substance abusers
Opinions on the following statements
‘Taking heroin is dangerous’ 33.713 0.000*
‘Taking psychotropic substances 54.142 0.000*
is dangerous
‘People who take drug are useless 1.755 0.185
to the society’
Note :

*

Significant at o = 0.01 where o is the risk of making a Type I error.
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(B) ANOVA Results on Purpose In Life (PIL) items

(C) ANOVA Results on Self-esteem Items

Item F value’ P-value
i o6 57 00001+ Item F value# P-value
PIL 2 91.27 0.0001*
PIL 3 12.99 0.0003: Self-esteem 1 58.71 0.0001*
PIL 4 38.75 0.0001 " Self-esteem 2 935 0.0023*
PIL 5 89.00 0.0001* Self-esteem 3 1.59 0.2082
PIL 6 16.49 0.0001 . Self-esteem 4 8.10 0.0045%
PIL 7 17.31 0.0001 N Self-esteem 5 1.68 0.1954
PIL 8 85.98 0.0001 . Self-esteem 6 1.21 0.2721
PIL 9 29.51 0.0001 » Self-esteem 7 11.32 0.0008*
PIL 10 68.50 0.0001 Self-esteem 8 0.53 0.4688
PIL 11 3.74 0.0533* Self-esteem 9 20.05 0.0001*
gi g ;; ;; 8-888}* - Self-esteem 10 7.72 0.0056*
PIL 14 1.07 0.3006
llziILJ }2 2. ;:; g.ggg Total 19.13 0.0001*
PIL 17 10.40 0.0013*
PIL 18 0.79 0.3756
PIL 19 13.93 0.0002*
PIL 20 5.44 0.0199
Factor 1 97.56 0.0001* Notes -
Factor 2 28.55 0.0001* ’
Il::actor i 44118; 8288; # The F value is computed for measuring if there is any difference between the study and
Factor ; 17~31 0-0001* the comparison group after adjusting for the sex effect, based on 2-way Analysis of

actor : : Variance (ANOVA) with the group and sex effects analysed.
Total . oass *  Significant at o = 0.01 where a is the risk of making a Type I error.

Notes

# The F value is computed for measuring if there is any difference between the study and
the comparison group after adjusting for the sex effect, based on 2-way Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) with the group and sex effects analysed.

*  Significant at & = 0.01 where o is the risk of making a Type I error.
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Graph 1 : Comparison of scores for Purpose In Life items
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Graph 2 : Comparison of scores for the factors on
Purpose In Life items
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Graph 3 : Comparison of scores for Self-esteem items
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