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El policonsumo de drogas es cada vez más prevalente entre los jóvenes 

españoles. El Observatorio Europeo de las Drogas y las Toxicomanías 

establece tres tipologías de policonsumo: Patrón A (consumidores 

de alcohol y tabaco), Patrón B (consumidores de cannabis junto con 

alcohol y/o tabaco) y Patrón C (consumidores de cannabis junto 

con alcohol y tabaco y al menos otra droga ilegal). Los objetivos son: 

1) estudiar la frecuencia de consumo de drogas en una muestra de 

jóvenes universitarios españoles del ámbito de la salud y el deporte 

según el sexo; 2) describir los patrones de policonsumo; 3) estudiar la 

relación entre el policonsumo de los participantes y el policonsumo 

de las personas de su entorno próximo (padres, hermanos, pareja y 

mejor amigo). La muestra consta de 480 universitarios (43.7% chicas) 

entre 18 y 36 años. Se administró un autoinforme para evaluar el 

policonsumo de los participantes y de sus referentes más próximos. Un 

46% de los participantes eran consumidores de dos o más sustancias, 

de los cuales un 29.4% correspondían al Patrón A, un 50.7% al Patrón 

B, un 16.7% al Patrón C y un 3.2% a otros patrones de policonsumo 

(alcohol + cocaína; alcohol + cocaína + tabaco; alcohol + inhalantes; 

anfetaminas + alucinógenos + Spice). Se observa una elevada 

concordancia entre el policonsumo de los participantes y el de sus 

referentes próximos, de modo que si el referente es policonsumidor 

es más probable que el participante también lo sea. El policonsumo 

de drogas en el entorno próximo de los jóvenes deviene uno de los 

elementos clave a tener en cuenta en futuras campañas preventivas.

Palabras clave: policonsumo de drogas, factores contextuales, 

estudiantes universitarios.
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The prevalence of polydrug use continues to grow among Spanish 

college students. The European Observatory for Drugs and Addictions 

establishes three different types of polydrug use: Pattern A (consumers 

of alcohol and tobacco), Pattern B (consumers of cannabis plus 

alcohol and/or tobacco) and Pattern C (consumers of cannabis plus 

alcohol plus tobacco plus at least  one other kind of illegal drug). The 

objectives are: 1) to study the frequency of substance consumption 

among a sample of young Spanish undergradudates studying health 

and sports science according to their sex; 2) to describe the patterns 

of polydrug use; 3) to study the relationship between the polydrug use 

of the participants and polydrug use within their closest environment 

(parents, sisters or brothers, best friend and partner). The sample was 

composed of 480 Spanish undergraduates (43.7% females) aged 18 

to 36. The level of drug consumption of students and their closest 

reference persons was evaluated by means of a self-report measure. A 

total of 46% of the participants reported consumption of two or more 

substances; among them 29.4% corresponded to Pattern A, 50.7%  to 

Pattern B and 16.7% to Pattern C, while 3.2% corresponded to other 

multiple consumption patterns (alcohol + cocaine; alcohol + cocaine 

+ tobacco; alcohol + inhalants; amphetamines + hallucinogens + 

Spice). An important correlation was observed concerning polydrug 

use between participants and their closest reference persons: the more 

the reference person is a multiple consumer, the more the participant 

tends to consume. Polydrug use within the closest environment 

emerges as one of the key elements to be taken into account in further 

prevention programs.  
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According to the European Monitoring Cen-
tre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA, 
2011), polydrug use has become one of the 
most common patterns of substance consump-

tion in Europe. This observatory classifies the main types 
of polydrug use among adolescents into Pattern A (con-
sumers of alcohol and tobacco), Pattern B (consumers of 
cannabis plus alcohol and/or tobacco consumers) and Pa-
ttern C (consumers of cannabis plus alcohol plus tobacco 
plus at least one other kind of illegal drug). Among young 
adults between the ages of 15 and 34, the most widely 
used substances in all European countries are alcohol and 
tobacco, followed by cannabis.  Despite the fact that the 
EMCDDA (2009a) does not classify types of polydrug use 
specifically among young people, a link has been found 
between frequent or excessive consumption of alcohol 
and a high probability of consuming cannabis or cocaine 
compared with the general population. At the same time, 
many cocaine users also consume cannabis. Nevertheless, 
the majority of cannabis users do not consume illicit drugs. 

According to the Spanish Observatory on Drugs (Ob-
servatorio Español de la Droga y las Toxicomanías, 2011), 
the situation in Spain is similar to the rest of Europe, with 
alcohol, tobacco and cannabis being the most widely con-
sumed substances in the population aged 15-64. During 
the last year, 49.3% of psychoactive substance users have 
admitted taking two or more drugs. Among the users of 
two substances, alcohol and tobacco are the most frequent-
ly consumed, while alcohol, tobacco and cannabis are the 
most widely used among consumers of three substances. 
Consumers of four or more drugs, however, mostly take 
alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, cocaine in powder form and 
ecstasy/designer drugs (OEDT, 2011). In this regard, and 
specifically among the university population, some studies 
have explored whether the consumption of one substan-
ce increases the likelihood of using other drugs, and have 
found positive correlations depending on the type of subs-
tance. Thus a link exists between the occasional consump-
tion of ecstasy and the use of marihuana, and there is a 
greater likelihood that other substances such as cocaine, 
heroin, LSD or inhalants will be consumed by users of ecs-
tasy than by users of marihuana (Wish, Fitzelle, O´Grady, 
Hsu, & Arria, 2006). Other studies find a strong associa-
tion between tobacco and cannabis consumption: nine 
out of ten adolescents who have never smoked and only 
1.5 of every ten smokers have never consumed cannabis 
(Font-Mayolas, Gras, & Planes, 2006). Similarly, a study of 
cocaine consumption found that young people who nor-
mally take cocaine are also mostly consumers of alcohol 
and cannabis (Patiño-Masó, Gras-Pérez, Font-Mayolas, & 
Baltasar-Bagué, 2013). Likewise, Tirado, Aguaded, & Ma-
rin (2009) show that polydrug use (low strength alcohol 
+ tobacco) is the prime risk factor for the consumption of 
spirits among university students.

In demographic terms, recent years have seen research 
into the differences in polydrug use according to the sex 
and age of young consumers. Many of these studies sug-
gest that men exhibit greater polydrug use than women 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion, 2009; Whitehorne-Smith et al., 2012). With regard to 
age, data on young adults confirm links with polydrug use 
(Ramo, Liu, & Prochaska, 2012). Polydrug consumption is 
moreover associated with serious issues such as low cogni-
tive performance, physical problems, traffic accidents, in-
juries, infectious and sexually transmitted diseases, suicide, 
fighting and other violent behaviour, as well as the risk of 
developing into a pattern of permanent abuse of various 
substance (Connor, Gullo, White, & Kelly, 2014; EMCDDA, 
2011, 2014; Halley, Forster, Wood, Baezconde-Garbanati, & 
Beth, 2014; Hughes et al., 2009; Mariño, Castro, & Torra-
do, 2012; Trenz et al., 2012).

Understanding the risk and protection factors linked to 
polydrug consumption is important for developing inter-
ventions aimed at preventing these problems. The review 
carried out by Stone, Becker, Huber, & Catalano (2012) 
of risk and prevention factors in young adults (18-26 years 
of age) deserves special attention in this connection. Fo-
llowing Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller (1992), they establish 
a classification of contextual factors (sex, ethnicity, biologi-
cal indicators, pre- and postnatal indicators, socioeconomic 
status, educational level of parents, parental status, family 
history of substance use, psychopathological problems of 
parents, poor neighborhoods, social norms, laws and taxes, 
availability), interpersonal aspects (background of substan-
ce abuse, family relations, family management, external 
and internal attributions, drug consumption and expecta-
tions in adolescence, positive attitudes and expectations, 
life circumstances, status/level of employment, university 
attendance, peer group relationships,  moral beliefs, par-
ticipation in religion, educational factors, marital status or 
engagement, stressful events). The present study focuses 
on contextual factors and in particular on the substance 
consumption of members of the subject’s closest circle as 
possible risk factors for polydrug use.

Based on Bandura and Walters’ (1979) social learning 
theory, learning can be seen as the observation of other 
models of behavior or modelling, and this can for exam-
ple lead young people to start consuming substances and 
increase their use. There is evidence showing links between 
the consumption of certain substances in families, among 
partners and friends, and the consumption behavior of un-
dergraduates. Font-Mayolas & Planes (2000), for example, 
found that young smokers tended to have a father and/or a 
mother and/or friends who also smoked, while they did not 
discover differences among partners and siblings. However, 
most of this research is focused on the independent study of 
substances like alcohol, tobacco, marihuana and medicines 
(Becoña et al., 2012; Buu et al., 2009; Martín-Montañez et 
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al., 2011; Mason et al. 2009), and studies looking at the rela-
tionships between polydrug use and these contextual factors 
are few and far between. With regard to the polydrug use 
of friends, research findings support a positive link between 
the consumption of various substances and having friends 
who are multiple consumers. Varela, Salazar, Cáceres, & To-
var (2007), for example, identified a strong association be-
tween the consumption of marihuana, opiates, cocaine and 
ecstasy among Brazilian university students and maintaining 
friendships with other drug users in which consumption can 
increase. Other studies have found that using cannabis for 
the first time is strongly associated with being a member of 
a group of friends in which drugs are consumed (Vázquez 
& Becoña, 2000). In terms of finding out about the poly-
drug use of psychoactive substances, a large percentage of 
undergraduates assert that the most frequently used way is 
through a friend (Herrera et al., 2012; Riquelme et al., 2012; 
Veloza et al., 2012). It has recently been found that having 
three or four close friends who are substance users is a signi-
ficant predictor of drug consumption issues when compared 
to those with friends who are not consumers (Halley et al., 
2014). On the other hand, the findings regarding a possible 
link between the consumption of more than one substance 
and polydrug use of parents is not conclusive. Some authors 
claim that consumption of alcohol and tobacco of 12% of 
university students is linked to learning from a close family 
member such as father, mother or sibling, or through other 
relatives (Veloza et al., 2012). Other authors find, however, 
that having a parent who consumes drugs is not a relevant 
predictor of their children developing consumption pro-
blems during adolescence (Halley et al., 2014). In the case 
of partners, Veloza et al. (2012) identify a link in 13% of 
their sample between the polydrug use of alcohol and tobac-
co among undergraduates and having a boy/girlfriend who 
is a multi-consumer. 

In general, the majority of studies on polydrug use focus 
on the adolescent population (Connell, Gilreath, Aklin, & 
Brex, 2010; Font-Mayolas et al., 2013; Martínez, Fuentes, 
García, & Madrid, 2013). Regarding university students, 
many studies deal with a single substance (for example 
Font-Mayolas et al., 2006), and those which focus on the 
consumption of various drugs analyze a limited number of 
substances (mostly tobacco, alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, ecs-
tasy and medicines). In addition, data available on polydrug 
use include research in the social studies, humanities and 
health fields which were carried out in geographic and so-
cio-cultural contexts different to the Spanish ones (Gómez, 
Herde, Laffee, Lobo, & Martín, 2007; Herrera et al., 2012; 
Prieto et al., 2012; Veloza et al., 2012; Whitehorne-Smith 
et al., 2012). Indeed, a variety of authors highlight the im-
portance of studying university students in the health and 
also sports areas because they are considered a vulnerable 
population (Lores, Murcia, Gutiérrez, & Sicilia, 2003; Oli-
veira & Furegato, 2008; Urrego, 2002) with responsibilities 

for health, wellbeing and quality of life in society as a who-
le. Furthermore, a new feature of European markets is the 
growing availability of “new psychotropic substances” which 
are not regulated by international drug control treaties  
(EMCDDA, 2014). Substances like Spice (synthetic mari-
huana), which is included in the range of drugs covered 
by this study, is very popular among young people and the 
second most consumed illicit drug after marihuana (EMC-
DDA, 2009b). Therefore, we highlight the importance of 
understanding the issues involved in polydrug use bearing 
in mind the new generation of substances. The objectives of 
the present study, then, are: 1) to analyze the frequency of 
drug consumption in a sample of young Spanish undergra-
duates studying in the areas of health and sports according 
to sex; 2) to describe the patterns of polydrug use among 
these young people; 3) to study the association between the 
consumption of more than one substance and the polydrug 
use of people in the subjects’ closest circle (parents or guar-
dians, siblings, best friends, partners).

Method
Participants

The target population is students enrolled in Girona 
University (Escola Universitària de la Salut i l´Esport, EU-
SES) on its campus at Salt (Girona). A descriptive cross-sec-
tional study of prevalence was carried out. Of a total of 804 
enrolled students, 324 did not attend class on the day and 
time of data collection, so the participation percentage of 
59.7% is not due to lack of interest on the part of the stu-
dents. The sample is made up of all the students who were 
present at the moment of data collection, and of these 
480 undergraduates 43.7% were women and 56.3% men, 
aged between 18 and 36 (M = 21.3; DT = 2.8), in their first 
(32.5%), second (29.3%) and third (38.2%) years of study 
respectively

Instruments
Sociodemographic questionnaire. Information about 

type of course, year, age, sex, occupation and academic 
performance was collected.

Information regarding polydrug use was collected 
through a self-report in which the following variables were 
assessed:

Subjects’ frequency of consumption. This is made up 
of 9 items with multiple responses (“never”, “occasionally”, 
“once a week”, “more than once a week”, “daily”) which 
assess how often these are taken: tobacco, alcohol, canna-
bis, cocaine, heroin, inhalation sprays, speed or ampheta-
mines, hallucinogens and Spice.

Frequency of consumption of close circle. This is made 
up of 9 items with multiple responses (“never”, “occasio-
nally”, “once a week”, “more than once a week”, “daily”) 
which assess the beliefs of students about how often these 
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men than men who had never tried the drug (z = -2.24; p 
= 0.025) and more men than women report using it more 
often than once a week (z = 2.58; p = 0.001)

Forty-six percent of participants (45.7% of men and 
46.4% of women) report using two or more substances, 
with no significant differences by sex (z = 0.14; p = 0.88). 
Among multiple consumers, 29.4% (20.3% of men and 
41.2% of women) corresponded to Pattern A (alcohol and 
tobacco), 50.7% (53.7% of men and 46.4% of women) to 
Pattern B (cannabis and alcohol and/or tobacco), 16.7% 
(22% of men and 10.3% of women) to Pattern C (cannabis 
and alcohol and/or tobacco and at least one other illegal 
drug), and 3.2% (4.1% of men and 2.1% of women) to 
other atypical patterns of polydrug use. The proportion 
of women with Pattern A consumption exhibits significant 
differences with regard to that of men, with women more 
strongly represented (z = -3.18; p = 0.0014), while in Pattern 
C the proportion of men is significantly higher compared 
to that of women (z = 2.41; p = 0.016). No statistically diffe-
rences by sex are observed in either Pattern B (z = 1.07; p = 
0.28) or in the atypical patterns of consumption (z = 0.87; 
p = 0.38).

drugs (tobacco, alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, heroin, inha-
lation sprays, speed or amphetamines, hallucinogens and 
Spice) are consumed by father/guardian, mother/guar-
dian, brother of sister, best friend, partner.

The internal consistency of the instrument as assessed 
by Cronbach’s alpha is 0.81. 

Procedure
Data collection was carried out among students In their 

first three years of Physiotherapy and Sports Science de-
grees. The present study was approved by the Research 
Committee of Girona University. Prior to data collection, 
we spoke to the school management in order to explain 
the characteristics of the investigation and ask for their 
cooperation. We then spoke to the corresponding teaching 
staff to set a date for the administration of the questionnai-
re. The self-report was administered by the research team 
at a specific time on a single day during the academic year 
2013/14. We asked students to participate voluntarily, and 
guaranteed that their responses would be confidential and 
used solely for research purposes.

Results
Table 1 shows the consumption of substances 

by sex and frequency of consumption by subs-
tance. Tobacco is the substance most often con-
sumed daily, followed by cannabis. Daily alcohol 
consumption is low among these participants, 
although those who report never drinking it are 
in a minority. Only one participant claims to take 
cocaine and hallucinogens daily and none report 
daily consumption of heroin, inhalation sprays, 
speed or amphetamines, and Spice. 

Cannabis is the most widely used illegal drug, 
with three out of ten participants reporting con-
sumption more or less frequently. Between 10 and 
21 participants report occasional consumption of 
cocaine, speed/amphetamines, inhalation sprays 
or hallucinogens. Heroin and Spice are the least 
frequently consumed substances: only two men 
reported occasional use of heroin and a further 
two used Spice (one occasionally and the other 
more than once a week).

There were no statistically significant diffe-
rences between men and women in terms of fre-
quency of substance use (Tobacco: c2 (4) = 7.47; p 
= 0.11; Alcohol: c2 (4)  = 1.84; p = 0.77;  Cocaine: 
c2 (3) = 3.62; p = 0.31; Heroin: c2 (1) = 1.56; p = 
0.21; Inhalants: c2 (1) = 0.37; p = 0.55; Speed or 
amphetamines: c2 (2) = 2.27; p = 0.32; Hallucino-
gens: c2 (3) = 1.62; p = 0.65; Spice: c2

(2) = 1.56; p = 
0.46) except in the case of cannabis (c2 (4) = 14.07; 
p = 0.007) where we found significantly more wo-

Table 1 
Frequency (percentage) of substance consumption by sex.

Never Occasional
consumption

Once a 
week

More 
than 

once a 
week

Daily

Tobacco
(n = 478)

Men
Women

Total

64.7%
60.4%
62.8%

10.0%
17.4%
13.2%

4.5%
1.9%
3.4%

3.0%
3.4%
3.2%

17.8%
16.9%
17.4%

Alcohol
(n = 476)

Men
Women

Total

6.7%
5.4%
6.1%

43.9%
46.8%
45.1%

27.5%
28.3%
27.8%

20.4%
17.1%
19.0%

1.5%
2.4%
1.9%

Cannabis
(n = 479)

Men
Women

Total

65.1%
74.5%
69.2%

20.1%
20.7%
20.3%

3.0%
1.9%
2.5%

4.8%
1.0%
3.1%

7.1%
1.9%
4.8%

Cocaine
(n = 479)

Men
Women

Total

93.7%
97.1%
95.2%

5.6%
2.9%
4.4%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

0%
0%
0%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

Heroin
(n = 479)

Men
Women

Total

99.3%
100%
99.6%

0.7%
0%

0.4%

0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

Inhalation 
sprays
(n = 480)

Men
Women

Total

96.7%
97.6%
97.1%

3.3%
2.4%
2.9%

0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

Speed or 
amphetamines
(n = 480)

Men
Women

Total

95.2%
97.6%
96.2%

4.5%
2.4%
3.6%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

0%
0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

Hallucinogens
(n = 480)

Men
Women

Total

97%
98.1%
97.5%

2.2%
1.9%
2.1%

0%
0%
0%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

Spice
(n = 480)

Men
Women

Total

99.3%
100%
99.6%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

0%
0%
0%

0.4%
0%

0.2%

0%
0%
0%
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who is a multiple consumer. The model has a good fit (c2 = 
123.05; p < 0.001), explains more than 40% of variability of 
polydrug use (Nagelkerke’s R2 = 0.41) and correctly classi-
fies 76.3% of the participants.

Discussion
The present study allows us to consolidate our knowle-

dge of drug consumption behavior among Spanish under-
graduates on health and sports science degrees. To this 
end, apart from providing results relative to the frequency 
of consumption of legal and illegal substances, the central 
features of polydrug use and their associations in the fami-
ly and social contexts of the young students are described.

Firstly, one of the primary aims of this study to disco-
ver the link between the use of more than one substance 
and the polydrug use of other people in the subject’s most 
immediate environment (parent/guardian, siblings, best 
friend, partner). A high correlation was found between the 
polydrug use of the participants and that of their closest 
reference persons, so if the reference person is a multiple 
consumer, there is a greater likelihood of the participant 
being one, too. Similarly, the polydrug use of best friends, 
brothers or sisters, or partners are the variables which most 
accurately predict the use of more than one substance by 
young people. In line with social learning theory, referred 
to at the beginning of this study, substance use is concep-
tualized as intentional behavior and socially learned throu-
gh a process of modelling and reinforcement, as well as 
the interaction of personal and socio-environmental fac-
tors. Thus, the repeated exposure to substance using mo-
dels directly influences the behavior of young people. The 
polydrug use of parents, however, is not relevant in pre-
dicting the multiple substance use among their children 
in comparison with the multiple consumption of other re-
ference persons of similar age such as friends, siblings or 
partners. It is worth noting two points in connection with 
this result. Firstly, following Bandura’s (1987) theory, the 
influence of the model is determined by the factors which 
facilitate the modeling effect; for example, similarity with 
the model in terms of factors such as age and/or sex, the 
attractiveness or interest the model holds for the partici-

Of the seven participants (3.2% of multiple consumers) 
who reported other polydrug use patterns, four consumed 
alcohol and cocaine, one used tobacco, alcohol and cocai-
ne, one alcohol and inhalants and one amphetamines, ha-
llucinogens and Spice.

Table 2 shows the percentage of multiple consumers in 
the sample in relation to the polydrug use of their closest 
reference persons: best friend, father, mother, siblings and 
partner and the results of the chi-square test. A close co-
rrelation can be observed between the polydrug use of the 
participants and that of their closest reference persons, so 
that if the reference person is a multiple consumer it is 
more likely that the participant will be one, too.

Table 3 shows the binary logistic regression results 
to predict polydrug use by age, sex and polydrug use of 
their closest reference persons. On analysis of the varia-
bles which predict the consumption by participants of 
more than one substance, the strongest is found to be the 
polydrug use of best friends, siblings and partners. If the 
best friend of the participant is a multiple consumer, the 
likelihood of the participant being a multiple consumer is 
between 3.29 and 11.43 times higher compared to those 
participants whose best friends are not multiple users; if a 
brother or sister is a multiple consumer, this likelihood is 
between 1.92 and 5.67 higher than for those who do not 
have a brother or sister who is a multiple consumer; if the 
partner is a multiple consumer, the likelihood is between 
2.33 and 7.14 times higher than for those without a partner 

Table 2  
Porcentaje de participantes que consumen más de una sustancia según el policonsumo de sus referentes más próximos y 
resultados de la prueba ji-cuadrado. 

Best friend
(n= 465)

Father
(n= 466)

Mother
(n= 467)

Any sibling
(n= 453)

Partner
(n= 361)

Reference person is not multiple 
consumer

20.3% 41.9% 42.8% 32.4% 30.5%

Reference person is multiple 
consumer

59.9% 58.4% 58.1% 68.0% 69.5%

c2 
(p)

66.0 
(<0.001)

10.5 
(0.001)

7.6 
(0.006)

55.1
(<0.001)

49.3 
(<0.001)

Table 3 
Results of binary logistic regression to predict polydrug 
consumption of the participants (n=342). 

Variable B O.R. CI 95% p

Sex -0.09 0.91 0.53:1.57 0.74

Age 0.05 1.05 0.97:1.14 0.26

Polydrug use of best friend 1.81 6.13 3.29:11.43 <0.001

Polydrug use of father 0.12 1.12 0.62:2.02 0.70

Polydrug use of mother -.02 0.98 0.52:1.86 0.95

Polydrug use of a sibling 1.19 3.30 1.92:5.67 <0.001

Polydrug use of partner 1.41 4.08 2.33:7.14 <0.001
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pant, the emotional bonds forming part of the relations-
hip, the level of normal interaction with the model or the 
social position of the model. Secondly, the features of this 
stage of a young person’s development, together with the 
special experiences of university life, are emphasized. Life 
at university offers the student a period of personal grow-
th, expectations, career plans and new challenges. Many of 
these students move away from home and start making new 
contacts with peers and with people of the opposite sex, 
which means adapting to new social surroundings. Poly-
drug consumption happens mostly in recreational contexts 
(e.g. raves) with other young people, and in such contexts 
polydrug use can represent a greater threat to health (Fer-
nández-Calderón, Lozano-Rojas, & Rojas-Tejada, 2013). As 
a result, the influence of parents, once the primary refe-
rence persons (Ferrer & Ayneto, 1991), diminishes (Halley 
et al., 2014). In other words, as the adolescent grows and 
becomes more independent, the influence of parental at-
tachment weakens (Becoña, Fernández, Calafat, & Fernán-
dez-Hermida, 2014). Finally, age and sex do not predict 
the use of two or more substances among young people 
if the patterns of polydrug use are not differentiated. The 
fact that consumption is undifferentiated by sex is suppor-
ted by other authors who stress the importance of seeing 
polydrug use of tobacco and cannabis in the same way for 
both men and women (Ramo et al., 2012). Nevertheless, 
other studies have found sex differences in polydrug use 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion, 2009; Whitehorne-Smith et al., 2012). In terms of age, 
the results of this study are not consistent with differences 
found by other authors (OEDT, 2011; Ramo et al., 2012). 
More studies are therefore necessary in order to clear up 
possible inconsistencies with regard to sociodemographic 
variables of sex and age.

 A further objective is to discover the frequency of drug 
consumption in a sample of young Spanish university stu-
dents according to sex. Thus, the legal substance most of-
ten consumed on a daily basis is tobacco. At the same time, 
however, not many students claim never to drink alcohol 
(93.9% of the sample are consumers). The highest percen-
tages of consumption on occasions and sometimes during 
the week belong to alcohol consumers. These data are in 
line with the last OEDT report (2011) on young people 
aged 15-34. In terms of illegal drugs, cannabis is the most 
frequently consumed. Our data on daily consumption of 
cannabis is above the levels found by the OEDT (2011), 
although it is in line with the increase in consumption 
from 2007 to the present and with findings in other studies 
(Font-Mayolas et al., 2006; Viña & Herrero, 2004). Moreo-
ver, cannabis is the only substance exhibiting differences by 
sex, with more men than women users, as also pointed out 
in other research (Font-Mayolas et al., 2006; OEDT, 2011). 
With regard to other substances, cocaine is the illegal subs-
tance most frequently used by undergraduates after canna-

bis. This is not unusual given that Spain is the country in 
Europe, alongside the United Kingdom, with the highest 
prevalence of cocaine use (OEDT, 2011). Finally, Spice is 
the substance least frequently used among students in the 
sample. Nevertheless, participation in Spice consumption 
is worth a special mention because although percentages 
are lower than those found in adolescents (OEDT, 2011), 
one of the participants uses it daily and all users are men. 
Spice is a mix of herbs for smoking with similar effects to 
those of cannabis about which little is known (Mustata et 
al., 2009). One of the first studies on this substance with a 
broad sample of university students (n = 2,349) shows that 
being male and a consumer of other substances increases 
the likelihood of consuming these synthetic cannabinoids 
(Stogner & Miller, 2014). However, not much research has 
been carried out in Spain in the university population, and 
more studies on the use of this type emergent drug among 
young people and earlier ages are needed, with special at-
tention to patterns of consumption and demographics.

A final objective of the study was to describe the patterns 
of polydrug consumption among young people. Around 
half of the sample are multiple consumers of two or more 
substances. Of these, 29.4% correspond to Pattern A (al-
cohol + tobacco), 50.7% to Pattern B (cannabis + alcohol 
and/or tobacco) and 16.7% to Pattern C (cannabis + al-
cohol and/or tobacco + another illegal drug) and 3.2% 
to other patterns of polydrug use (alcohol + cocaine; to-
bacco + alcohol + cocaine; alcohol + inhalants; ampheta-
mines + hallucinogens + Spice). These results are in line 
with the scientific literature, indicating a positive associa-
tion between alcohol and tobacco as the most commonly 
consumed substances, combined with other drugs such as 
cannabis (Barret, Darredeau, & Pihl, 2006; McCabe, Cran-
ford, Morales, & Young, 2006; O’Reilly & Jessen, 2005; Ri-
quelme et al., 2012). Similarly, the polydrug use of tobacco 
and cannabis is also recognized as relevant (Burns, Ivers, 
Lindorff, & Clough, 2000; Calafat et al., 2000) given its use 
as one of the most frequent combinations among adoles-
cents and young adults (Barrett et al., 2006; Ramo et al., 
2012). Furthermore, Pattern A, is more common among 
women, and Pattern C among men, while Pattern B does 
not exhibit any differences by sex. A plausible explanation 
for these differences might be found by studying the data 
in OEDT (2011). Here, the type of consumption of certain 
substances among women in recent years, for example bin-
ge drinking and daily smoking, has undergone an increase 
to match consumption among men. With regard to men, 
the use of all drugs is more widespread than among wo-
men, especially illegal ones. 

The present study suffers from some limitations. Given 
the transversal nature of the study, the direction of the 
links found cannot be investigated. A longitudinal study 
observing changes over time would be required to com-
plete this research. A further limitation is related to the 
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way in which the consumption behaviour of people in the 
subject’s closest circle is assessed. The measurement of this 
behaviour is based on the young participants’ own percep-
tions. Similarly, given that the consumption of drugs may 
or may not be generally accepted by society, the answers 
given by the participants in the self-report could be infla-
ted or deflated by a social desirability bias. Nevertheless, 
although confidentiality of responses was guaranteed in an 
effort to minimize this bias, it would be advisable to use 
other instruments alongside self-reports, such as peer eva-
luation scales. Future studies should analyze whether the 
same risk factors associated with the consumption of a sin-
gle substance like tobacco, alcohol or cannabis could also 
be related to polydrug use of these substances. Finally, over 
recent years types of family structure have been changing 
from the traditional (with biological parents) or extended 
(living together with other relatives) to monoparental, or 
ones reconstituted by a new spouse and even those with sa-
me-sex parents (Becoña et al., 2012). Given the importan-
ce of such changes, it is recommended that future studies 
address the relationship between new types of family and 
polydrug use.

Despite these limitations, results suggest that multiple 
consumption of drugs in the young people’s immediate 
environment is emerging as a key element to be taken into 
account in future drug prevention campaigns.
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