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Summary. One of the most important factors of successful substance abuse treatment is the early 
start of the same treatment. Recent selection method for identification of Croatian adolescents in 
the substance abuse risk that has been using drug tests from urine samples, has been simple and 
exact on the one hand, but on the other, has been very rare and usually guided by the pressure of 
parents or the court. Besides, such method presented the source of legal and ethical questions. So, 
the proposal of application of standardized psychological tests during systematic medical exams of 
Croatian adolescents at the age range of 15-22 years could help with the early detection of those 
adolescents who were in the substance abuse risk or already had the developed addiction problem.
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Riassunto (Proposta di un nuovo metodo per individuare negli adolescenti croati il rischio di abuso di 
sostanze). La tempestività di avvio è tra i fattori più importanti per il buon esito del trattamento 
nell’abuso di sostanze. Il drug test su campioni urinari è il metodo di recente scelta in Croazia per 
identificare adolescenti a rischio di abuso di sostanze. Tale metodo è semplice e preciso da un lato, 
ma dall’altro è stato applicato molto di rado, generalmente su richiesta dei genitori o del tribunale; 
è inoltre fonte di una serie di questioni etiche e legali. Di conseguenza, l’impiego di test psicologici 
standardizzati nell’ambito di esami medici cui sistematicamente vengono sottoposti gli adolescenti 
croati di età compresa tra i 15 ed i 22 anni potrebbe aiutare ad identificare precocemente gli adole-
scenti che sono a rischio di abuso di sostanze o che già hanno sviluppato problemi di dipendenza.

Parole chiave: adolescenti, abuso di sostanze, nuovo metodo di identificazione, test psicologici.
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INTRODUCTION
The increase of  drug abuse in Croatia in the last 

twenty years has been alarmingly showing the need 
for dealing with this problem on all community lev-
els. The Report of  the Croatian Institute for Public 
Health about treated drug abusers in the year 2006 
[1] determined that most of  the treated opiate ad-
dicts were 20-34 years old (n = 4107 or 70.8%). 
Also, in the year 2008 the mean age of  their first 
treatment admission was 26 years old. The sex ra-
tion of  treated opiate addicts was 4.7:1 in favour 
to men, and the female adolescents has been sig-
nificantly earlier admitted to the treatment than the 
male adolescents [2].

Early start of substance abuse treatment is a cru-
cial factor in improving successful treatment, in re-
duction of psychological, physical and social conse-
quences with beneficial effect on primary prevention 
in community [3-6]. So, creating the adequate detec-
tion method for identification of adolescents who 
are in the substance abuse risk or already have been 

using illegal psychoactive drugs presents one of the 
most important tasks for the society [7].

This article discusses about disadvantages of recent-
ly used methods for identification of adolescents who 
are in the substance abuse risk in Croatia regarding 
the external pressure that has been imposed on those 
adolescents. Also, these disadvantagedes have been 
analysed from legal and ethical standpoints. On the 
other hand, an alternative detection method has been 
proposed as a new and qualitative way for identifica-
tion of adolescents who are in the substance abuse 
risk. This new method would primary use standard-
ized psychological tests during annual systematic 
medical examination for high school and university 
students. Also, it would contribute to early detection 
of any kind of psychological disorder or psychopa-
thology which favoured substance abuse or presented 
direct outcome of drug abuse, that could be treated 
by psychotherapy or counselling and on that way pre-
vent creating a much worse psychological state.
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critically discuss about methods of early detection 
youth-in-risk for drug abuse that have been using 
in Croatia and to argumentatively propose a new 
method – the method of use of psychological tests 
during annual systematic medical examination for 
high school and university students.

THE PROBLEM OF EARLY DETECTION
The majority of drug users are aware of the fact that 

using the illegal psychoactive substance has a direct 
implication of breaking the law and existing social 
norms, and that is bad for their health. Even though, 
very small number of them admits to the ambulatory 
or hospital treatment by themselves. Having that in 
mind, if the family has no ability or capacity to rec-
ognize the addiction problem, the health care system 
could help with the prevention programs aimed to the 
youth-in-risk.

In Croatia adolescents start with substance abuse 
approximately in age of 16 [1]. It is well-known that 
the period of adolescence is a time of questioning 
and self-exploration [7]. One of the main character-
istics of adolescence is a very low level of criticism 
toward any kind of exploring that results with an 
exposure to different and dangerous risks [8]. One 
of those risks and negative consequences could be 
drug abuse or developed addiction problem. As it 
was mentioned earlier, the decision of voluntary ad-
missions to any kind of substance abuse treatment is 
a very rare or very late motivated by their own prob-
lem perception [9]. Describing drugs as the fourth 
primary drive after hunger, thirst and sex in his book 
Intoxication [10], Ronald K. Siegal has explained 
why this drive has made drugs attractive through-
out history. He also explained why the admission to 
any treatment presents a very hard decision. Even 
though the good prevention is the strongest tool in 
facing or escaping the drug problem, there are two 
ways for starting the substance abuse treatment: the 
use of one’s own motivation for starting the sub-
stance abuse treatment, and/or the use of the health 
care system units which detect and direct drug abus-
ers to the treatment.

Among opiate addicts, about ½ of them has been 
admitted to the substance abuse treatment on be-
half  of their families or they own, without any re-
pressions from community mechanisms [1]. If  they 
admit to the substance abuse treatment by them-
selves, their self-motivation has been still question-
able, concerning the fact that getting the methadone 
therapy could be the main motivation for the admis-
sion [9]. In other words, a certain number of self-ad-
mitted drug users to the treatment think that getting 
the methadone therapy at the ambulance will enable 
them to continue legally to drug themselves. So, they 
have a little motivation or no motivation at all to 
change something about their drug problem, so any 
therapeutic interventions are failed from the start. 
This negatively affects the treatment outcomes, and 

gives the poor prognosis about clients’ life quality in 
the future. The drug abusers know which is the main 
method treatment in our country, since for more 
than two decades substitute therapy which mainly 
use the methadone has been the dominant way of 
medical treatment of opiate addiction within the 
health care system in Croatia. Also, the prove for 
their motivation in getting the methadone as the le-
gal continue of drug abuse is the Police information, 
because methadone often presents the main subject 
of the confiscation within the criminal actions such 
as illegal possession and/or selling.

Furthermore, there are about 1/3 of non-opi-
ate substance abusers registered within substance 
abuse treatment in Croatian health institutions [1]. 
Among them, there are the greatest number of can-
nabis consummates, and there are registered just 2% 
of synthetic drugs abusers: MDMA, amphetamines, 
LSD, etc. [1]. However, concerning the public police 
reports, the most spread drug consumption among 
young people is the one connected to the synthetic 
drugs or the so-called party-drugs, and the great 
number of scientific study alert about serious psy-
chological, social and organic damages that those 
drugs evoked [11]. In other words, there are a great 
number of young people, who have consummated 
some synthetic drugs a few times in life, and because 
of that had severe social and/or psychological/psy-
chiatric problems that have not been properly recog-
nised in time and subsequently treated. So, the ques-
tion remains concerning the significant number of 
drug abusers outside the health care system who are 
faced with different social and psychological/psychi-
atric difficulties, but their medical condition is not 
clearly connected with drug abuse. The proposed 
method for early detection could also help with this 
problem too.

The approximate length of  period between the be-
ginning of  drug abuse and the moment of  drug us-
er’s admission at a certain kind of  substance abuse 
treatment in Croatia is about 4 years. Often in that 
period of  time a great number of  psychological, so-
cial and somatic pathological changes have already 
occurred [1, 7]. Longer consumption time leads 
to longer time and effort in treatment focused on 
eliminating the substance abuse consequences [7]. 
Besides, buying the illegal drugs for drug abusers 
presented a huge financial burden, so about 1/3 of 
addicts earn selling the drugs on street, what serves 
to the expansion of  the number of  drug consum-
ers. The early start of  drug abuse treatment defi-
nitely results in a more successful treatment that 
consequently produces the greater reduction of 
the number of  “little dillers”. Altogether, it results 
with a low drug availability and smaller number of 
people with criminal and socially negative behav-
iour patterns.

So, the earlier detection of drug abuse, the lower 
negative consequences would be determined. This is 
one more reason for proposing the new method of 
early detection of drug abuse.
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DETECTION METHOD 
FOR  IDENTIFICATION OF ADOLESCENTS
IN THE SUBSTANCE ABUSE RISK
Concerning all described reasons, early detection 

of drug abuse and relevant personality traits of 
potential addict, imposed itself  as one of the prior-
ity. Presently, it presents a very hard and sensitive 
task in the struggle with this giant biopsychosocial 
problem. Detection and treatment of addiction 
problems with motives of social solidarity for the 
youth-at-risk have social responsibility toward other 
members of society. This dual motivation of drug 
abuse procedures necessarily leads to arising many 
questions concerning rights, freedom and duties 
from the relationship between individual and soci-
ety. Existing legal solutions and legal practice also 
reflect the sensitivity of those relations. Some other 
researchers from different countries have developed 
various screening tests that have showed satisfactory 
validity and reliability [12-15]. However, instead of 
trying to develop a new test or screening tool for 
drug abuse, this paper has proposed the use of the 
existing ones.

It has been assumed that the selection method for 
identification of adolescents in the substance abuse 
risk that has been using drug tests from urine sam-
ples has been simple and exact. But, besides it could 
be certain difficulties during its application, it could 
be the source of ethical dilemmas or distrust mani-
festation. Even the fact itself  that a certain person 
has consummated drugs does not automatically 
lead to the misdemeanour or criminal liability of 
that person, legally it is possible to condition taking 
drug test or enrolment in drug abuse treatment for 
example with working rights in certain professions 
or education. Without conditioning obligated appli-
cation of this method is not possible, except on the 
basis of imperative request of the parents, tutor or 
court. Any other method that lied on purely deter-
mination of drug abuse or consumption of illegal 
drugs would face the same problem.

 THE PROPOSAL OF NEW DETECTION 
METHOD: PSYCHOLOGICAL TESTS 
AS AN EARLY DETECTION METHOD
Psychological testing is a method often used for 

the diagnostic, clinical or research purposes. So, de-
pending what kind of tests have been used, it enables 
detection of different psychopathological changes 
from the personality disorders to severe psychosis 
induced by substance abuse. Considering the high 
sensitivity and reliability of standardized psycho-
logical tests, it is possible to detect some psycho-
pathological elements which could not be seen in 
usual social communication. Substance abuse exists 
very often in comorbidity with certain personality 
disorder [16-19]. Personality disorder could be the 
consequence but also the cause of drug abuse [5]. 
Therefore, psychological testing as an early detec-

tion method of substance abuse risk in adolescents 
could serve as a very useful tool for providing valu-
able information about personality characteristics 
and use them as the basis for structuring counsel-
lor’s interventions [13]. The proposed method of 
psychological testing that is focused on determining 
all those risk factors for drug abuse could be the ap-
plicator. Getting valuable information on the basis 
of self-evaluation partials by the factor of socially 
desirable answers that are controlled by standard-
ized tests, could provide a qualitative insight in the 
consequences of adolescent behaviour and also in 
certain tendencies toward disorder or other kind 
of psychopathology which could be treated with 
adequate psychotherapy or counselling work. By 
that harder consequences could be prevented. All 
above-mentioned present very useful and adequate 
characteristics from the ethical and legally point of 
view but need scientific/expert institutions verifica-
tion and empirical validation.

Which psychological tests?
  Using psychological tests it is possible to measure 

with a high level of validity and reliability:
-  the level of life quality in the light of perception of 

adolescent interaction with his/her environment, 
their personality traits and cognitive functioning;

-  the amount of given support in the process of psy-
chosocial development of adolescent which is very 
important, and the level of adolescent self-esteem;

-  the characteristics of family dynamic, social status, 
peer pressure, communication styles and parenting 
styles.

So, Cornell Index [20] and Eysenck’s Personality 
Scales [21] could be used. Cornell Index is deter-
mined to measure a wide range of psychopatho-
logical tendencies. Also, besides basic personality 
traits, Eysenck’s Personality Scales measure the in-
dividuals’ tendencies toward pathological changes 
in personality and criminal and addiction tenden-
cies. Furthermore, besides standardized Croatian 
version of Eysenck’s Personality Questionnaire [21], 
the standardized version of Eysenck’s Personality 
Questionnaire that measures impulsiveness, adven-
turousness and empathy [21] could be used. All men-
tioned scales have control subscales of the level of 
social desirability of given answers and attested high 
psychometric properties. After collecting data and 
evaluation of used method, it could be approached 
to the screening test of the high school students 
in Primorsko-goranska county who were at risk. 
Such interdisciplinary research would be conducted 
by the experts from different fields. Psychological 
testing could be carried on by psychologist during 
systematic medical exams. If  approximately 50% 
of high school students get tested, it is possible to 
detect some adolescent in risk. After standardized 
scoring, all those students who were estimated as in 
high risk for drug abuse based on their behaviour 
or determined psychopathological tendencies, could 
and should be sent in Counsellor Centres concern-
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counselling work on detected problem. This method 
could serve for catching the drug problem from the 
early beginning and consequently a smaller number 
of developed drug addictions and family problems, 
smaller rate of criminality and violations, and smaller 
financial costs for different kinds of treatments.

CONCLUSION
When family and other close child protectors fails 

in trying to raise him in a self-aware young person 
who knows that drug using behaviour is the wrong 
one and that getting fast satisfaction/pleasure that 
could be elicited by drugs is not always a good so-

lution for him [6], a different screening method for 
early detecting adolescents in such risk is the second 
step. So, putting the effort in creating qualitative 
ways of techniques in preventing drug abuse is very 
valuable and useful. Considering this proposal, it is 
very likely that one needs a strong empirical verifica-
tion.
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