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INTRODUCTION

Substance abusing patients who exclusively abuse a single drug have become progressively
scarce and unrepresentative of the general population of substance abusers in community
and clinical settings. For example, Regier (1990) indicates that the majority of those with a
current substance disorder uses multiple psychoactive drugs and meets current or lifetime
criteria for a number of substance use disorders. More recent studies show that prevalence
of marijuana abuse in cocaine dependent patients ranges from 25 to 70% (Martin et al.,
1996) and cigarette smoking is also common with up to 63-90% of treatment-seeking
substance abusers reporting daily nicotine use. (Cunningham-Williams, Cottler, Compton,
Spitznagel, & Ben Abdallah, 2000) Moreover, Rounsaville and colleagues (2003) argue that
even a sample of single dependant patients is likely to be unrepresentative of the general
population of drug abusers, limiting generalization of findings.

The above studies, documenting the empirical reality of polydrug use among both clinical
patients and community sample of drug users, have been conducted mainly among adult
population. Studies of polydrug users among Hispanic adolescents are needed to be able to
begin understanding this behavior early in the drug career development of drug abusers. The
present analysis aims to understand the prevalence and predictors of polydrug use in a
cohort of Hispanic adolescents 12-15 years old residing in Puerto Rico. Further knowledge
regarding this type of behavior among adolescents will likely lead to evidence-based
prevention and intervention efforts.

METHODS

This study is part of a larger longitudinal project examining risk and resilience in adolescents
ages 12 to 15, living with drug and/or alcohol using parents and environments. The sampling
frame was developed by identifying all census tracts with copping areas (drug-selling
venues) in the municipality of San Juan, Puerto Rico. Starting from households nearest to
the copping area, outreach workers visited households to enumerate residents. Households
with at least one adolescent 12 to 15 years old were eligible to participate. In households
with two or more adolescents, one adolescent was randomly selected as a study participant.
Although a total of 720 eligible households were identified, 691 parents and their adolescent
offspring consented to participate for a response rate of 96%. For the purpose of this study
we include in the analysis only those who completed the first one-year follow up (n = 626).
Data were collected from parents and youths in their homes by trained interviewers utilizing a
computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) system and a self-administered
questionnaire.

ANALYSIS

Frequency distributions and descriptive statistics were used to describe the study sample.
Bivariate analyses using chi-square tests of independence were used to examine the
association between change in drug use, sociodemographic, health, family, and peer
characteristics. A multiple logistic regression model was fitted to assess the effects of health,
family, and peer variables on change of drug use. All the statistical analyses were performed
using SPSS version 11.5 (2002).

RESULTS

The sample was comprised of 48.4% males and 51.6% females; 59.4% were in middle
school and 31.8% in high school. Overall, 21.2% of the adolescents report any substance
use during the last year. Among the same group of adolescents, the baseline prevalence was
27.3%. Follow up rates show that 6.1% decreased substance use, 14.7% initiated, 6.5%
continued using and the remaining 72.7% reported no use of any substance. Alcohol is the
most prevalent substance reported accounting for 20.9% (13.1% initiate and 7.8% continue).
Marihuana and cigarettes show similar prevalence in initiation (1.8% and 1.6%, respectively)
with differences in cessation (1.0% and 0.5, respectively). Only 0.5% reported use of
inhalants. Results of the logistic regression analysis show that age was related to substance
use. Adolescents 14 years old were 2.7 times more likely to report substance use than the
youngest adolescent (12-13 years old). Additionally, similar results were observed between
15 years old (OR =3.9, p=.004) and 16-18 years old (OR=3.0, p=.024). The multiple
regression models show that sexually active adolescents were nearly 3 times more likely to
report drug use (OR=2.9, p<.001) and those in violent acts were nearly two times more likely
to report these behaviors (OR=1.7, p=.030) than those adolescents that didn't report these
behaviors.

FINAL COMMENTS

In this cohort of young adolescents, the substance mostly used was alcohol. However, due to
the fact that a high rate of the users reported polysubstance abuse, we recommend that
prevention and treatment programs consider moving away from a single drug focus to
address the empirical reality of substance use behaviors.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics (N=626)
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Gender
Male

Female

Age

12-13 yrs

14 yrs
15 yrs

16-18 yrs

School enroliment

Not in school

3th - 6th
7th - 9th

10th - 12th

Family Composition

single parent

No
Yes

n

Figure1. Change in Polydrug use

Substance

Alcohol
Cigarettes
Marihuana
Inhalants
Cocaine
Heroin
Crack
Pills

PCP

Table 2. Changes for Specific Drug use
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