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Abstract

Alcohol and marijuana are the most commonly used psychoactive substances both in Europe and Poland. In the last four
years the proportion of marijuana users in the adult population of Gdansk has almost doubled: from 7.1% in 2015 to 14.1% in
2019. The surveys concerning the consumption of alcohol conducted every four years since 2007 indicate a significant fact:
the proportion of people who drink is decreasing. However, this does not mean that they drink less or less often. A question
elaborated in this article is whether marijuana users consume more or less alcohol than non-users. This article is based on the
data collected in a questionnaire survey on alcohol and other psychoactive substance use conducted in Gdansk in the autumn

of 2019 on a representative sample of 1,004 adult residents of the city.
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1. Introduction

Alcohol and marijuana are the most commonly used
psychoactive substances in Europe (European...,
2019) and in Poland (Konsumpcja..., 2019). Indica-
tors of the volume of alcohol consumption at the
national level show some changes as regards the
popularity of its particular types and situations in
which they are consumed. Other important changes
concern combined use of various substances, such
as alcohol and marijuana. The results and observa-
tions presented in this article refer to the situation in
Gdansk, a large urban centre in the north of Poland,

with a population of nearly half a million (468,158 as
on 30 June 2019). The case in point is worth observ-
ing as the city is dynamically developing: Gdansk
is characterised by growing indicators of perceived
quality of life (Zatecki, Brosz, 2017) and a relatively
high level of in-migration, stemming from prosper-
ity in the labour market.

Addressing the issue in focus has been motivated
by the fact that in the last four years the proportion
of marijuana users in the adult population of Gdarsk
has almost doubled: from 7.1% in 2015 (Abramo-
wicz et al, 2018a) to 14.1% in 2019. This change
begs questions about the population of users of
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the drug. Such questions are also important in the

context of downplaying the effects of marijuana use

and treating it as a drug which is safe (Popova et al.,

2017, Okaneku et al., 2015) and has less dangerous

social effects than alcohol (Rezkalla, Kloner, 2014;

Simmons, Carey, 2002).

Patterns of psychoactive substance use are
changing. Regular surveys concerning the con-
sumption of alcohol conducted every four years
since 2007 indicate a significant fact: the proportion
of people who drink is decreasing. However, this
does not mean that they drink less or less often. In
an attempt to answer a general question whether
marijuana users consume more or less alcohol than
non-users, this article sets out to achieve the follow-
ing objectives:

(1) to identify a pattern of alcohol consumption
among marijuana usersin a large urban centre on
the example of the adult population of Gdansk,
taking into account a substantial increase in the
user population in the last four years. In other
words: what changes have occurred in the popu-
lation of Gdansk in terms of the widespread use
of marijuana and its frequency?

(2) to compare the patterns of alcohol consumption
among marijuana users and non-users; identi-
fied differences will serve as a point of departure
for in-depth studies on combined use of the two
substances;

(3) to investigate the socio-demographic profile of
marijuana users in a large urban centre: Who are
they? What are the social characteristics of this
group of psychoactive substance users? Has their
population changed over the last four years?

The collected data did not make it possible to iden-
tify and study those who engage in simultaneous al-
cohol and marijuana (SAM) use, which brings much
more significant negative effects than marijuana or
alcohol use separately (Lee et al., 2017). The survey
conducted in Gdansk clearly indicates that alcohol
consumption among marijuana users displays a pat-
tern whereby they drink more often and more heav-
ily than non-users. It can be assumed that this cat-
egory includes SAM users.

2, Methodology

This article is based on the data collected in a ques-
tionnaire survey on alcohol and other psychoactive
substance use conducted in Gdansk in the autumn
of 2019 on a representative sample of 1,004 adult
residents of the city (n = 1004). It should be stressed
that the selection of the sample was not guided by
any factors related to the issue in focus of the study,
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i.e. the use of psychoactive substances (alcohol, mar-
ijuana, over-the-counter painkillers and so on).

The representativeness of the sample was
achieved by (1) reflecting the basic demographic
characteristics of Gdansk population (sex, age) and
their territorial distribution (city districts), (2) ran-
dom selection of particular individuals for the study.
First, households were selected using the random
route method; next, a member of each household
who answered the age and sex criteria was selected
using simple random sampling. According to the
adopted procedure, only one member of a house-
hold could be surveyed. Considering the sensitive
nature of the issues in focus, the respondents were
given the questionnaires and completed them in
their own time; they were collected at a later date.

The questionnaire used in the study was highly
standardised and included 46 questions in total: 30
closed questions, 1 open question, 6 scale questions,
9 demographics questions. Issues concerning alco-
hol and marijuana use were addressed in 11 ques-
tions about: the fact of using a particular substance/
type of substance (beer, wine/sparkling wine, vod-
ka/other spirits, marijuana) in the preceding 12
months (possible replies: Yes/No); the frequency of
its use (possible replies: 5 or more times a week, 3-4
times a week, once or twice a week, once a month,
6 or more times in the last 12 months, up to 5 times
in the last 12 months); in the case of alcohol: the
amount usually consumed on one occasion, meas-
ured in - beer: pints (kufel, about 0.5 litre), wine/
sparkling wine: 100 ml glasses, vodka/other spirits:
50 ml glasses.

Data processing and analysis involved data ag-
gregation based on questions about the use of mari-
juana and particular types of alcohol, and testing
the statistical significance of correlations between
particular variables using chi-square test and logis-
tic regression. For the purpose of analysis presented
in this article, the applied data indexing procedures
concerned not only the fact but also the frequency
and volume of alcohol consumption. This made it
possible to develop measures of drinking alcohol
frequently and in large quantities. As applied here,
consumption of a large amount of alcohol on one
occasion means drinking at least three pints of beer
or 100 ml glasses of wine or 50 ml glasses of high-
percentage beverages, and high frequency - drink-
ing at least once or twice a week. Data processing
and statistical analysis were performed using R
(3.6.2) and RStudio (1.2.5033) software.
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3. Results

14.1% of the surveyed adult residents of Gdarisk
admitted using marijuana in the 12 months preced-
ing the study. This result is almost twice as high as
that recorded in 2015 - 7.1% (Abramowicz et al.,
2018b). Compared to the study conducted in 2015,
the frequency of marijuana use was also higher: the
proportion of those who used it at least 5-6 times
a week increased from 6.8% to 13.0%, and up to
4 times a week — from 5.1% to as much as 36.7%.

The recorded proportion of those who drank al-
cohol was higher among marijuana users than non-
users — the former admitted drinking beer in the
12 months preceding the study more often than the
latter: 83.1% vs 68.6% (x*= 12.726, df = 1, p = 0.001);
the corresponding figures for wine were 66.9% and
55.0% (x*= 6.570, df = 1, p = 0.01), and for vodka/
other spirits — 73.2% and 50.0% (x>= 25.526, df =1,
p = 0.000) (see fig. 1). Compared to non-users, then,
the proportion recorded for users was significantly
higher in the case of each type of alcohol. More in-
depth information was provided by measures taking
into account the frequency of use of a given type of
substance and, in the case of alcohol, the volume of
consumption.

Considering the frequency of alcohol consump-
tion, it is apparent that it was higher among mari-
juana users than other respondents. An index de-
veloped to measure it was based on the following

replies to questions about the frequency of con-
sumption of particular types of alcohol: “5 or more
times a week’, “3-4 times a week’, “once or twice
a week”. The proportion of frequent drinkers among
non-users of marijuana was 28.4%, and among us-
ers — 49.4% (x* = 23.711,df = 1, p <0.001).

The analysis also included another parameter:
the volume of alcohol consumption on one occa-
sion. This makes it possible to answer the question
whether marijuana users drank more or less than
non-users. Based on an indexed measure of the vol-
ume of consumption on one occasion (at least three
pints of beer, 100 ml glasses of wine or 50 ml glasses
of vodka/other spirits), it turns out that respondents
who admitted using marijuana in the 12 months
preceding the study drank more than those who
did not use this drug. In the case of marijuana users,
the proportion of replies indicating consumption
of a large amount of alcohol on one occasion was
much higher than among non-users: the respective
figures were 50.0% and 18.4% (x*= 66.961, df = 1,
p <0.001) (see fig. 2).

An index including both the frequency and the
volume of alcohol consumption revealed statisti-
cally significant correlation between marijuana use
and drinking beer or vodka; no such correlation
was recorded in the case of wine. Respondents who
were marijuana users were high-frequency consum-
ers of large quantities of beer more often than non-
users: the respective figures were 21.1% and 5.8%
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Fig. 1. Consumption of alcohol (beer, wine, vodka) among marijuana users and non-users (%)

Source: The author’s own study.
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Fig. 2. Consumption of a large amount of alcohol on one occasion among marijuana users and non-users (%)

Source: The author’s own study.
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Fig. 3. High-frequency consumption of alcohol (beer, vodka/other spirits) in large quantities among marijuana users and

non-users (%)

Source: The author’s own study.

(x*=36.990, df = 1, p < 0.001). The pattern was the
same in the case of vodka/other spirits: 7.0% and
2.6% (x*=6.577,df =1, p < 0.01) (see fig. 3).

What was the profile of marijuana users? Most of
them were male (18.7%) rather than female (10.2%)
(x*= 13984, df = 1, p < 0.01), belonged to the

youngest age group of the respondents: 18-29 years
old (37.3%) (x*=92.942, df = 4, p < 0.01), and were
in education (36.4%) (x*= 28.846, df = 3, p < 0.01);
they were mostly unmarried (30.8%) (x*= 52.209,
df =3, p <0.01), non-believers and non-practitioners
(34.5%) (x*=42.905, df =4, p < 0.01). Other variables
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considered in the study — such as the level of edu-
cation, income, the fact of having children and their
number in the household, a sense of satisfaction with
life - did not have a significant impact on replies to
the question concerning the use of marijuana.

4. Discussion

The group of marijuana users among the adult
population of Gdansk has doubled over the last four
years. At the time when the study discussed here
was conducted (autumn 2019), one in seven adult
residents of the city could be considered a user of
the substance. What also increased was the frequen-
cy of marijuana use: one in seven users used it al-
most every day. This observation cannot be left with-
out acomment. It also begs the question concerning
the consumption of alcohol among marijuana users.
Considering the demographics (presented above)
such as age, work situation and marital status, it can
be assumed that what plays the key role here is so-
cial factors related to group membership, to seek-
ing support, and to prevailing patterns of reference.
Single young people who are in education search
for their place, try to fulfil their aspirations and to
achieve and maintain a certain social status.

The observed increase in indicators reflecting the
scale of marijuana use may be related to the media
image of the drug - to how it is presented in films,
music and the Internet — which young people and
young adults refer to when they develop their cogni-
tive habits and their ideas. The issue of users’ aware-
ness of negative effects of the drug is an interesting
study question in its own right, particularly in the
context of common-sense opinions echoed by the
young generation, according to which marijuana is
a safe alternative to alcohol and other drugs. This
view tends to be supported by invoking the medici-
nal use of marijuana.

In the case of the adult population of Gdansk,
more marijuana users than non-users drink alco-
hol (all types); they also drink more often and more
heavily. In the former category of respondents, the
proportion of those who admitted drinking beer,
wine or vodka/other sprits in the 12 months preced-
ing the study was higher (the difference was well
over ten percentage points). The results of the study
clearly indicate that not only the fact of consump-
tion as such but, most importantly, also its frequency
and volume display a similar pattern. Marijuana us-
ers drink far more often than non-users: the applied
index of frequent consumption (at least once or
twice a week) showed a difference of 21 percent-
age points between the two groups. They also drink

more heavily — according to the applied index of
high-volume consumption the difference is quite
considerable: while every second marijuana user has
at least three measures of a particular type of alcohol
on one occasion, the corresponding proportion for
non-users is less than one in five. An analysis consid-
ering both the frequency and the volume of alcohol
consumption suggests that marijuana users drink
beer or vodka more often and in larger amounts
than other respondents; no such correlation was re-
corded in the case of wine. As it turns out, the pat-
tern of alcohol consumption among marijuana us-
ers is that they drink more often and more heavily;
marijuana use can be identified as a risk factor for
increasing it.

A comparison between survey results presented
here and those recorded in 2015 (Abramowicz et al.,
2018b) indicates that the population of marijuana
users has not significantly changed in terms of its de-
mographic profile: it is still mainly composed of sin-
gle young males in education who are non-believers
and non-practitioners. However, it is important to
note that one factor included in both surveys has un-
dergone an interesting change. While in 2015 mari-
juana was more often used by respondents dissatis-
fied with their lives, in 2019 this factor did not have
a significant impact on the distribution of replies
- the drug was used not only by those who could
be characterised as sensation seekers or people who
want to raise their spirits (Linden-Carmichael et al.,
2019; Zuckerman, 2007). The fact that marijuana use
is no longer correlated with the subjective sense of
satisfaction with one’s life prompts a conclusion that
the drug is becoming more popular. In other words,
the use of marijuana is subject to peculiar democ-
ratisation. Since the issue of reasons for this state of
affairs is beyond the scope of this article, it will be
addressed in another study.

It is also worth noting other limitations of this
discussion as well as plans for further research. Pre-
sumably, activities increasing access to marijuana
(e.g. medical use) on the one hand, and the absence
of intensified information campaign on the negative
effects of its use on the other, foster the perception
of the drug as an “equivalent of alcohol’, particularly
among users and potential users. However, this as-
sumption has not been verified in this article. Consul-
tations with practitioners and specialists in addiction
prevention and substance-related harm reduction
conducted as part of this project made it possible to
formulate the following study question: If the pro-
portion of alcohol users is decreasing, does it mean
that they use something else instead? (Abramowicz
etal., 2018a; Abramowicz et al., 2018b). Providing an
answer to this question will increase our knowledge
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about the nature of changes in patterns of psycho-
active substance use.

As mentioned in the introduction, the growing
proportion of marijuana users on the one hand,
and specific patterns of alcohol consumption in this
population on the other, indicate the likelihood of
emerging a group using both substances simultane-
ously. Verifying this assumption requires analysing
their practices in the context of SAM use character-
istics documented in the literature on the subject.
As planned, this task will be part of further studies
among adult residents of the city of Gdansk.
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