
Tobacco, Nicotine, Alcohol, Cannabis, Other Drugs and Substances
ESPAD Ireland 2024 provides information on prevalence estimates of use of substances including 
cigarettes, e-cigarettes, alternative tobacco and nicotine products, alcohol, cannabis and other illicit 
drugs, inhalants, and new psychoactive substances (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). Prevalence estimates for 
substances are presented for lifetime, last-year, last 30-day (current), weekly, and daily use, as per the 
questionnaire, along with prevalence estimates of intensive and high-risk substance use, where available 
in the questionnaire. Age of initiation of use of substances, perceived availability of substances, and 
the perceived risk associated with occasional and regular use of substances are detailed. For each of 
the substances described, analyses are presented for four additional variables that we have found in 
previous ESPAD research to be associated with use of the substance1 2 3 4 5: school absence through 
truancy, parental monitoring, parental use of the substance, and peer use of the substance.

Gambling, Gaming, and Social Media Use
Prevalence estimates of gambling for money, including online gambling, estimates of the proportion 
of students who gamble and display problem gambling behaviour, and prevalence estimates of gaming, 
as well as of self-perceived problem use of gaming and social media are presented in Chapter 6.

Well-Being, Prevention, and Training Activities
For the first time in ESPAD Ireland, we report on student well-being using a 5-item scale. Also for 
the first time, we report on whether students participated in prevention activities related to smoking, 
alcohol, drugs, or gambling and on whether they had received any interactive training on social skills, 
personal skills, or media literacy; who delivered the training and where it was delivered. These results 
are detailed in Chapter 7.

Trends in Substance Use 1995-2024
Overall ESPAD Ireland trends, between 1995 and 2024, in use of substances and gambling are 
detailed in Chapter 8.

Associations with Use of Substances
Throughout the report, all data are presented by gender, showing responses separately for those 
who respond male or female, as well as for those who prefer not to say whether they are male 
or female. In addition to data on use of substances, gambling, gaming, and social media, ESPAD 
Ireland collects a wide variety of sociodemographic, familial, peer, and behavioural data, with in 
excess of 500 variables in total. Several hundred additional data analyses are provided in the linked 
Supplementary Analysis Report, showing associations between these variables and use of various 
substances, and providing analyses indicating where differences between observed and expected 
outcomes are statistically significant.

1	 Friends and Family Matter Most: a trend analysis of increasing e-cigarette use among Irish teenagers and socio-
demographic, personal, peer and familial associations. Hanafin J, Sunday S, Clancy L. BMC Public Health 21, 1988 (2021). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-12113-9

2	 The associations of parental smoking, quitting and habitus with teenager e-cigarette, smoking, alcohol and other drug use 
in GUI Cohort ‘98. Sunday S, Clancy L, Hanafin J. Sci Rep. (2023) Nov 16;13(1):20105, doi: 10.1038/s41598-023-47061-4.

3	 Sociodemographic, personal, peer, and familial predictors of e-cigarette ever-use in ESPAD Ireland: A forward 
stepwise logistic regression model. Hanafin J, Sunday S, Clancy L. Tobacco Induced Diseases (2022); 20 (February), 
doi: https://doi.org/10.18332/tid/144234.

4	 ESPAD 2019 Ireland: Results from the European Schools Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs in Ireland. Sunday S, Keogan S, 
Hanafin J, Clancy L. (2020). Dublin: TFRI. 2020. ISBN: 978-0-9557528-4-1, doi: https://doi.org/10.21427/9tfn-s318.

5	 E-cigarettes and smoking in Irish teens: a logistic regression analysis of current (past 30-day) use of e-cigarettes. Hanafin J, 
Sunday S, Clancy L. J Public Health (Berl.) (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-021-01610-1
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Table 3.14 Age of initiation of e-cigarette use

Age of First 
E-cigarette Use

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not say 
N (%)

Never 1255 (66.9) 629 (69.6) 608 (65.0) 18 (51.4)

9 years old or less 8 (0.4) 4 (0.4) 0 (0.0) 4 (11.4)

10 years old 5 (0.3) 3 (0.3) 2 (0.2) 0 (0.0)

11 years old 20 (1.1) 6 (0.7) 14 (1.5) 0 (0.0)

12 years old 73 (3.9) 29 (3.2) 43 (4.6) 1 (2.9)

13 years old 173 (9.2) 64 (7.1) 106 (11.3) 3 (8.6)

14 years old 213 (11.4) 103 (11.4) 106 (11.3) 4 (11.4)

15 years old 117 (6.2) 57 (6.3) 55 (5.9) 5 (14.3)

16 years old or older 11 (0.6) 9 (1.0) 2 (0.2) 0 (0.0)

Total 1875 (100.0) 904 (48.2) 936 (49.9) 35 (1.9)

p<0.001

Age 14 years was also the most commonly reported initiation age of daily e-cigarette use (4.8%) 
and female students were much more likely than male students to commence daily e-cigarette use 
at that age (6.1% vs 3.5%). 1.3% of students reported initiation of daily e-cigarette use at age 12 years 
or younger.

Table 3.15 Age of initiation of daily e-cigarette use

Age Began Daily 
E-cigarette Use

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not say 
N (%)

Never 1596 (86.0) 795 (89.5) 777 (83.2) 24 (70.6)

9 years old or less 5 (0.3) 1 (0.1) 1 (0.1) 3 (8.8)

11 years old 4 (0.2) 2 (0.2) 2 (0.2) 0 (0.0)

12 years old 15 (0.8) 2 (0.2) 12 (1.3) 1 (2.9)

13 years old 52 (2.8) 18 (2.0) 33 (3.5) 1 (2.9)

14 years old 90 (4.8) 31 (3.5) 57 (6.1) 2 (5.9)

15 years old 79 (4.3) 34 (3.8) 42 (4.5) 3 (8.8)

16 years old or older 15 (0.8) 5 (0.6) 10 (1.1) 0 (0.0)

Total 1856 (100.0) 888 (47.8) 934 (50.3) 34 (1.8)

p<0.001

Perceived Availability of E-Cigarettes
Two-thirds of students (66.1%) reported that it would be fairly easy (35.7%) or very easy (30.4%) 
to access e-cigarettes. This was somewhat higher than the almost six in ten (59.2%) students 
who said that it would be fairly or very easy to access cigarettes. 30.4% of students thought that 
it would be very easy to access e-cigarettes compared with 20% who thought it would be very 
easy to access cigarettes. This may be indicative of long-standing restrictions aimed at preventing 
access to cigarettes by children compared with the more recent introduction in 2024 of restrictions 
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Compared with male and female students, those who preferred not to state their gender were much 
more likely to have seen each of these types of posts more than 20 times a day.

As regards factors associated with e-cigarette use, students who reported missing school through 
truancy were more likely to be both ever and current e-cigarette users. As with smoking, intensity 
of truancy was associated with likelihood of e-cigarette use, with students who reported missing 
more days from school through truancy reporting higher ever and current e-cigarette use.

As with smoking, less parental monitoring was significantly associated with higher ever and current 
e-cigarette use. Parental e-cigarette use was positively correlated with teenager e-cigarette use 
and the strongest associations were found when both parents use e-cigarettes. Strong associations 
were also reported between teenager e-cigarette use and that of their peers.

Alternative Tobacco and Nicotine Products
Four alternative or emerging tobacco/nicotine products were included in ESPAD 2024: Use of 
Water Pipes, Moist Snuff (‘Snus’), Heated Tobacco Products and, for the first time, Nicotine Pouches. 
Ever-use was highest for moist snuff at 10%, followed by nicotine pouches (7.6%), heated tobacco 
products (6.5%), and water pipe (3%). Nicotine use in the form of moist snuff and nicotine pouches 
was significantly higher among male students than among female students (13.6% vs 6.1% for moist 
snuff and 9.1% vs 5.5% for nicotine pouches). Current use had a similar pattern, being also highest 
for moist snuff (4.4%), followed by nicotine pouches (3.7%), heated tobacco products (2.6%), and 
water pipe (1%). Prevalence of current use of moist snuff was 6.8% for male students and 1.7% for 
female students. For nicotine pouches, current use was 5.3% for male students and 1.7% for female 
students.

Age 15 years was the most frequently reported age for initiation of moist snuff and nicotine pouch 
use, which is later than for cigarettes or e-cigarettes (age 14 years). 7.5% of students reported that 
they had first used moist snuff at age 15 years and 4.5% first used nicotine pouches at that age.

Use of Any Nicotine Product
As regards use of nicotine products overall, more than a third of students had ever used either 
cigarettes or e-cigarettes or both (34.3%), and 17.6% were current users of either cigarettes or 
e-cigarettes or both. More than a third of students (36.4%) had ever used at least one nicotine 
product of cigarettes, e-cigarettes, water pipe, moist snuff (‘snus’), heated tobacco products, or 
nicotine pouches, and almost one in five (19.6%) were current users of at least one of these nicotine 
products. Female students were more likely than male students to use cigarettes/e-cigarettes and to 
be users of at least one nicotine product.
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Category Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
say N (%)

p-value

To cheer up when 
in a bad mood

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1570 (84.5)

83 (4.5)

123 (6.6)

54 (2.9)

27 (1.5)

787 (88.5)

35 (3.9)

38 (4.3)

20 (2.2)

9 (1.0)

761 (81.5)

45 (4.8)

81 (8.7)

32 (3.4)

15 (1.6)

22 (64.7)

3 (8.8)

4 (11.8)

2 (5.9)

3 (8.8)

<0.001

Like the feeling

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1297 (69.8)

125 (6.7)

200 (10.8)

162 (8.7)

74 (4.0)

634 (71.4)

61 (6.9)

90 (10.1)

73 (8.2)

30 (3.4)

644 (68.9)

61 (6.5)

103 (11.0)

87 (9.3)

40 (4.3)

19 (54.3)

3 (8.6)

7 (20.0)

2 (5.7)

4 (11.4)

0.15

To get high

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1648 (88.7)

54 (2.9)

76 (4.1)

51 (2.7)

29 (1.6)

791 (89.0)

29 (3.3)

32 (3.6)

20 (2.2)

17 (1.9)

829 (88.8)

21 (2.2)

42 (4.5)

30 (3.2)

12 (1.3)

28 (80.0)

4 (11.4)

2 (5.7)

1 (2.9)

0 (0.0)

0.06

Makes social 
gatherings more fun

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1092 (58.8)

144 (7.8)

235 (12.6)

256 (13.8)

131 (7.1)

536 (60.4)

68 (7.7)

98 (11.0)

124 (14.0)

62 (7.0)

535 (57.2)

72 (7.7)

134 (14.3)

129 (13.8)

65 (7.0)

21 (60.0)

4 (11.4)

3 (8.6)

3 (8.6)

4 (11.4)

0.49

To fit in

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1535 (82.7)

134 (7.2)

112 (6.0)

59 (3.2)

17 (0.9)

744 (83.7)

60 (6.7)

47 (5.3)

30 (3.4)

8 (0.9)

763 (81.8)

71 (7.6)

64 (6.9)

27 (2.9)

8 (0.9)

28 (80.0)

3 (8.6)

1 (0.9)

2 (5.7)

1 (2.9)

0.67

Improves parties and 
celebrations

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Mostly

Always

1112 (59.8)

150 (8.1)

219 (11.8)

262 (14.1)

115 (6.2)

543 (61.1)

60 (6.8)

101 (11.4)

130 (14.6)

54 (6.1)

549 (58.7)

85 (9.1)

113 (12.1)

130 (13.9)

58 (6.2)

20 (57.1)

5 (14.3)

5 (14.3)

2 (5.7)

3 (8.6)

0.67
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Summary: Alcohol
Overall, two-thirds of students had tried alcohol, with slightly more females (67%) than males (66.1%) 
having done so. About six in ten (59.9%) students had used alcohol in the last 12 months, and more 
than a third (35.1%) had done so in the last 30 days. Almost a quarter (23.7%) had their last drink 
between a month and a year ago, while 13.7% had it in the last week. The typical age of first use 
was 15 years.

More than one in four (27.7%) students reported having been intoxicated in their lifetime, while 
almost one in four (24.4%) had been drunk in the last 12 months, and one in eight (12.4%) in the 
last 30 days. The most common age of first intoxication was 15 years. Almost a quarter of students 
(23.2%) had engaged in heavy episodic (binge) drinking in the last 30 days. No statistically significant 
gender differences were observed regarding the number of binge-drinking occasions.

Students commonly sourced alcohol from parents (23.2%), from other youth (11.6%) and from a 
store/off-license (8.3%), but more commonly from other unnamed sources (32%). Males were twice 
as likely as females to buy alcohol from a store/off-license, while females were more likely than males 
to be given alcohol by their parents.

Regarding perceived risk of alcohol use, 8.1% of students perceived no risk in consuming 1-2 drinks 
nearly every day, whereas 27.5% perceived great risk; 4.7% perceived no risk in consuming 4-5 drinks 
nearly every day, while 69.7% perceived great risk; and 8% perceived no risk in consuming 5 or 
more drinks nearly every weekend compared with 33.7% who perceived great risk. Males, and those 
who preferred not to state their gender, were more likely than females to perceive no risk, whereas 
females were more likely to perceive a moderate or great risk.

As regards their reasons for alcohol use, students were more likely to report that they use alcohol 
for the purpose of enjoyment and to enhance social activity. Conversely, they were less likely to 
report using alcohol for reasons related to social acceptance/inclusion and mental health.

Truancy was associated with increased alcohol use. Over 90 percent of students who had skipped 
class on 5-6 days in the last 30 days had used alcohol in their lifetime, and 71.4% were current 
drinkers. 63.2% who had not skipped class at all had tried alcohol in their lifetime, and 30.2% were 
current drinkers.

Less frequent parental monitoring was associated with increased alcohol use. Students who reported 
that their parents usually don’t know where they are on Saturday nights were twice as likely to be 
current drinkers (56%) as students whose parents always know (27.9%).

Peer alcohol use was strongly associated with increased students’ alcohol use. Students whose 
friends all used alcohol were far more likely to have ever tried it (93.7%) and to have used it in 
the last 30 days (83.9%) compared to those whose friends did not use alcohol (35.9% and 11.5%, 
respectively). Parental alcohol use was strongly linked to students’ alcohol use. Students who 
reported that one or both of their parents had used alcohol were more likely to report lifetime 
and last 30-day use.
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Cannabis
In ESPAD 2024, students were surveyed on various aspects of cannabis use, including lifetime, 
last-year, and last 30-day use; age of first use; access to cannabis; opportunity to try cannabis; 
use with tobacco; perceived risks; cannabis-related experiences; and types of cannabis used. 
We also examined socioeconomic status, school attendance, academic attainment, parenting style, 
relationships and supports, and peer/parental substance use to assess their associations with student 
cannabis use. Findings are detailed below in this chapter, and additional data analyses not reported 
here are presented in the linked Supplementary Analysis Report. All questions pertaining to cannabis 
and other drugs are as shown in the ESPAD Ireland 2024 Student Questionnaire in Appendix A.

Prevalence of Cannabis Use
Students were asked on how many occasions in their lifetime they had used cannabis. Table 5.1 shows 
that 88.2% of students reported never using cannabis, while almost one in eight students (11.8%) had 
used it. In the total student population, 3.5% had used it 1-2 times, and 3.2% had used it at least 20 
times. No significant gender differences were observed in lifetime cannabis use.

Table 5.1 Cannabis: prevalence of lifetime use

Lifetime Cannabis Use Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not say 
N (%)

Never 1652 (88.2) 794 (87.9) 832 (88.7) 26 (78.8)

Ever 222 (11.8) 109 (12.1) 106 (11.3) 7 (21.2)

1-2 times 66 (3.5) 29 (3.2) 36 (3.8) 1 (3.0)

3-5 times 51 (2.7) 26 (2.9) 24 (2.6) 1 (3.0)

6-9 times 21 (1.1) 10 (1.1) 9 (1.0) 2 (6.1)

10-19 times 24 (1.3) 14 (1.6) 9 (1.0) 1 (3.0)

20-39 times 16 (0.9) 5 (0.6) 11 (1.2) 0 (0.0)

40 or more times 44 (2.3) 25 (2.8) 17 (1.8) 2 (6.1)

Total 1874 (100.0) 903 (48.2) 938 (50.1) 33 (1.8)

p=0.16

Table 5.2 shows that 10.2% of students used cannabis in the last 12 months, with 2.2% using it 20 or 
more times. No significant gender differences were found in cannabis-use intensity, although twice 
as many males (2.1%) as females (1%) reported using cannabis at least 40 times.
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8.3%

used cannabis in 
the last 30 days

4.9%

first used cannabis 
at age 14–15
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Table 5.4 Age of initiation of cannabis use

Age of First Cannabis Use Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

Never 1649 (87.9) 792 (87.7) 832 (88.6) 25 (73.5)

9 years old or less 6 (0.3) 4 (0.4) 1 (0.1) 1 (2.9)

10 years old 3 (0.2) 1 (0.1) 1 (0.1) 1 (2.9)

11 years old 4 (0.2) 3 (0.3) 1 (0.1) 0 (0.0)

12 years old 10 (0.5) 6 (0.7) 4 (0.4) 0 (0.0)

13 years old 34 (1.8) 14 (1.6) 18 (1.9) 2 (5.9)

14 years old 82 (4.4) 31 (3.4) 49 (5.2) 2 (5.9)

15 years old 74 (3.9) 43 (4.8) 29 (3.1) 2 (5.9)

16 years or older 14 (0.7) 9 (1.0) 4 (0.4) 1 (2.9)

Total 1876 (100.0) 903 (48.1) 939 (50.1) 34 (1.8)

p<0.001

Perceived Availability of Cannabis
Nearly one-third of students (28.5%) reported that obtaining cannabis would be ‘fairly easy’ or ‘very 
easy’, while 19.3% believed it would be ‘impossible’. Perceived accessibility did not differ significantly 
by gender, although a slightly higher proportion of males (11.5%) than females (8.6%) considered it 
‘very easy’ to obtain.

Table 5.5 Perceived availability of cannabis

Difficulty to Get Cannabis Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

Impossible 361 (19.3) 165 (18.3) 192 (20.4) 4 (11.8)

Very difficult 307 (16.4) 156 (17.3) 145 (15.4) 6 (17.6)

Fairly difficult 311 (16.6) 144 (16.0) 163 (17.4) 4 (11.8)

Fairly easy 346 (18.5) 158 (17.5) 178 (19.0) 10 (29.4)

Very easy 188 (10.0) 104 (11.5) 81 (8.6) 3 (8.8)

Don't know 361 (19.3) 174 (19.3) 180 (19.2) 7 (20.6)

Total 1874 (100.0) 901 (48.1) 939 (50.1) 34 (1.8)

p=0.37

Opportunities to Try Cannabis Without Using it
When asked if they had ever had the opportunity to try cannabis without using it, 26.2% responded 
yes, while 73.8% said no. More males (29.1%) than females (23.2%) had experienced such an 
opportunity.
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Students were asked how much they thought people risked harming themselves if they smoked 
cannabis occasionally (Table 5.9). 27.7% perceived great risk, 33.5% moderate risk, 22.3% slight 
risk, and 8.4% no risk. Perceptions varied significantly by gender: more males (34.7%) than females 
(25.9%) perceived little or no risk, while more females (67%) than males (56%) saw moderate or great 
risk.

Table 5.9 Risk perception of smoking cannabis occasionally

Risk Perception of 
Occasional Cannabis 
Smoking

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

No risk 154 (8.4) 85 (9.6) 62 (6.8) 7 (20.6)

Slight risk 408 (22.3) 221 (25.1) 175 (19.1) 12 (35.3)

Moderate risk 613 (33.5) 260 (29.5) 348 (38.0) 5 (14.7)

Great risk 507 (27.7) 234 (26.5) 266 (29.0) 7 (20.6)

Don't know 150 (8.2) 82 (9.3) 65 (7.1) 3 (8.8)

Total 1832 (100.0) 882 (48.1) 916 (50.0) 34 (1.9)

p<0.001

Asked how much they thought people risked harming themselves if they smoked cannabis regularly 
(Table 5.10), only 5.2% of students believed regular cannabis use posed no risk, 7.9% saw it as a slight 
risk, 24.5% viewed it as moderately risky, and 54.5% believed it posed a great risk. Significant gender 
differences were observed, with more males (6.7%) than females (3.4%) perceiving no risk, while 
more females (60.2%) than males (49.5%) perceived a great risk.

Table 5.10 Risk perception of smoking cannabis regularly

Risk Perception of Regular 
Cannabis Smoking

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

No risk 95 (5.2) 59 (6.7) 31 (3.4) 5 (14.7)

Slight risk 145 (7.9) 71 (8.0) 67 (7.3) 7 (20.6)

Moderate risk 449 (24.5) 233 (26.4) 207 (22.6) 9 (26.5)

Great risk 999 (54.5) 437 (49.5) 552 (60.2) 10 (29.4)

Don't know 145 (7.9) 82 (9.3) 60 (6.5) 3 (8.8)

Total 1833 (100.0) 882 (48.1) 917 (50.0) 34 (1.9)

p<0.001

Problem Cannabis Use
Students were asked about indicators of Problem Cannabis Use in the last 12 months, using the 
Cannabis Abuse Screening Test (CAST). The CAST score measures the possible presence and extent 
of cannabis-related problems. Originally designed for teenagers, this test was adopted in 2007 in 
the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and other Drugs (ESPAD) and its psychometric 
properties have been assessed in representative samples of teenagers in several European 
countries10.

10	 Assessing the structure of the CAST (Cannabis Abuse Screening Test) in 13 European countries using multigroup analyses. Legleye 
S, Eslami A, Bougeard S. International Journal of Methods in Psychiatric Research. (2017) Mar;26(1):e1552, doi: 10.1002/mpr.1552.
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As described in the methodology section, the Cannabis Abuse Screening Test (CAST) score, which 
measures the possible presence and extent of cannabis-related problems, was calculated only for 
participants who gave a valid response to the introductory question of the CAST module, which asks 
about cannabis use in the last 12 months. CAST scores are reported in Table 5.12a and Table 5.12b, for 
the total sample and for cannabis users respectively.

Among the total sample (both users and non-users of cannabis in the last 12 months), 4.1% of 
students were classified as high-risk cannabis users using this measure and 95.9% were classified as 
being at low or no risk. Male students were more likely than female students to be classified as high-
risk cannabis users (4.2% vs 3.5%).

Table 5.12a Problem cannabis use in the last 12 months (total sample): Cannabis Abuse 
Screening Test (CAST)

Problem cannabis use

(CAST Score) in total 
sample

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

Low Risk (score<2) 1796 (95.9) 863 (95.8) 905 (96.5) 28 (82.4)

High Risk (Score≥2) 77 (4.1) 38 (4.2) 33 (3.5) 6 (17.6)

Total 1873 (100.0) 901 (48.1) 938 (50.1) 34 (1.8)

p<0.01

Among those who said that they used cannabis (Table 5.12b), 37.6% of students were classified as 
high-risk cannabis users. Female students who used cannabis were more likely than male students 
to be classified as high-risk users (36.8% vs 35.6%).

Table 5.12b Problem cannabis use in the last 12 months among cannabis users: Cannabis 
Abuse Screening Test (CAST)

Problem cannabis use

(CAST Score) among 
cannabis users

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N (%) Rather not 
answer N (%)

Low Risk (score<2) 123 (62.4) 65 (54.4) 55 (63.2) 3 (33.3)

High Risk (Score≥2) 74 (37.6) 36 (35.6) 32 (36.8) 6 (66.7)

Total 197 (100.0) 101 (51.3) 87 (44.2) 9 (4.6)

p=0.03
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Parental Cannabis Use
Parental cannabis use was strongly linked to students’ cannabis use. Table 5.15 shows that students 
who reported that one or both of their parents had used cannabis were more likely to report lifetime 
use and also last 30-day use.

Table 5.15 Associations between parental cannabis use and teenager cannabis use

Cannabis Use Parental Cannabis Use

Total None Only father Only 
mother

Both Don’t 
know

Never 1491 (89.0) 1083 (95.2) 91 (75.2) 13 (41.9) 72 (62.6) 232 (85.6)

Lifetime, 
p<0.001

185 (11.0) 55 (4.8) 30 (24.8) 18 (58.1) 43 (37.4) 39 (14.4)

Last 30 days, 
p<0.001

75 (4.5) 22 (1.9) 14 (11.7) 5 (16.7) 16 (14.0) 18 (6.6)

Peer Cannabis Use
Peer cannabis use was strongly linked to students’ lifetime and current cannabis use. Table 5.16 
shows that students who reported all of their friends use cannabis were much more likely to have 
tried it (66.7%) compared to those who reported none of their friends use it (1.9%). A similar pattern 
was observed for current cannabis use, with 64.3% of students whose friends all use cannabis being 
current users, compared to only 0.6% of those whose friends don’t use it.

Table 5.16 Associations between peer cannabis use and teenager cannabis use

Cannabis Use Peer Cannabis Use

Total None A few Some Most All

Never 1519 (88.9) 1128 (98.1) 301 (80.3) 61 (54.5) 24 (42.9) 5 (33.3)

Lifetime, 
p<0.001

189 (11.1) 22 (1.9) 74 (19.7) 51 (45.5) 32 (57.1) 10 (66.7)

Last 30 days, 
p<0.001

78 (4.6) 7 (0.6) 22 (5.9) 17 (15.5) 23 (41.1) 9 (64.3)
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Other Illicit Drugs and Substances
The 2024 ESPAD Ireland survey explored students’ use of well-established substances – such as inhalants, 
tranquillisers, and ecstasy – as well as emerging substances in the Irish market, including synthetic 
opioids fentanyl and nitazenes11, which had not been previously measured or reported in ESPAD. 
New psychoactive substances (NPS) were also included in the survey and these data are reported 
separately below. In addition to prevalence data (lifetime and last-year use), the survey included 
specific questions on age of first use, ease of access, and perceived risks. All variables reported 
below are derived from the ESPAD Ireland 2024 Student Questionnaire in Appendix A. Additional 
data analyses reported here are presented in the linked Supplementary Analysis Report.

Prevalence of Other Illicit Drug and Substance Use
Students were asked several questions regarding their lifetime use of a range of 19 substances, 
including ecstasy/MDMA, amphetamines, methamphetamines, synthetic cannabinoids, synthetic 
cathinones, synthetic opioids, nitrous oxide, cocaine, crack, heroin, inhalants, LSD, magic mushrooms, 
GHB, drugs by injection, ketamine, anabolic steroids, nitazenes, and fentanyl. They were also asked 
about their use of alcohol with pills. Students were asked about a fictitious drug, Sprack, listed 
among the real drugs. 0.6% of students reported using the drug and were excluded from this section 
of the analysis.

Table 5.17 shows that the substance most frequently used was inhalants (6.3%), followed by synthetic 
cannabinoids (3.2%) and alcohol with pills (3%). The least commonly used substance was nitazenes 
(0.4%) which, together with the somewhat more frequently used substance fentanyl (0.9%), are 
new drugs in the Irish context. Significant gender differences were observed in the lifetime use of all 
substances apart from ketamine and LSD. Considerably more females (4.3%) than males (1%) had 
taken alcohol and pills, whereas use of nitrous oxide was notably more common among males than 
females (3.4% and 0.6%, respectively).

Table 5.17 Other illicit drugs and substances: prevalence of lifetime use

Lifetime Drug Use Total N (%) Male N (%) Female 
N (%)

Rather not 
answer 
N (%)

p-value

Ecstasy/MDMA 29 (1.5) 11 (1.2) 13 (1.4) 5 (14.7) <.001

Amphetamines 15 (0.8) 7 (0.8) 5 (0.5) 3 (8.8) <.001

Methamphetamines 13 (0.7) 8 (0.9) 2 (0.2) 3 (8.8) <.001

Synthetic cannabinoids 60 (3.2) 33 (3.6) 22 (2.3) 5 (14.7) <.001

Synthetic cathinones 12 (0.7) 6 (0.6) 3 (0.3) 3 (8.8) <.001

Synthetic opioids 12 (0.6) 6 (0.6) 4 (0.4) 2 (5.9) <.001

Nitrous oxide 40 (2.1) 31 (3.4) 6 (0.6) 3 (8.8) <.001

Cocaine 37 (2.0) 17 (1.9) 16 (1.7) 4 (12.2) .001

Crack 20 (1.1) 12 (1.4) 5 (0.5) 3 (9.1) <.001

Heroin 13 (0.7) 7 (0.8) 4 (0.4) 2 (6.0) .003

Inhalants 115 (6.3) 52 (5.9) 56 (6.1) 7 (21.9) <.001

11	 The emergence of nitazenes on the Irish heroin market and national preparation for possible future outbreaks. Killeen N, Lakes 
R, Webster M, Killoran S, McNamara S, Kavanagh P, Eagleton M, McCormack S, Micheau E, Moughty A, O’Donnell C. Addiction 
(Abingdon, England). 2024 Sep;119(9):1657-8, doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/add.16525.
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Table 5.19 Perceived availability of other illicit drugs and substances

Substance Difficulty 
Level

Total Male (%) Female 
(%)

Rather not 
say (%)

p-value

Amphetamines Impossible 608 (32.5) 301 (33.4) 292 (31.2) 15 (44.1)

0.05Very difficult 337 (18.0) 153 (17.0) 180 (19.2) 4 (11.8)

Fairly 
difficult

215 (11.5) 107 (11.9) 106 (11.3) 2 (5.9)

Fairly easy 78 (4.2) 36 (4.0) 39 (4.2) 3 (8.8)

Very easy 23 (1.2) 15 (1.7) 6 (0.6) 2 (5.9)

Don't know 612 (1.2) 290 (32.2) 314 (33.5) 8 (23.5)

Total 1873 (100.0) 902 (48.2) 937 (50.0) 34 (1.8)

Meth-
amphetamines

Impossible 632 (33.9) 320 (35.7) 295 (31.7) 17 (50.0)

0.03Very difficult 364 (19.5) 171 (19.1) 189 (20.3) 4 (11.8)

Fairly 
difficult

198 (10.6) 92 (10.3) 102 (10.9) 4 (11.8)

Fairly easy 58 (3.1) 27 (3.0) 29 (3.1) 2 (5.9)

Very easy 22 (1.2) 17 (1.9) 4 (0.4) 1 (2.9)

Don't know 589 (31.6) 270 (30.1) 313 (33.6) 6 (17.6)

Total 1863 (100.0) 897 (48.1) 932 (50.0) 34 (1.8)

Tranquillisers/
Sedatives

Impossible 573 (30.7) 277 (30.9) 282 (30.2) 14 (41.2)

0.04Very difficult 386 (20.7) 199 (22.2) 181 (19.4) 6 (17.6)

Fairly 
difficult

242 (13.0) 99 (11.0) 136 (14.6) 7 (20.6)

Fairly easy 112 (6.0) 46 (5.1) 64 (6.9) 2 (5.9)

Very easy 35 (1.9) 23 (2.6) 11 (1.2) 1 (2.9)

Don't know 516 (27.7) 253 (28.2) 259 (27.8) 4 (11.8)

Total 1864 (100.0) 897 (48.1) 933 (50.0) 34 (1.8)

Ecstasy/MDMA Impossible 590 (31.6) 286 (31.8) 291 (31.2) 13 (38.2)

0.44Very difficult 335 (18.0) 168 (18.7) 162 (17.4) 5 (14.7)

Fairly 
difficult

23618.0 106 (11.8) 125 (13.4) 5 (14.7)

Fairly easy 135 (7.2) 59 (6.6) 73 (7.8) 3 (8.8)

Very easy 44 (2.4) 29 (3.2) 14 (1.5) 1 (2.9)

Don't know 525 (28.2) 250 (27.8) 268 (28.7) 7 (20.6)

Total 1865 (100.0) 898 (48.2) 933 (50.0) 34 (1.8)
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Substance Difficulty 
Level

Total Male (%) Female 
(%)

Rather not 
say (%)

p-value

Cocaine Impossible 612 (32.8) 309 (34.4) 291 (31.2) 12 (35.3)

<0.01Very difficult 343 (18.4) 184 (20.5) 154 (16.5) 5 (14.7)

Fairly 
difficult

243 (13.0) 96 (10.7) 143 (15.3) 4 (11.8)

Fairly easy 181 (9.7) 68 (7.6) 106 (11.4) 7 (20.6)

Very easy 85 (4.6) 43 (4.8) 40 (4.3) 2 (5.9)

Don't know 401 (21.5) 198 (22.0) 199 (21.3) 4 (11.8)

Total 1865 (100.0) 898 (48.2) 933 (50.0) 34 (1.8)

Crack Impossible 627 (33.6) 320 (35.6) 296 (31.7) 11 (32.4)

0.03Very difficult 349 (18.7) 182 (20.3) 159 (17.0) 8 (23.5)

Fairly 
difficult

240 (12.9) 98 (10.9) 137 (14.7) 5 (14.7)

Fairly easy 118 (6.3) 43 (4.8) 71 (7.6) 4 (11.8)

Very easy 66 (3.5) 34 (3.8) 31 (3.3) 1 (2.9)

Don't know 465 (24.9) 221 (24.6) 239 (25.6) 5 (14.7)

Total 1865 (100.0) 898 (48.2) 933 (50.0) 34 (1.8)

Risk Perception of Other Illicit Drug and Substance Use
Students were asked about the perceived risk of trying, and occasionally or regularly using, certain 
substances (ecstasy/MDMA, amphetamines, synthetic cannabinoids, and synthetic opioids). Table 
5.20 shows that fewer than one in ten perceived no risk in using these substances. Regular use was 
perceived as carrying greater risk. More than half of students (53%) believed there to be great risk 
attached to regular use of synthetic opioids, whereas only about a quarter (26.8%) considered this 
to be the case with occasional use. Perceived risk differed significantly by gender for all substances. 
More males than females perceived no risk, while slightly more females than males perceived a 
moderate or great risk.

Table 5.20 Risk perception of other illicit drug and substance use

Risk Perception 
of Drug Use

Risk Total Male (%) Female 
(%)

Rather 
not say 

(%)

p-value

Ecstasy/MDMA No risk 167 (9.2) 84 (9.6) 76 (8.3) 7 (20.6) <0.01

Slight risk 493 (27.0) 221 (25.2) 267 (29.3) 5 (14.7)

Moderate 
risk

492 (27.0) 222 (25.3) 256 (28.1) 14 (41.2)

Great risk 446 (24.5) 226 (25.7) 215 (23.6) 5 (14.7)

Don't know 225 (12.3) 125 (14.2) 97 (10.6) 3 (8.8)

Total 1823 (100.0) 878 (48.2) 911 (50.0) 34 (1.9)
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Table 5.25 Performance enhancers: sources of access

Where did you obtain 
the Performance 
Enhancers?

Total N (%) Male N (%) Female N 
(%)

Rather not 
answer N 

(%)

p-value

Never used 1577 (95.7) 739 (94.4) 818 (97.5) 20 (80.0) <.001

Offered by family/friend 45 (2.7) 27 (3.4) 16 (1.9) 2 (8.0) .04

Street dealer 17 (1.0) 10 (1.3) 5 (0.6) 2 (8.0) <.001

Internet 3 (0.2) 2 (0.3) 0 (0.0) 1 (4.0) <.001

From a pharmacy 
without medical 
prescription

7 (0.4) 6 (0.8) 0 (0.0) 1 (4.0) <.01

Summary: Cannabis and Other Illicit Drugs 
and Substances
Overall, 11.1% of students had tried cannabis, with slightly more males (12.1%) than females (11.3%) 
having done so. Ten percent of students had used cannabis in the last 12 months, and 4.9% had 
used it in the last 30 days. The typical age of first use was 14 years.

Nearly a third of students (28.5%) found it ‘fairly easy’ or ‘very easy’ to obtain cannabis, with males 
perceiving easier access than females. 19.2% of males and 14.7% of females reported having had 
one or two opportunities to try cannabis without doing so, while 9.3% had this opportunity three 
or more times. Of those who used cannabis in the last 12 months (10.2%), 3.3% had often mixed it 
with tobacco.

Regarding perceived risk of cannabis use, females generally perceived more risk in using cannabis 
than males: 67% of females compared to 56% of males perceived a moderate or great risk in using 
cannabis occasionally, and 60.2% of females compared to 49.5% of males perceived a great risk 
from smoking cannabis regularly.

In terms of cannabis-related experiences in the last 12 months, 4.9% of students had smoked 
cannabis before midday and 4.5% had smoked it alone. Students reported experiencing memory 
problems (5%) and other problems such as arguments, fights, accidents, and poor school results 
(2.8%). 2.9% had been encouraged by family and friends to reduce or stop their use of cannabis, 
and 2.7% had tried to adjust their habit without success. Compared with males and females, those 
who preferred not to state their gender were more likely to report these experiences.

Using the Cannabis Abuse Screening Test (CAST) score, among the total sample (both users and 
non-users of cannabis in the last 12 months), 4.1% of students were classified as high-risk cannabis 
users, with male students more likely than female students to be classified as high-risk users (4.2% 
vs 3.5%). Among those who had used cannabis, 37.6% of students were classified as high-risk users.

Truancy was associated with cannabis use. Just over half of students (51.7%) who said that they had 
skipped class on 7 or more days in the last 30 days had used cannabis in their lifetime, and 21.4% 
were current cannabis users. 7.4% who had not skipped class at all had tried cannabis in their lifetime, 
and 3.1% were current cannabis users.
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Parental monitoring was significantly associated with cannabis use. 28.6% of students whose parents 
usually don’t know their whereabouts on Saturday nights had tried cannabis compared to 6.9% 
whose parents always know. Similarly, those whose parents usually don’t know where they are were 
more likely to be current cannabis users (18.4%) than students whose parents always know (2.3%).

Peer cannabis use was significantly associated with students’ cannabis use. Students whose friends 
all used cannabis were far more likely to have ever tried it (66.7%) and to have used it in the last 30 
days (64.3%) compared with those whose friends did not use cannabis (1.9% and 0.6%, respectively). 
Parental cannabis use was strongly linked to students’ cannabis use. Students who reported that one 
or both of their parents had used cannabis were more likely to report lifetime and last 30-day use.

Regarding other illicit drugs and substances, students were asked several questions regarding their 
lifetime use of a range of substances, including a fictitious drug, Sprack. Those who reported using 
Sprack were excluded from the analysis. Inhalants were most frequently used (6.3%), followed by 
synthetic cannabinoids (3.2%) and alcohol with pills (3%). Of the drugs listed, the least commonly 
used were nitazenes (0.4%). Significant gender differences were observed in the lifetime use of all 
substances apart from ketamine and LSD, with male students tending to be more likely than female 
students to report drug use. Students who preferred not to say whether they were male or female 
were most likely of all students to report using drugs. Students were also asked about their use of 
some of these substances in the last 12 months. Again, inhalants were the most used (4.8%), while 
the least used were synthetic opioids (0.5%). Significant gender differences were observed in last-
year use of all substances apart from cocaine and heroin.

About a third of students reported that it would be impossible to get amphetamines, 
methamphetamines, tranquillisers/sedatives, ecstasy/MDMA, cocaine, and crack. Cocaine was 
considered to be the most easily accessible drug (14.3%). Perceived accessibility differed significantly 
by gender for all substances except ecstasy/MDMA. More males than females reported that access 
to drugs would be ‘very easy’.

Regarding perceived risk of substance use, less than one-tenth of students perceived no risk in use 
of these drugs. Regular use of substances such as synthetic opioids was perceived as carrying much 
greater risk (53%) than occasional use (26.8%). Perceived risk differed significantly by gender for 
all substances. More males than females perceived no risk, while slightly more females than males 
perceived a moderate or great risk.

2.2% of students had used new psychoactive substances (NPS) in their lifetime, and 1.5% in the 
last year. Significant gender differences were observed in lifetime and last-year NPS use. The most 
common specified type used was herbal smoking mixtures (1.4%), followed by liquid (1%) and 
powder/crystal/tablet (0.6%) forms. Forms other than these were, however, more commonly used 
(3.4%). There were significant gender differences in the form of NPS used. Males were more likely 
to use liquids, and females to use powders/crystals/tablets and herbal smoking mixtures.

About one in eight (11.6%) of the total sample had used performance enhancers – stimulant 
substances to improve their performance in their studies – to keep them awake and studying 
during the whole night or to study faster. There were no significant gender differences in use of 
performance enhancers.
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