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ABSTRACT

Background: Emotional and mental disorders among adolescents show an
increasing trend, especially when associated with substance use including
narcotics, psychotropics, and other addictive substances. Adolescents are
vulnerable to emotional and social changes, prone to the exposure of substance
use which may negatively affect their mental health. National Basic Health
Research (Riskesdas) shows 6.1% of Indonesian population experiences it.
Objective: This study aims to analyze the relationship between substance use
and the severity of emotional and mental disorders in adolescents Methods:
This is an observational study with a cross-sectional design. Purposive
sampling technique was used to include 102 high school students in 10" grade
in this study. Substance use was assessed using the ASSIST and levels of
emotional and mental disorders were assessed using the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). Data analysis was performed using Chi-
Square test to evaluate the relationship between the two variables. Results: Of
the 102 respondents, 18 (17.6%) were involved in moderate risk substance use
while 11 respondents (10.89%) were classified as high-risk. 29 respondents
were exposed to tobacco, six to alcohol, and one student to sedatives. SDQ
score shows 24 respondents (23.5%) were categorized as borderline, whereas
17 (16.7%) had abnormal. The relationship between substance use involvement
and emotional mental disorders was evaluated with chi square yielding p =
0.008. Conclusion: These findings indicate a significant relationship between
involvement in substance use and severity of emotional mental disorders
among adolescents.

Copyright ©2025 by Authors. Published by Faculty of Medicine, Universitas Diponegoro Semarang Indonesia. This is an open access article under the CC-BY-NC-SA

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/).

INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a crucial developmental phase,
characterized by significant changes in physical
appearance, emotional, and social life.* At this
stage, adolescents face various challenges, including
adapting to body changes, identity search, and
forming increasingly complex social relationships.
Environmental pressure such as academic demands,
peer influence, and often unrealistic social
expectations may create psychological burden for
adolescents. This makes them vulnerable to mental
health disorders including stress, anxiety, and
depression.' This period is also a crucial time for the
formation of habits and behavioral patterns that

influence their adulthood lives, therefore it is
important to prioritize mental health in adolescents. !

Emotional mental health is observed through
satisfaction in interpersonal relationships, effective
behavior, positive self-concept, and emotional
stability. It has many components and influences
various factors, including substance use.* Substance
use including the use of narcotics, alcohol,
psychotropics and other addictive substances with any
chemical agents which may affect the central nervous
system, which result in physical and psychological
symptoms.>®  Substance-related  disorders  are
categorized into 10 groups, namely alcohol, caffeine,
cannabis, hallucinogens, inhalants, opioids,
sedatives/hypnotics/anxiolytics, stimulants,
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nicotine/cigarettes, and others.® Substance use may
also impact physical health, financial condition, and
their environment.>*

Studies showed that global estimation of 200
million people or 5% of the world population is
affected by drug abuse.’ In Indonesia, substance use
affected 0.06% of the nationwide population.> Drug
abuse-related cases increased from 3,478 cases in
2000 to 8,401 in 2004, showing an average growth of
28.9% per year. The prevalence of emotional mental
disorders among individuals aged 15 years and older
is 6.1%. This statistic suggests that approximately 11
million Indonesians are affected by emotional mental
disorders, including conditions such as depression
and anxiety.’

Substance use in adolescents has long been
associated with a variety of negative impacts on
mental health, including emotional mental disorders.
These substances can directly affect brain function,
particularly in areas responsible in regulating
emotions, decision-making, and impulse control.>®
Adolescent brains are still developing, therefore the
negative effects of substance use may be more severe,
with long-term consequences. Research suggests that
substance use is often associated with an increased
risk of disorders such as anxiety, depression, and
chronic stress.” Addictive substances may also trigger
dramatic mood swings, feelings of hopelessness, and
even a tendency to engage in aggressive behavior and
self-harm.”!°

Despite being an important concern in public
health, there is a scarcity of studies examining the
relationship between the frequency of substance use
and the severity of emotional mental disorders among
Indonesian adolescents. Existing studies mostly
focus on the prevalence of substance use or the
general impact on physical health, without further
exploring how the intensity of drug use affects
adolescent mental health. This study was therefore
conducted to investigate the relationship between
substance use and emotional mental disorders in
adolescents.

METHODS

This was a comparative analytical research study
with a cross-sectional design. Students in the 10™
grade of 1 Senior High School in Bangsri, Jepara,
Central Java, were included as the study sample,
obtained through purposive sampling. A sample size

of 102 subjects was determined using standard sample
size calculation. Respondents who were undergoing
psychiatric treatment were excluded. The independent
variable was substance use involvement, whereas the
dependent variable was the severity of emotional
mental disorders in adolescents.

The variables were assessed using questionnaires
with established validity and reliability. Substance use
was assessed using the Alcohol, Smoking, and
Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST)
questionnaire to screen for substance, cigarette, and
alcohol use. This test provides a thorough evaluation
of an individual's historical substance use, examining
their consumption patterns over the preceding three
months, associated problems, current or potential risks
of harm, degree of dependency, and drug injection
practices. The results are categorized into low,
moderate, and high-risk levels. Emotional mental
health status was assessed using the SDQ (Strength
and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). It consists of 25
statements that assess difficulties and strengths across
five domains: emotional problems, conduct issues,
hyperactivity/inattention,  challenges in  peer
relationships, and supportive prosocial behavior.
Scores are classified into three categories: normal,
borderline, and abnormal.The relationship between
substance use and the degree of emotional mental
disorders was evaluated using Chi-Square test. A p-
value of <0.05 was considered significant. Statistical
analysis was performed using SPSS software

RESULTS

This study was conducted in Bangsri Senior High
School 1 on February 2025. Data was collected from
102 subjects who met both inclusion and exclusion
criteria.

Characteristics of Respondents
Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents

Characteristic Number Percentage
Gender
Male 47 46.1%
Female 55 53.9%
Total 102 100%
Age
14 1 1%
15 60 58.8%
16 40 39.2%
17 1 1%
Total 102 100%
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A total of 102 respondents were included in the
study, consisting of 55 female students and 47 male
students, all in 10™ grade. The largest age group was
15 years old (58.8%)

Substance use in Respondent
Substance use involvement was assessed
using ASSIST questionnaire with the following

outcomes.
Table 2. Involvement in substance use
Substance  No history of History of Total
Substance Use  Substance Use
n % N %
Tobacco 73 73% 29 27% 102
Alcohol 96 94% 6 6% 102
Sedatives 101 99% 1 1% 102
Other 102 100% 0 0% 102
substance

A total of 29 subjects reported a history of
tobacco use. All subjects were male. The most
commonly reported reason for tobacco use was
curiosity. Six subjects reported a history of both
tobacco and alcohol use, while one subject had used
all three substances including tobacco, alcohol, and
sedatives.

Score of Substance Use Involvement Based on
ASSIST

Score of substance use in all 102 respondents
using ASSIST questionnaire are showed below.

Table 3. ASSSIST’s score of Respondents

No Score  Category Number Percentage
1 0-3 Low Risk 73 71.6%
4-26 Moderate 18 17.6%
Risk
3 >27 High Risk 11 10.8%
Total 102 100%

Overview of Substance Use in the Last 3 Months
Table 4. Overview of Substance Use in the Last 3 Months

Substa No 1-2 Monthly Weekly Daily Tot

nce History times al
n % n % n % n % n %

Tobac 6 19 1 36 1 4% 5 14 1 25 29

co % 0 % % %

Alcoh 0 0 1 20 1 20 2 40 1 20 6

ol % % % % %

Sedati 0 0 0 0 1 100 O 0 0 0 1

ve % % % % %

A total of 29 respondents who reported being
involved in substance use were re-interviewed to
obtain additional information on the frequency of
alcohol, tobacco, and other addictive substances use
over the last 3 months, as indicated in question no. 2
of ASSIST. The data show that several 10" grade
students have experienced tobacco addiction in the last
3 months. Alcohol use was reported at 1-4 times
consumption per week in the last 3 months, whereas
sedative drug addiction was reflected in monthly
consumption in the last 3 months.

Emotional Mental Disorders in Adolescents

Based on data regarding emotional mental
disorders, 61 (59.8%) were classified as normal,
indicating their ability to manage their emotions well.
A total of 24 (23.5%) were classified as borderline,
indicating early symptoms of emotional mental
disorders requiring further attention, while 17
adolescents (16.7%) were classified as abnormal,
indicating serious emotional mental disorders
requiring professional intervention. Summary of
classifications of emotional mental disorders in
adolescents is listed below.

Table 5. Frequency Distribution of Mental Disorders in

Adolescents
No Score Category Number Percentage
1 0-3 Normal 61 59.8%
2 4-7 Borderline 24 23.5%
3 8-10  Abnormal 17 16.7%
Total 102 100%

Relationship Between Substance Use Involvement
and Emotional Mental Disorders

To understand the relationship between the
frequency of drug involvement and emotional mental
disorders in adolescents, a crosstabulation analysis
was conducted. This analysis provides an overview of
the distribution of respondents based on the frequency
of substance use (low, medium, and high risk) and
severity of emotional mental disorders (normal,
borderline, and abnormal). These results aim to reach
a deeper understanding of the relationship pattern
between the two variables. Crosstabulation analysis of
the relationship between the frequency of drug
involvement and emotional mental disorders in
adolescents are as follows.
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Table 6. Relationship Between Substance use and Emotional
Mental Disorders

Substance Severity of Emotional Mental p
Use Disorder

(ASSIST) Normal Borderline Abnormal

Low risk 48 15 (62.5) 10 (58.8) 0.008
(78.6)

Moderate 13 5(20.8) 0(0)

risk (21.3)

High risk 0(0) 4(16.7) 7(41.2)

Chi square test was conducted to evaluate both
variables. The results show that substance use is
related to emotional mental disorders in respondents.

DISCUSSION

This study indicates a significant relationship
between drug use involvement and emotional mental
disorders in adolescents, as shown in the
crosstabulation analysis and Chi-Square test. Based
on crosstabulation, adolescents with higher
involvement of substance use (high risk) tend to have
more severe emotional mental disorders (abnormal),
which is 41.2%. In contrast, most respondents with
low substance use are classified as normal (78.6%).
Chi square test supports this result with a p-value of
0.008, indicating a significant relationship between
the two variables.

The results of this study are consistent with
similar research in Tangerang, suggesting a positive
correlation between smoking behavior and the
severity of anxiety among adolescents. Higher
anxiety levels in adolescents corresponds to an
increase in smoking behavior.!! A similar research
among students in Bandung also suggested that
smoking behavior is closely related to stress and lack
of self-confidence.!? This relationship can be
explained through various mechanisms involving the
biological and psychological effects of substances on
adolescent brain development.!> Adolescence is a
very important stage of brain development, especially
in the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for
decision-making, impulse control, and emotional
regulation.! Substance use, especially in high
frequency, may disrupt the normal development of
this area, which later triggers emotional disorders
such as anxiety, depression, and extreme mood
swings.>®  Chemical effects of drugs on
neurotransmitters such as dopamine and serotonin
may lead to an imbalance state that worsen symptoms
of emotional mental disorders. The accumulation of

these effects explains why adolescents with high drug
involvement are more susceptible to serious emotional
disorders. !4

This study is also consistent with previous study
among adolescents in Bali which suggested that use of
psychoactive substances is related to emotional mental
disorders. In addition to biological impacts, social and
psychological factors also play an important role in
explaining this relationship. Adolescents with
substance use often face social stigma, family conflict,
and isolatation from healthy peer environment.>!>-1¢
These conditions may worsen the underlying
psychological stress, leading to a vicious cycle
between substance use and emotional mental
disorders. For example, adolescents who feel anxious
or unhappy may use drugs as an escape mechanism,
however the long-term effects of these substances
actually worsen their mental condition.!”!” This
explains why substance use involvement is directly
proportional to the severity of emotional mental
disorders.!%:18:20

These findings have important implications for
prevention and intervention efforts needed for
adolescents. Given this significant and positive
association, substance use prevention programs should
be integrated with comprehensive mental health
services. Schools, families, and communities need to
educate adolescents about the dangers of substance
while also supporting their mental health through
counseling, psychological therapy, and supportive
environments.'>!"”  Additionally, policies supporting
adolescent access to mental health services need to be
improved, given the importance of early intervention
to break the vicious cycle between drug use and
emotional mental disorders.!” This study highlights the
need for a holistic approach that integrates biological,
psychological, and social aspects to protect
adolescents from greater risk.

The Cross-sectional studies are limited in their
capacity to determine whether emotional mental
disorders are a result of drug use or if they precede it.
This research was conducted in a rural school area,
indicating that divergent outcomes may emerge if the
study is replicated in an urban school setting. The
potential for sampling bias is present due to the study's
confinement to a single school; however, this
limitation could be mitigated by implementing a total
sampling strategy at the same educational level. To
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reduce information bias, face-to-face interviews were
employed.

CONCLUSION

This study indicates a significant relationship
between substance use and severity of emotional
mental disorders in adolescents. This suggest that
adolescents ~ with  increased substance use
involvement are more likely to experience serious
emotional disorders, driven by the biological and
psychological effects of substances, as well as social
factors such as stigma and isolation. The data
presented herein serves as a potential early warning
system for teachers and parents, enabling them to
monitor the likelihood of mental and emotional issues
in adolescents who consume substances such as
cigarettes or alcohol. These findings provide a basis
for stakeholders to implement early intervention
strategies for young adolescences who may be
experiencing mental and emotional challenges, as
indicated by their SDQ results.
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