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Introduction

The mistaken social perception that alcohol and sub-
stance use stimulates artistic creation has prevailed for 
thousands of years.1 At the same time, the Media propa-
gate that art professionals tend to use or abuse psycho-
active substances.2 Recognizing a privileged relation-
ship between artists and substance use, the artists’ need 
for expression, creation and imagination is determined. 
Secondarily, the social attribution of symbolic meanings 
in substance use by artists is also highlighted.3

The present cross-sectional study investigates the 
rates of psychoactive substance use among artists and 
non-artists. 

Material and Method

The avalanche approach was used as a sampling meth-
od. The sample consisted of a group of artists, who were 
professionally engaged in at least one of the nine fine 
arts, and a group of professionals from other disciplines. 
The participants were 118, with an average age of 30.7 

years (SD=6.9 years), 57 of whom were artists. More spe-
cifically, 11.9% of artists were professionally engaged in 
theater, 11% were architects, 11% were musicians, 7.6% 
were working in the field of visual arts, 4.2% were cin-
ematographers, 0.8% engaged in poetry, 0.8 %in pho-
tography and 0.8% in comics (table 1).

Assessments were conducted with the ASSIST ques-
tionnaire, which provides information on lifelong sub-
stance use, use in the last three months, problems with 
use, dependence, injectable use and risk of harm.4 The 
questionnaire was distributed and completed on an on-
line platform.

Pearson’s chi-squared test or Fisher’s exact test were 
used to compare ratios, where necessary. The Student’s 
t-test or the Mann-Whitney U non-parametric test were 
used to compare quantitative variables between the 
two groups. Linear regression analysis with stepwise in-
tegration/subtraction was used to identify independent 
variables related to the use scores for various substanc-
es. The linear regression analysis was performed using 
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ABSTRACT

It is a well-established common notion that artists appear to use and abuse psychoactive substances more frequently and heav-
ily than non-artists. The purpose of this study was to investigate if this holds true. The sample consisted of 118 participants, both 
artists and non-artists. They were asked to complete the ASSIST questionnaire, developed by the World Health Organization, 
that includes closed questions on substance use along with an additional questionnaire on demographic characteristics. The 
questionnaires were posted online in a digital platform. The artists scored significantly higher on substance use than the other 
professionals. Women reported less psychoactive substance use compared to men. The results confirmed the study hypothesis, 
in line with previous research findings. The number of similar studies in the international literature is limited. Our results are par-
ticularly useful but due to significant limitations of this study further investigation is suggested, as well as further examination of 
the causes of the phenomenon.
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logarithmic transformations. Significance level was set 
at 0.05. The SPSS 22.0 was used for the analysis.

Results

Almost all participants (98.3%) were found to con-
sume alcohol, while the rate for tobacco use was also 
high (83.1%). The median number of substances used 
amounted to three, i.e., 50% of the sample had used up 
to three substances (int. Range: w2-5). Use of cannabis, 
cocaine, amphetamine-type stimulants and hallucino-
gens was significantly higher in artists than in non-art-
ists (table 2). Moreover, the number of substances used 
by artists cumulatively was significantly higher than that 
used by non-artists. Risk levels relating to psychoactive 
substances dependence (low, moderate, high) were sim-
ilar for artists and non-artists.

In the multiple linear regression models, use scores 
for each substance and the overall score were the de-
pendent variables, and age, sex, educational level and 
the distinction between artists and non-artists were the 
independent variables. According to these models, age 
was the only variable significantly related to alcohol and 
cannabis use scores. More specifically, the older the par-
ticipants the less they used alcohol and cannabis.

Also, sex and the distinction between artists and 
non-artists were found to be related independently to 
the overall substance use score. Women scored signifi-
cantly lower, i.e., they used less psychoactive substances 
compared to men. Finally, artists overall reported signifi-
cantly higher scores compared to non-artists. 

Discussion

Artists in our sample used cannabis, cocaine, amphet-
amine-type stimulants and hallucinogens at significantly 

higher rates compared to non-artists. Furthermore, the 
number of psychoactive substances used by artists cumu-
latively was significantly higher than the corresponding 
number for non-artists. The above findings are consistent 
with the results of a previous study that examined the use 
of psychotropic substances and psychopathology in art 
students and students of other disciplines and found that 
fine arts students try more types of psychoactive sub-
stances and use more cannabis and alcohol, compared to 
students of other disciplines.2 Our findings are also con-
sistent with a previous study that focused on the poten-
tial correlation between creativity and psychopathology 
in a sample of 80 artists and 80 non-artists and found 
that higher use of psychoactive substances in artists. 
Furthermore, artists used illicit psychotropic substances 
in significantly higher levels than non-artists.5 In another 
study professional artists also showed higher rates of al-
cohol and drug abuse compared to other professionals.6

Multiple regression analysis revealed some interesting 
findings. More specifically, age was found to be signif-
icantly associated with alcohol use. The older the par-
ticipants were the less alcohol they used. Age was also 
significantly associated with cannabis use. Overall, the 
use of all reported substances was lower in women than 
men. Artists used more substances and more types of 
substances compared to other individuals in the sample.

Our study has significant limitations. Selecting artists 
in nine fine arts and excluding artists of the applied arts 
may be obsolete today, as it involves a narrow percep-
tion of the artist’s identity and their means of expres-
sion. Furthermore, it is suggested that an official society 
or association should recruit the artists to be involved 
in future studies, as our sample was limited to individ-
uals who identified themselves as artists, following, of 
course, certain criteria that were set. Furthermore, the 

Table 1.  Demographic characteristics in total sample and comparisons between artists and non-artists.

Total Sample 
(N=118)

Are you an artist?

No (N=61, 51.7%) Yes (N=57, 48.3%)

N (%) N (%) N (%) p

Sex
Men 50 42.4 24 39.3 26 45.6

0.491*
Women 68 57.6 37 60.7 31 54.4

Age,
mean value (SD)

30.7 (6.9) 32.5 (8.0) 28.8 (4.8) 0.004‡

Educational level

Secondary 7 5.9 4 6.6 3 5.3

0.099**

Vocational institute 2 1.7 1 1.6 1 1.8
Higher education institutes/
Technology higher institutions

58 49.2 23 37.7 35 61.4

Master’s degree 43 36.4 28 45.9 15 26.3
Doctorate 8 6.8 5 8.2 3 5.3

*Pearson’s chi-square test; **Fisher’s exact test; ‡Student’s t-test 
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Finally, the research did not deal with the essence of 
the specific artistic practices at this stage; it is worth not-
ing, however, that practices may differ according to the 
category of artistic expression. Instead, we focused on 
approaching the demographics of the artists. This ques-
tion could be part of future research. We should inves-
tigate the differences between art types as well as the 
degree substance use is involved in specific practices 
followed by individual artistic expressions.

sample size of the present study is relatively small for 
generalization of our findings to the population under 
consideration. The choice of a purely quantitative meth-
od also poses some limitations. A more detailed inves-
tigation would be useful, including, for example, possi-
ble causes of the phenomenon, the combination of the 
quantitative and the qualitative method, comparisons 
with rates reported by official Greek institutions, and as-
sociations with other demographic characteristics.
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Table 2. Use scores for each substance and the total score in the sample total and comparisons between artists and non-artists.

Use rate

Total Sample 
(N=118)

Are you an artist? p
Mann-

Whitney 
test

No (N=61, 51.7%) Yes (N=57, 48.3%)

Mean value 
(SD)

Median 
(Int. Width)

Mean value 
(SD)

Median 
(Int. Width)

Mean value 
(SD)

Median 
(Int. Width)

Tobacco products 13.83 (8.05) 15 (7–20) 13.73 (8.06) 15 (9–20) 13.92 (8.12) 15 (7–18) 0.909

Alcohol 10.91 (7.69) 9 (5.5–14.5) 9.81 (7.31) 7 (4–14) 12.04 (7.98) 9 (7–15) 0.057

Cannabis 7.24 (7.55) 6 (2–11) 5.38 (5.95) 3 (0–8) 8.68 (8.37) 7 (2.5–12.5) 0.071

Cocaine 3.55 (4.53) 2 (0–6) 2.64 (2.76) 2 (0–5) 4.04 (5.23) 2 (0–8) 0.847

Amphetamine-type 
stimulants

2.76 (4.06) 2 (0–3) 1.73 (1.95) 2 (0–3) 3.19 (4.65) 2 (0–5) 0.699

Inhaled substances 1 (1.63) 0 (0–2) 1.25 (2.12) 0 (0–2) 0.75 (1.04) 0 (0–2) 0.854

Sedative or sleeping 
pills

5.6 (8.41) 3 (0–6) 3.63 (4.21) 2.5 (0–6) 7.86 (11.54) 3 (0–22) 0.857

Hallucinogens 1.32 (1.74) 0 (0–3) 1.38 (2.2) 0 (0–2.5) 1.3 (1.59) 0 (0–3) 0.842

Opioids 1.75 (2.14) 1 (0–3) 2.2 (2.49) 2 (0–3) 1.43 (1.99) 0 (0–3) 0.542

Other 5.5 (7.78) 5.5 (0–11) – – 5.5 (7.78) 5.5 (0–11) –

Overall use rate 41.74 (27) 37 (19–59) 35.1 (22.72) 32 (17–52) 48.84 (29.5) 42 (29–73) 0.011
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ΠΕΡΙΛΗΨΗ

Αποτελεί παγιωμένη αντίληψη στη συλλογική συνείδηση ότι οι καλλιτέχνες τείνουν να κάνουν συχνότερη χρήση ψυχοτρόπων 
ουσιών και χρήση περισσότερων ψυχοτρόπων ουσιών, σε σύγκριση με μη καλλιτέχνες. Στόχος της παρούσας μελέτης αποτε-
λεί το αν πράγματι γίνεται περισσότερη χρήση ψυχοτρόπων από καλλιτέχνες σε σύγκριση με άλλους επαγγελματίες. Στην έ-
ρευνα συμμετείχαν 118 καλλιτέχνες και επαγγελματίες άλλων ειδικοτήτων οι οποίοι συμπλήρωσαν μέσω ειδικής διαδικτυακής 
πλατφόρμας το ερωτηματολόγιο ASSIST, το οποίο αφορά στην ανίχνευση χρήσης ψυχοδραστικών ουσιών, έχει αναπτυχθεί 
από τον Παγκόσμιο Οργανισμό Υγείας και περιέχει ερωτήσεις κλειστού τύπου. Προστέθηκαν επιπλέον κάποιες ερωτήσεις δη-
μογραφικού χαρακτήρα.  Από την ανάλυση των δεδομένων προέκυψε ότι οι καλλιτέχνες είχαν σημαντικά υψηλότερη βαθ-
μολογία στη χρήση ουσιών σε σύγκριση με τους επαγγελματίες άλλων κλάδων. Οι γυναίκες χρησιμοποιούσαν λιγότερο τις 
ψυχοτρόπες ουσίες, σε σύγκριση με τους άνδρες. Τα αποτελέσματα επιβεβαίωσαν την υπόθεση της μελέτης και βρίσκονται 
στην ίδια κατεύθυνση με αποτελέσματα άλλων αντίστοιχων ερευνών, αν και ο αριθμός τους στη διεθνή βιβλιογραφία είναι 
πολύ περιορισμένος. Τα αρχικά αυτά ευρήματα είναι χρήσιμα, λόγω όμως σημαντικών περιορισμών, προτείνεται η περαιτέρω 
διερεύνηση του θέματος, αλλά και επιπρόσθετη αιτιολογική εξέταση του φαινομένου.
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