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 Background: We discuss the countries that have liberalized legislation on the possession of small amounts of marijuana 
and other drugs, and explore the justifications that inclined authorities to introduce such changes. The Czech 
Republic is among these countries. We compared the prevailing opinions on this issue by conducting surveys 
among young people living in Poland, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic.

 Material/Methods: The data were collected with the help of Polish, Czech, and Slovak versions of the questionnaire. The data were 
acquired during 3 focus studies organized at the Department of Health Care, University of Trenčín, Slovakia, the 
Department of Health Care Studies, Tomas Bata University, Zlin, Czech Republic, and the Institute of Nursing, 
University of Applies Sciences, Nysa, Poland. We gathered the answers from 27 students of nursing in Zlin, from 
43 students in Trenčín, and 33 students in Nysa.

 Results: It appears that even in the Czech Republic, many young people disagree with the liberalization of legislation 
for the possession of small amounts of drugs. The proportion of young Polish students who do not positively 
assess such legislation is similar. In Slovakia, young people overwhelmingly judge such legislation negatively.

 Conclusions: 1. The lack of social approval for the legal possession of small amounts of marijuana makes it difficult to fight 
dangerous “new psychoactive substances”. 2. Since many young people in the Czech Republic, Poland, and 
Slovakia does not approve of the liberalization of legislation on possessing small amounts of marijuana and 
other drugs, it is necessary to verify the hypotheses explaining the nature of these prejudices.
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Background

Some countries have recently introduced legislation decrimi-
nalizing the possession of small amounts of drugs, and even 
allowing legal, although supervised, use of marijuana. In 
Europe, such changes in legislation have been introduced in 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Norway, and the Czech Republic.

People working in health care and dealing with securing public 
health should have a preconceived opinion on these changes 
and realize the reasons why such changes were implement-
ed. This topic is related to the everlasting phenomenon of 
reaching for stimulants or substances changing feelings and 
moods. Many researchers refer to recent papers on the rank-
ings of harmful substances, taking into account alcohol and 
tobacco [1–4].

These changes in legislation were implemented to diminish 
the overall cumulative harm caused by the use of drugs. Such 
legislation facilitates the struggle with the illegal use of the 
dangerous, so-called new psychoactive substances [5,6]. Our 
former short reports illustrate this struggle [7,8]. Attitudes re-
lated to drug decriminalization are an important issue in public 
health. Some researchers tried to investigate these attitudes. 
Padersen et al. asked 945 students in the UK and Norway to 
rate the harmfulness of tobacco, alcohol, and cannabis across 
5 domains: physical harm, mental health conditions, depen-
dence, injuries, and social consequences [9]. It was found that 
“tobacco was rated as most harmful to physical harm and 
dependence; alcohol was rated as most harmful with regard 
to injuries and social consequences, while cannabis was rat-
ed as most harmful to mental health” [9]. The total harmful-
ness scores for alcohol were higher than those for cannabis. 
We conclude that their findings may imply that” young peo-
ple in the years to come may be less supportive of a tradition-
al drug policy based on criminalization, at least when it comes 
to cannabis. At the same time, one may hypothesize that lib-
eral alcohol policies may receive little support, given students’ 
perception of the possible harm associated with alcohol” [9].

Abolishing the punishment of incarceration for the possession 
of small amounts of drugs seems to diminishes the personal 
reactions of retaliation and spread of criminal recruitment. It 
was discussed recently by several authors.

Having the possibility of conducting surveys among young peo-
ple living in Poland, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia, we de-
cided to compare the prevailing opinions on this issue.

Material and Methods

The data were collected with the help of Polish, Czech, and 
Slovak versions of the questionnaire presented in English in 
Table 1. The data were acquired during 3 focus studies, which 
were organized during one of the authors’ presentations (lec-
tures), (A.B.), at the Department of Health Care, University 
of Trenčín, Slovakia, the Department of Health Care Studies, 
Tomas Bata University, Zlin, Czech Republic, and the Institute 
of Nursing, University of Applies Sciences, Nysa, Poland.

The questionnaires in Trenčín, Slovakia were completed by 43 
students of nursing (41 women, 2 men), and in Nysa, Poland 
33 students (31 women and 2 men) completed the survey. The 
same survey, with a slightly modified question No. 21, was also 
completed by 27 nursing students (25 women and 2 men) in 
Zlin, Czech Republic. The ages of the people in these groups 
were very similar and ranged from 19 to 21 years.

We assumed that taking the data from very similar groups of 
students of nursing, living in Poland, the Czech Republic, and 
Slovakia, is an appropriate approach for a pilot study related to 
the assessment of perception of the decriminalization of pos-
session of small amounts of drugs. We relied on the reason-
ing presented by Sobesky et al. [10], who investigated the atti-
tude of young people in the US state of Colorado. Assessment 
of the opinions and psychology of young persons is highly pre-
dictive of future trends.

The applied questionnaire contained 20 questions enabling us 
to make a rough estimate of the so-called social capital (i.e., the 
ability to cooperate). The estimation of the ability of a person 
to cooperate with others can be expressed by the sum of the 
answers to questions 1–20. The average ability of a group of 
individuals to work together can be expressed by the arithme-
tic mean of the points obtained by the members of this group.

The questionnaire contains an additional question No. 21, re-
lated to opinions about the legislation on the legality of pos-
sessing small amounts of drugs in the Czech Republic.

Question No. 21 was presented to the examined students of 
nursing in the context of 20 other questions related to the is-
sue of the ability to cooperate in several different situations.

Due to methodological reasons, the question about the per-
ception of decriminalization of possession of small quantities 
of drugs should be included in a broader survey on a similar 
range of social feelings. We chose the issue of ability to coop-
erate because it is connected with the need of young people 
for freedom of personal interactions and behaviors. We decided 
to use our own questionnaire because it has advantages over 
established tools of assessment of bridging and bonding social 
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capital among young people [11–13]. We discussed these ad-
vantages in our former paper [14]. In brief, our questionnaire 
also included some elements of related social values like spiri-
tual, intellectual, experiential, and cultural capital (http://www.
appleseedpermaculture.com/about/regenerative-enterprise/).

The differences between the average of sums of points for the 
“ability to cooperate” were assessed using the t test and the 
Wilcoxon test. The statistical significance of the difference in 

the proportions of responses to supplementary question No. 21 
was verified through the use of the chi-square test. We used 
the software available at: http://statpages.org/.

Results

Results related to the frequency of choosing the possible op-
tions for answering question No. 21 are presented in Table 2. 

No Content of questions: Yes
In the middle or 

I don’t know
No

1 Being in new company do you carefully listen what each speaker wants to say?

2
Being in new company do you like to express your opinion on the topic that is being 
discussed?

3
Hearing about the new idea of   a joint venture, noting the possible benefits and having 
free time, are you ready to cooperate?

4
Can you continue the cooperation, even though your partners or contributors 
comprehend the essence of the problem a little differently than you do?

5 I highly estimate my own self-value. I feel as an independent person.

6 I am almost always in a good mood

7 I am not envious

8 I perceive life almost every day as exciting

9 I am open minded and willing to consider new ideas or proposals

10 I evaluate problems realistically

11 I am flexible, I avoid conflicts, generally I strive for agreement

12
I have no inclination to control the behavior of others. I avoid judging and criticizing 
others

13
I have already participated in the past in social activities or projects that require 
cooperation

14 In general, I trust the people. I am convinced that I can count on some people

15
I am able to calmly think through a situation to seek a solution. I usually find a way out 
of a difficult situation

16 I create around me the feeling of security and freedom

17 I try to be friendly to others

18
In general I have the feeling that I understand what is happening around me and what 
is happening in the world

19
I think that I was effective in past collective endeavours and that the cooperation 
suited me

20 I am interested in world events and explanations of ongoing developments

21 
Additional research question: Do you think that the legislative regulations in the 
neighboring Czech Republic which allow the legitimate possession of small quantities of 
drugs (including marijuana) is appropriate and worthy to follow ?

Table 1.  An questionnaire for the assessment of abilities to cooperation and additionally opinion about the legislative regula-
tions related to drugs Female [ ], man [ ]. Age in years…, Current occupation: student [ ] work [ ] Education: gym-
nasium [ ], lyceum level [ ], bachelor [ ], after second degree [ ].

106

Brodziak A. et al.: 
Attitudes to liberalization of legislation related to drugs

© Med Sci Tech, 2016; 57: 104-109
RESEARCH PAPER



The intuitively comprehensible statement about these results 
is, however, that 14 Polish, 5 Slovak, and 11 Czech students 
gave a “yes” answer to question No. 21. The answer {“no” or 
“in the middle”, or “I don’t know “} was selected by 19 Polish, 
38 Slovak, and 16 Czech students.

The chi-square test results for the above frequencies for the 
comparison Nysa-Trenczin are: Pearson uncorrected 9.444; 
p<0.002 and Yates corrected 7.873; p<0.005. For the compar-
ison Trenczin-Zlin, the calculated values were Pearson uncor-
rected 7.97; p<0.002 and Yates corrected 6.40; p<0.011. For 
the comparison Nysa-Zlin, the calculated chi-square values 
were not statistically significant.

These results could be analyzed in more detail by separating 
the answers “no” and “in the middle” or “I don’t know”. We 
present this arrangement of results in Tables 3 and 4.

It appears that even in the Czech Republic, many young people 
(approx. 60%) do not consider the liberalization of legislation 
for the possession of small amounts of drugs as appropriate. 
The proportion of young Polish students who do not positive-
ly assess such legislation is similar. In Slovakia, young people 
overwhelmingly judge such legislation negatively or have no 
opinion on this subject.

The average ability to work together, estimated by the arithme-
tic average score for questions 1–20, obtained by students from 

Nysa was 16.33, and was similar among students in Trenčín 
(15.02) and Zlin (16.90). The averages were similar and the 
observed differences were not significant.

Discussion

Interpretation of the results is difficult, mainly because of the 
small size of the sample groups. Nevertheless, our initial pi-
lot results are surprising and incline us to encourage exten-
sive research on the equivalent attitudes of citizens in differ-
ent European countries. Many journalists, psychologists, and 
doctors in the Netherlands, Portugal, and the Czech Republic 
assessed the individual and social consequences of such reg-
ulations as beneficial [15–18].

Hannah Laqueur discussed in details [19] the opinion of the 
Cato Institute, a major libertarian think-tank in the United 
States, which issued on 2009 a report on drug law reforms 
implemented by Portugal in 2001 [18]. He remembers that 
Portugal’s reforms decriminalized the acquisition, posses-
sion, and personal use of small quantities of all psychoactive 
drugs, including heroin and cocaine. Hannah Laqueur empha-
sized that Glenn Greenwald from the Cato Institute argued 
that “judged by virtually every metric, the Portuguese de-
criminalization framework has been a resounding success”. 
Hannah Laqueur cited a similar opinion among many high-vol-
ume journals. These conclusions have been widely accepted; 

Yes
In the middle or 

I don’t know
No

In the middle or 
I don’t know and No

Students in Zlin (27) 11 11 5 16

Students in Trencin (43) 5 13 25 38

Students in Nysa (33) 14 9 10 19

Table 2. Number of answers for three possible options for the question no 21 obtained using the presented questionnaire.

Yes
In the middle or 

I don’t know

Students in Zlin (27) 11 11

Students in Trencin (27) 5 13

Pearson uncorrected and p< 
2.037
0.154

Yates corrected and p<
1.216
0.27

Table 3.  The Chi square test results for the comparisons: 
students in Zlin and students in Trencin for the options 
of answers “yes” and “In the middle or I don’t know”.

Yes No

Students in Zlin (27) 11 5

Students in Trencin (27) 5 25

Pearson uncorrected and p< 
12.47

0.00001

Yates corrected and p<
10.28

0.00001

Table 4.  The Chi square test results for the comparisons: 
students in Zlin and students in Trencin for the options 
of answers “yes” and “no”.
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however, there are some authors who believe there is still a 
problem. Sznitman and Zlotove discuss the possible impact 
of legalization, already implemented in many countries, of 
the use of cannabis for therapeutic purposes (CTP) on public 
health and safety [20].

In light of these data, it is difficult to explain the results ob-
tained by our survey. Clarification of the existence of such a 
large proportion of young people in Poland, Slovakia, and even 
the Czech Republic, who negatively assess such legislation lib-
eralization requires in-depth psychological analysis. Currently, 
it is only possible to formulate “psychoanalytic” hypotheses, 
which should be verified.

It seems to us that many people living in Central European 
countries have rooted prejudices against facilitating the induc-
tion of altered states of consciousness, with the exception of 
the use of alcohol. The same reflexes can be noted in young 
doctors working in hospitals who are parsimonious with the 
application of drugs such as morphine in patients suffering 
from pain caused by cancers. The observations of Krystosek 
agree with our results. He found that “greater religiosity re-
duces the likelihood of support for legalization” [21].

The discussed attitude is probably related to the overriding be-
liefs concerning the rights of any human to liberty and freedom 
of decision-making. Many people in these countries do not want 
to gain greater freedom. One must suspect that many citizens 
of these countries are convinced of the need for strict con-
trol of behavior and penalties by “wiser” persons in authority.

It seems to us also that the described attitude has some con-
nection with the low values obtained on the scale of the abili-
ty to cooperate. High social capital is manifested by high social 

activity and a vibrant, innovative industry and economy. The 
scientific achievements of a country especially depend on the 
level of social capital. The Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, 
and Slovakia have rather mediocre results in the field of sci-
entific investigations [22]. It seems that in this situation it 
is worth looking for psychological and social reasons of the 
poor ability to cooperate. It seems to us that the first think-
ing and investigations should concern psychological and so-
cial causes of passivity.

Conclusions

1.  A significant proportion of young people in the Czech 
Republic, Poland, and Slovakia do not approve of the liber-
alization of legislation on possession of small amounts of 
marijuana and other drugs.

2.  It is necessary to verify the “psychoanalytic” hypotheses ex-
plaining the nature of these prejudices.

3.  One must suspect that many citizens of these countries do 
not condone the right to freely make personal decisions 
based on temporary changes in perception.

4.  The lack of social approval for the legal possession of small 
amounts of marijuana makes it difficult to fight dangerous 
“new psychoactive substances”.

5.  Data about the consequences of the liberalized legislation 
introduced in some countries are scarce, and their signifi-
cance is ambiguous; therefore, there is a need for in-depth 
population-based studies to clarify these issues.
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