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Abstract

Introduction:

Among young individuals involved in the juvenile justice system, one of the most pressing
challenges is the use of psychoactive substances, including alcohol and various drugs. Numerous
studies have shown a link between substance use and criminal behavior. However, in Georgia,
there is limited research on the experiences of youth participating in diversion programs,
particularly in relation to substance use and its underlying factors.

Objective:

The aim of this study is to explore the experiences of psychoactive substance use among young
people involved in a diversion program and to examine the personal and social factors that
influence their behavior.

Methodology:

This mixed-methods study involved in-depth individual interviews and the administration of the
ASSIST (Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test) questionnaire, which
participants completed electronically. Interviews were recorded in audio format and analyzed
using thematic analysis.

Results:

The study involved 12 participants aged 18-21, all enrolled in the diversion program at the
National Probation Agency in Tbilisi. Each had experience using psychoactive substances. The
majority (66.7%) had not completed secondary education, and most were engaged in temporary
or unstable employment.

Initial substance use typically began between the ages of 12 and 15, often within peer groups and
for recreational purposes. The most commonly used substances were tobacco, alcohol, and
marijuana, though some participants also reported using PVP, cocaine, amphetamines, and other
drugs.

Psychoactive substances were frequently used as a mechanism for emotional regulation. However,
participants often described only short-term relief followed by emotional decline. Many
respondents associated their substance use with past trauma, mental health challenges, and
difficulties in coping with stress.

Family dynamics emerged as a significant factor. Strong emotional ties with mothers were
frequently mentioned, while relationships with fathers were often described as distant or absent.



Additional influential factors included negative attitudes toward school, the social environment
of their neighborhoods, and peer relationships.

Notably, access to drugs was not perceived as a barrier for these young individuals. Many
expressed a sense of stigma from society, distrust toward state institutions, and a lack of access to
support services.

Conclusion:

The findings indicate that substance use among youth in the diversion program is closely linked
to early-life trauma, family dynamics, emotional regulation difficulties, and broader social
context. Substance use often began in early adolescence and was associated with anxiety and
depressive episodes. Maternal emotional support emerged as a protective factor, while paternal
absence or detachment was seen as a risk factor. Negative perceptions of school and the influence
of the residential environment were also significant.

Keywords: psychoactive substances, experience, diversion program.



