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Scientists can help in drug abuse prevention: Model from Portugal. 

Teresa Summavielle  
(Instituto de Biologia  

Molecular e Celular – IBMC,  
University of Porto Portugal.   

 Research centers are b ecoming a ware o f the relevance o f an 
active interaction with the outside society, improving the under-
standing of many scientific issues which have a significant im-
pact on daily life. Knowledge it-self may represent a direct con-
tribution to transforming life-styles.  However, often there is no 
clear a pplication of knowledge acquired from scientific i nto 
daily life..   

 Based on the research that is being conducted by the Neurobehavioral Group at the IBMC (Institute for Molecular and 
Cell Biology), which is focused on the neurotoxic effects of drug abuse at several levels, it was possible to gather rele-
vant information on the effects of “Ecstasy”. This particular drug has increasing levels of consumption among the ado-
lescent population. However, reports indicate that they are unaware of the real consequences that ecstasy may have either 
acutely or in a long term. Furthermore, the number of adolescents convinced that ecstasy does not represent a serious 
risk is also rising. Therefore, we have conceived a plan for direct action in the high-school environment, aiming to pre-
vent the abuse of ecstasy among 9th graders.  
 

This project was part of a more extensive program (financed by Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian) which aimed to charac-
terize long term effects of exposure to ecstasy at the molecular and behavioral levels in an adolescent rat model.   
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We have tried to accomplish our objectives through education on the neurobiological consequences of drug abuse 
adapted to the level of the students. Information was focused on altered brain morphology and function, emphasizing 
long-term effects and main consequences for daily life. The choice of this grade level was based on the fact that a signifi-
cant number of students leave school when the compulsory education period ends. Choosing a higher school grade 
would lead us to loose a relevant fraction of the intended audience. Also, among 10th graders, ecstasy is already widely 
abused. It was found that more than 2000 students from the area of Porto (Portugal) have been affected.  The image of 
this campaign was considered a key-point; therefore, we have invested in an appealing visual that was imprinted into 
pins, t-shirts and other offers to the students, reinforcing our message. A leaflet with written and visual information was 
also distributed to all the students.  
 

At a later stage of this project, in collaboration with a graduating student from Journalism Communication Sciences, we 
have decided to broaden the range of our effort by creating a website were reliable information of the effects ecstasy and 
other drugs (in Portuguese) would be presented to adolescents and  young adults. Another relevant issue was the use of 
science-based information during the campaign and the direct involvement of scientists in the campaign. We divided the 
campaign using two different approaches: information distribution by leaflets and talks by the researchers, both using 
that same graphic image and covering the same contents. 
 

In order to find out how the adolescents’ knowledge on the subject was improved by our program, a questionnaire was 
implemented. Our first results, obtained by comparing the answers to particular questions before our actions and one 
month afterwards, showed highly significant difference between the two points. For instance, the proportion of students 
that correctly identified 3 out of 5 long-term effects of ecstasy increased from 22 to 65%, while in schools where only 
leaflets were distributed, the increase was from 23 to 39%. Those reporting not to be aware of the effects decreased from 
56 to 9% after our visit, reinforcing the relevance of scientists’ involvement in this type of service to the community. 

P a g e 6 V o l u m e 1 , I s s u e 3 .   

Scientists can help in drug abuse prevention: Model from Portugal. 
Teresa Summavielle (Continued from previous page).

Visual images  used in the Portuguese model were imprinted into pins and  
T-shirts to reinforce images of the effects of drugs in the brain.  
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What is IDARS? 
“IDARS” is an acronym for the International Drug Abuse Research Society.  The  
purposes of IDARS are scientific, educational and charitable.  The Society seeks to  
promote excellence in: 1) advancing the understanding of drug abuse, substance 
abuse, and addiction, 2) bringing together scientists of varying backgrounds and dis-
ciplines within the field of drug abuse research, 3) integrating drug abuse research  
directed at all levels of biological organization to improve prevention and treatment  
efforts, 4) promoting education in the addiction sciences, 5) informing the general 
public about the results and implications of current research in the addiction sci-
ences. 
 

Who are the members of IDARS? 
Members of IDARS are research scientists and clinicians from around the world.   
The current president of IDARS is Dr. Michael J. Kuhar, Professor of Pharmacol-
ogy, at the Yerkes National Primate Center of Emory University, in Atlanta, GA.   
IDARS President-Elect is Dr. George F. Koob, Professor and Chair of the

 
Committee on the Neurobiology of Addictive Disorders at The Scripps Research  
Institute, San Diego, CA.  The Chief Executive Officer is Dr. Syed F. Ali, Head,  
Neurochemistry Laboratory, Division of Neurotoxicology, at the National 

 
Toxicological Research Center, Food and Drug Administration, in Jefferson, AR.   
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