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PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS OF HEAVY
SMOKERS AND ABSTAINERS AS A FUNCTION OF PERCEIVED
PREDISPOSITIONS TOWARDS MARIJUANA USE

NICHOLAS F. SKINNER
King’s College, University of Western Ontario

Inaccurate stereotyping by nonusers was explanatory of the prevailing lack of agreement concerning
the personality characteristics of heavy marijuana smokers.
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Despite their considerable extent, recent empirical attempts to identify personality
characteristics common to college marijuana smokers have yielded equivocal results. In the
majority of studies, heavy marijuana users are characterized in terms of emotional and social
instability, for example, /ow scores on self-sufficiency, frustration tolerance, self-control and
moral maturity, and high ratings on dominance, recklessness, impulsivity, rebelliousness,
hysteria and neuroticism (Green et al., 1971; Hogan et al., 1970; Robbins et al., 1971; Zinberg &
Weil, 1970). Representative of a substantially-supported contradictory set of findings, however,
are reports that “maladjustment scores and frequency of use of marijuana are unrelated...” (Cross &
Davis, 1972, p. 65), and that regular marijuana users exhibit superior creativity, lower auth-
oritarianism, and are “...no more anxious and impulsive than non-users” (Grossman et al., 1971, p.
335).

In the present experiment we examined the hypothesis that these discrepant data in part might
reflect differing preconceptions held by nonusers and heavy users as to the desirability of those
personality characteristics which would incline an individual towards the practice of regular
marijuana smoking. Acknowledged nonusers were asked to fake the Eysenck Personality
Inventory (EPI; Eysenck & Eysenck, 1964) in the direction which they felt was indicative of a
personality predisposition to heavy marijuana use. It was predicted that faked scores of nonusers
would be significantly higher on both extraversion (E) and neuroticism (N), compared to honest
self-report scores of heavy users.

METHOD

From approximately 200 male introductory psychology students (M age = 19.02 years, range
17-26) anonymously self-rated on a 7-point scale of marijuana use (1 = nonuse; 7 = heavy use), 30
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TABLE 1

COMPARISON OF EPI SCORES UNDER HONEST AND FAKING INSTRUCTIONS

E Scale N Scale L Scale
Honest Faking Honest Faking Honest Faking
Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD  Mean SD
Heavy users 10.22  4.02 18.06* 3.93 10.3 4.84 17.87* 438 1.32 1.01  3.80 2.50
Abstainers 10.46  4.67 18.90%* 4.39 12.19 5.02 18.78* 4.66 1.21 1.14 455 2.82
Control .... ... ... 10.53 4.38 12.07 4.27 1.46 1.26

Note: *Significantly different from honest condition mean at p > .10.
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abstainers and 30 heavy users responded to the EPI (Form A) twice, first under standard
instructions (honest condition) and immediately afterwards under instructions to fake, as
follows: “Previously you completed this questionnaire as it honestly applied to you. This time try
to fill it in the way you feel a person highly predisposed to regular and frequent marijuana usage
would answer” (fake condition). A matched group of 30 control participants, uninformed as to
the nature of the experiment, replied to the EPI according to standard instructions.

RESULTS

As shown in Table 1, under standard instructions, mean E, N, and L (Lie) scores for the
abstainers and heavy users did not differ significantly from those of control participants. Attempts
to simulate a predisposition to heavy marijuana usage produced significant increments in E and N
for both experimental groups.

DISCUSSION

The predicted high E and N scores for both abstainers and heavy users under the fake condition
at first appear to confirm numerous previous reports that college students regard the habitual
marijuana smoker as an extremely extraverted, neurotic individual. But if such is the case, how
then to interpret the finding that under the honest condition scores for heavy users were
virtually no different — indeed they were lower, although not significantly — from those of either
abstainers or control participants, and thus did not reflect this unstable personality constellation? At
least two explanations may be suggested. If, in consistency theory terms (Brown, 1965), an
individual believes in the social and emotional liability of the heavy user, to admit such
characteristics in himself would generate dissonance which could be reduced by changing his
personal assessment in the direction of stability, thereby generating depressed E and N scores
under the honest condition.

Alternatively, and perhaps more parsimoniously, while marijuana use admittedly might be
attractive to marginally adjusted individuals as a means of coping with a difficult reality, in view of
the noticeable lack of substantial evidence of any deleterious effects, the majority of heavy
marijuana smokers may view their indulgence simply as a pleasant and even useful recreation. In
other words, the present data suggest that the non-users’ assessment is a stereotype
inappropriate to the majority of heavy users, who regard themselves as well-adjusted individuals
partaking in what is becoming “....an accepted mode of social expression” (Garfield et al., 1971,
p. 491). Such disparate attitudes have undoubtedly contributed to previous conflicting
findings, and prior knowledge of their existence should minimize considerably their operation
in future investigations of the personality characteristics of heavy marijuana smokers.
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