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English Summary

Recent years have seen an increase in young people in their twenties going on a prolonged
"trek™ in different areas of the world, on the whole following a 2-3 year army service. During
the trek, these young people experiment with different experiences, some of which can expose
them to physical and emotional dangers, such as illegal drug use and risk behaviors. The aim of
this research was to understand better the extent to which they endanger themselves. We also
wanted to understand which young people are at greater risk and what can predict them
undertaking more risky behavior.

The research included 249 young people (129 men and 120 women) who were about to
go on a trek of at least 5 months. The participants were recruited in immunization centers.
Before setting off on the trek, they completed surveys which asked them about use of addictive
substances, personality variables, psychological symptoms and levels of functioning.
Following return, participants reported on levels of substance use during the trek and use four
months after the trek. In addition, levels of personality indices and functioning, and number of
psychological symptoms were reassessed.

Results suggest the existence of three unique groups of "backpackers". The first group
of 104 young people (52.3%) included those who didn’t use drugs either before or during the
trek. For these young people, it seems that the trek is an experience in which they grow and
serves as a transition to adulthood. The second group included 61 young people (30.7%) who
rarely used drugs before the trek. However during the trek there was a significant increase in
their drug use which decreased again following their return. These young people were found to
have high levels of novelty seeking and reported on higher levels of psychological difficulties
prior to setting off on the trek. This group of young people, who can be defined as functioning
in Israel, expose themselves to grater danger during the trek due to a significant increase in

drug use. The third group included 34 young people (17%) who tended to use drugs fairly
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regularly before the trek. During the trek they reported on a significant increase in drug use
which remained higher following the trek than it was prior to the trek. The young people in this
group, prior to the trek exhibited lower personal efficacy and greater levels of novelty and
reward seeking. These personality tendencies lead them to drug taking in Israel and into greater
risk situations during the trek because of the significant increase in drug use.

The results of the study suggest that we can see three distinctive groups of young
people who go off on a prolonged trek. In addition, it seems that through the use of personality
characteristics, such as novelty seeking and efficacy, and psychological symptoms, it is
possible to predict which young people belong to the groups for whom the trek can involve
increased risk, as opposed to the group for whom the trek is a positive growing experience.
Since for half of the young people setting off on the trek, it is an experience which involves
increased risk, we feel it could be helpful to set up support centers both in Israel (for prior to
and following the trek) and in locations where backpackers tend to concentrate abroad. We also
feel that it could be helpful to prepare information sheets that emphasize the increased level of

dangers for large numbers of the young people.
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