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• Drug use and driving are strictly regulated in Portugal;

• Unlike alcohol, random roadside drug testing is not permitted;

• Police saliva testing is only allowed where there is reasonable suspicion based on 

observed signs of impairment;

• As a result, information on the general prevalence of drug use among drivers remains 

limited;

• Additional challenges include the cost of roadside drug screening tests, different cut-off 

drug screening tests and the difficulty of defining thresholds that reliably reflect driving 

impairment;

• This pilot study tested a voluntary, anonymous roadside drug-screening approach 

without police involvement.

Background
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Self-declared behaviour
& Personal acceptability

Car drivers 
Drive within 1 hour after taking drugs 
(other than prescribed or over the 
counter medication).
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Drug driving in Portugal: national 
overview

Self-declared behaviour
& Personal acceptability

Motorcyclist/ moped riders Cyclists
Ride/cycle within 1 hour after taking 
drugs (other than prescribed or over 
the counter medication).
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Drug driving in Portugal: national 
overview

Enforcement perception & 
Experienced enforcement

Car drivers
Checked by the police for using 
drugs (other than prescribed or over 
the counter medication) while driving 
a car.



Objectives:

• Test the feasibility of voluntary roadside saliva drug screening without police involvement;

• Assess how well self-declared questions capture drug use while driving;

• Examine drivers’ attitudes towards drug testing.

Study design:

• Pilot roadside study in petrol stations;

• Voluntary, anonymous participation by car drivers;

• Combined approach: saliva drug test + short questionnaire;

• Conducted without police involvement;

• Questionnaires completed on paper or tablet.

Objectives and study design 
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• Short anonymous questionnaire completed before saliva testing.

• Included: 

⚬ driver and trip information.

⚬ self-declared driving after drug use in the past 30 days. 
* Over the last 30 days, how often did you as a car driver, drive within 1 hour after taking drugs (other than prescribed or over the                              

counter medication)?

⚬ self-declared driving after medication use in the past 30 days. 
* Over the last 30 days, how often did you as a car driver, drive within 2 hours after taking medication that may affect your driving 

ability?

Questionnaire
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* questions aligned with ESRA3
Answer scale: 5-point scale 1 to 5, where 1 is “never” and 5 is “(almost) 
always”.



Two portable saliva drug screening devices were used in the pilot study. Both are currently used by 

the Portuguese authorities.

Saliva drug testing
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• Target population: car drivers.

• Sample designed to reflect the Portuguese car-driver population in terms of sex and age group (18–24, 

25–44, 45–64, 65+).

• Data were collected in four Portuguese cities in May 2025.

• Two trained researchers were involved in each session.

Sample size by location and day of the week:

Sample and locations
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• Drivers were approached at petrol stations and invited to participate voluntarily.

• Random selection following a next-driver approach, with quotas by sex and age group. 

• Participants completed a self-administered questionnaire on paper or tablet (anonymization). 

• A saliva drug test was then carried out using a disposable testing device.

• Results were checked after the required waiting time, once the driver had left the site, although some 

drivers chose to wait and see the result. 

• Questionnaire and test were linked through a unique anonymous ID. 

• Average duration: approximately 5 minutes.

Field procedures
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Results - saliva drug testing 
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Results - questionnaire
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• Roadside saliva drug testing was feasible in Portugal without police involvement.

• Voluntary participation was high, suggesting good acceptability of this non-police approach. 

• Fieldwork procedures were compatible with roadside data collection and could be implemented in a 

relatively short time. 

• Voluntary participation may have introduced selection bias, so prevalence estimates should be seen 

as minimum estimates. 

• Positive drug results do not necessarily indicate current impairment, as some drivers with positive 

result reported use more than 12 hours before testing. 

• Questionnaire data may provide a useful low-cost complement to saliva testing, although 

medication-related responses may be affected by misclassification. 

• Test cost should also be considered when assessing the feasibility of wider implementation.

Main conclusions and limitations
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• Consider voluntary roadside saliva testing as a feasible option in contexts where 

police involvement is not permitted.

• Combine saliva testing with self-reported data to improve prevalence estimates and 

better understand related behaviours and attitudes.

• When scaling up this approach, take test costs, possible underestimation, and the 

relationship between positive results and actual impairment into account.

• Further research is needed to clarify how positive saliva results relate to actual 

impairment.

Recommendations
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