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Introduc�on

Medical students encounter a constant pressure of 

academic and clinical ac�vi�es, as well as easy access to 

drugs which could enable them to use different substances. 

Medical students who use substances can endanger others 

by losing sound judgment, failing to take responsibility, and 

causing harm to service recipients.

Objec�ve

The study was aimed to find out the prevalence and pa�ern 

of substance use among undergraduate medical students of 

Birat Medical College and Teaching Hospital, Nepal.

Methodology

This hospital based cross sec�onal study was carried out 

from January 2021 to February 2021 at Birat Medical College 

and Teaching Hospital, Morang Nepal. A total of 207 

subjects were included in the study, which was selected 

using convenience sampling. All par�cipants were given a 

self-prepared semi-structured pre-tested ques�onnaire in 

order to gather informa�on about their sociodemographic 

profile and pa�ern of substance use.

Result

The overall prevalence of substance use among students of 

BMCTH was 59 (28.50%) (n=207). Males were significantly 

associated with substance use than females (P < 0.001). 

Prevalence of substance use were maximum among final 

year students 26 (76.47%). The most common used 

substance was alcohol 49 (83.05%) followed by tobacco 

smoking 24 (40.67%) and cannabis 11 (18.64%). Curiosity of 

experience 39 (35.77%) and seeking pleasure 19 (17.43%) 

were the main reason of substance use among students.

Conclusion

In this study students were found to be involved in some 

form of substance use, with many of them ini�a�ng a�er 

enrolling in medical school. Majority of students used for 

the sake of fun which they use as a source of entertainment 

to deviate their minds from the pressure of studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Medical school is a cri�cal transi�onal period in students 
lives, during which they may begin to consume alcohol, 
tobacco and other substances.  Medical students who use 1

substances may endanger others by losing sound judgment, 
failing to take responsibility and causing harm to service 
recipients. Medical students have a con�nuous burden of 
academic and clinical ac�vi�es and have easy access to drugs 

2that might influence the students to use the substances.  
Rates of substance use reported by different studies vary 

3,4globally.  Literature revealed that physicians, den�st, 
nurses have far higher rates of dependence, uncontrolled 
substances such as opioids, s�mulants, seda�ves than other 
professionals of compared educa�onal achievements e.g. 

5lawyers.  Research shows the es�mated prevalence rate of 
substance abuse among students is around 20 to 40 percent 

6,7worldwide.  In Nepal, 50 to 60 % of medical students are 
8es�mated to be substance abusers.  The reasons for such a 

high prevalence among medical and dental students are 
numerous and complex, including exposure to a variety of 
academic, social and economic stressors that may affect 

9learning ability and academic performance.  Medical schools 
should train medical students to understand the risk 
inherent in the use of addic�ve substances because, in the 
future, they will have to prevent, diagnose and treat 
substance use and abuse by their pa�ents. The importance 
of studies like this one is more significant as there is lack of 
cumula�ve evidence related to substance use. Therefore, 
the study is undertaken to find out the prevalence and 
pa�ern of substance use among undergraduate medical 
students of Birat Medical College and Teaching Hospital, 
Nepal.

METHODOLOGY

This is a descrip�ve cross-sec�onal study conducted among 
the undergraduate students of Birat Medical College and 
Teaching Hospital, Morang Nepal. The study was conducted 
over one month dura�on from January 2021 to February 2021. 
The study was approved by Ins�tu�onal Review Commi�ee 
of BMCTH (Ref: IRC-PA-095/2077-78). For possible ethical 
concerns, the study protocol was discussed among the 
students and facilita�ng faculty. All possible measures were 
taken to ensure the confiden�ality of all par�cipants. Wri�en 
informed consent was obtained from all the par�cipa�ng 
subjects. The sample consisted of a total of 207 subjects 
selected through convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria 
cons�tuted all basic and clinical undergraduate medical 
students who provided informed consent. A self-prepared 
semi-structured ques�onnaire administered in English 
language was used to conduct this study. The ques�onnaire 
was created following a comprehensive analysis of the 
literature, as well as discussions among inves�gators. 
Par�cipants were asked to return the filled-up ques�onnaire 
to inves�gators within 20 minutes. The first part of the 
ques�onnaire contained the socio-demographic profile of 
the students. The second part gathered informa�on about 
type of substance use, frequency of use, reason of ini�a�on 

source of drugs etc. Substances included were alcohol, cannabis, 
s�mulants, seda�ves, tranquilizers, opium, cocaine, 
hallucinogens, inhalants (vola�le agents) and tobacco 
(including cigare�es and snuff). All the descrip�ve data was 
entered and analyzed in Sta�s�cal Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS 21.0 version). 

RESULTS

The overall prevalence of substance use among students of 
Birat Medical College & Teaching Hospital was 59 (28.50%). 
Males were more associated with substance use than 
females. This associa�on of males with substance use was 
sta�s�cally significant (P < 0.001). Out of total par�cipants, 
157 (75.84%) were Nepalese na�onal and 50 (24.15%) were 
Indian; 106 (51.20%) were males and 101 (48.79%) were 
females. Age of the par�cipants ranged from 16-27 years 
with mean age of 21.95 ± 1.99 years. Among them, majority 
belonged to the age group 20-23 years 146 (70.53%). Most of 
the par�cipants were Hindu by religion 186 (89.85%) and 
had a dual family type 172 (83.09%).Majority 202 (97.58%) 
of the par�cipants resided in campus hostel. 

Table 1. Sociodemographic profile of subjects (n=207)

Prevalence of substance use were maximum among final 
year students 26 (76.47%) than first year 16 (23.18%), second 
year 12 (23.07%) and third year students 4 (7.69%). Prevalence 
of substance use was more among those staying in campus 
hostels 58 (98.30%) than those living at own homes. Out of 
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the most common used substance was alcohol 49 (83.05%) 
followed by cigare�e smoking 24 (40.67%) and cannabis 11 
(18.64%). Out of those doing substance use, 20 (33.89%) of 
the students were poly-substance users. Only 1 (1.69%) 
student reported the use of opioids. 

Table 2. Distribu�on of substance use according to sex 

(*Mul�ple response)

About 22(37.28%) of students started using substance a�er 
joining medical college. Approximately 35 (59.32%) students 
started taking substance at age between 17-20 years. 

Figure 1: Age at first ini�a�ng substance use 

The main reason of substance use was due to curiosity of 
experience 39 (35.77%) and seeking pleasure 19 (17.43%). 
Frustra�on or stress relief 17 (15.59%) and personal tragedy 
6 (5.50%) were also among the notable causes of substance use. 

Table 3. Reasons for ini�a�ng substance use among 
medical students(*Mul�ple response)

Out of 59 students using substance, 21 (35.59%) of them 
had a posi�ve family history of substance use. Majority of 
the students bought them from local shop 44 (74.57%) and 
23(38.98%) got from friends.

Figure 2: Source of substance use 

DISCUSSION

Substance use is widely recognized as a cri�cal area of 
concern when it comes to medical students. The present 
study was undertaken to determine the prevalence and 
pa�ern of substance use in medical undergraduate students 
of different academic stages. The overall prevalence of 
substance use among the medical students of BMCTH was 
found to be (28.50%). This prevalence rate is comparable to 

10an Indian study, which showed a prevalence rate of 24.2%.  
However various Nepalese studies showed higher 

2,8,11prevalence rate compared to our study.  In our study 
males were found to have a significantly higher frequency of 
substance use than females. Mul�ple studies have confirmed 

12,13 that substance use is associated with gender. However, 
this finding is not in support to another study where no 

8difference was observed in substance use related to genders.  
This male predominance in substance use could be 
a�ributed to our social structure, which gives men more 
freedom, than females. It is widely recognized that 

1adolescent alcohol consump�on is primarily a social act.  
According to a study from Newcastle, UK, college students 
had a higher prevalence of drinking and alcohol related 

14disorders than non-college youths.  Medical students are a 
high-risk group. Alcohol, tobacco and cannabis use, as observed 
in our study was (83.05%), (40.67%) and (18.64%) respec�vely. 
In the same way, a study from Nepal also discovered (60.3%) 
medical students using various substances. Among them 
alcohol (57.6%), tobacco (27.6%), and cannabis (12.8%) 

2were commonly used. Also, comparable results have been 
found in another study in Nepal where the use of alcohol, 
tobacco, and marijuana were 59.6%, 28.2% and 11.9% 

15respec�vely.

These pa�erns of alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis use may 
reflect Nepalese society's substance use pa�ern and are 

2recognized as a social sanc�on.  However, socio-demographic 
factors, educa�on level, peer pressure, independent lifestyle, 
stressful ac�vi�es, psychological factors and many more all 
have a significant impact on the consump�on of these 

2,8,12substances.

It has been widely reported that moving up the educa�onal 
15ladder can have an impact on the use of various substances.  
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In our survey, final year medical students (76.47 %) used 
more substances than other years of medical students. In 
this study, it was observed that medical school is not a 
typical star�ng point for alcohol and tobacco use. The use of 
alcohol and tobacco was established prior to star�ng 
medical school, whereas the use of cannabis and opioids began 
a�er joining medical school. Experimenta�on (35.77%) was 
one of the major reasons of substance use followed by 
feeling of pleasure (17.43%). Similarly, another Nepalese 
study reported experimenta�on (42.3%), stress (19.5%), 

2and pleasure (15.4%) as principal causes of substance use.  
A�er star�ng with alcohol, other drugs are consumed for 
curiosity, pleasure, or to alleviate psychological stress. It 
was observed that as students advance up the academic 
ladder, there has been an increase in substance use. The 
frequency and prevalence of poly-drug use could be due to 
high level of stress experienced by students as a result of 
academic pressure. Therefore, it is cri�cal to educate 
students about the risks and benefits of substance use 
during the early stages of their medical careers. This 
appears to be more important to prevent this worrying 
situa�on before they become a qualified doctor.

CONCLUSION

In this study students were found to be involved in some 
form of substance use, with many of them ini�a�ng a�er 
enrolling in medical school. Majority of students used 
substances for the sake of fun which they use as a source of 
entertainment to deviate their minds from the pressure of 
studies. This study might help in educa�on, preven�on, 
screening and policy making rela�ng to the consequences 
of the substance use for the be�erment of the students and 
the medical school environment. Hence, measures such as 

proper counseling and student guidance should be taken to 
address the problem of substance use, so that its 
prevalence can be significantly reduced, if not completely 
eliminated.

RECOMMENDATION

The assessment of knowledge, a�tude and prac�ce of the 
medical students regarding substance use and its pa�ern 
needs to be further explored in depth on larger popula�on.

LIMITATION OF THE STUDY

The study is a single centered study, and the samples 
represent only medical students of one medical college. 
Therefore, the finding of this study cannot be generalized at 
a na�onal level. Mul�-sectoral study needs to be conducted 
in order to understand the use and others factors that 
influence the use of these substances among medical students. 
As the present study depends on the informa�on provided 
by the par�cipants, there is a possibility of recall bias in the 
study. 
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