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ABSTRACT
Objective: The study was aimed at determining the frequency, common type 
and causes of substance use among the professional institute of Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa, Pakistan as well as comparing substance users based on gender and 
their residence (day scholars versus hostellers). 

Methodology: Three professional institutes i.e., Khyber Medical College 
(KMC) Peshawar, University of Engineering and technology (UET) Peshawar 
and Ghulam Ishaq Khan University (GIK) Topi were selected from Khyber Pa-
khtunkhwa, for the study. From these three institutes, 300 willing participants 
both men and women were selected. Alcohol, Smoking, Substance Involve-
ment Screening Test was administered on the sample. Chi-square was used to 
analyze the data.

Results: Hundreds students each were taken from KMC, UET and GIK. The 
age range of the sample was 19-25 years with a mean of 21.76±1.16 years. 
There were 204 (68%) students using various substances. Out of these, 138 
were males and 66 females. The common substance used by the students was 
tobacco products (n=124, 41.4%) followed by sedatives (n= 44, 14.7%) and 
alcohol (n=20, 6.7%). Out of 152 students residing in hostels, 91 were using 
substances compared to 63 out of 148 day scholars.   

Conclusion: The study revealed that Tobacco was the most common sub-
stance used in the study population. Males and students living in hostels were 
more substance consumer as compared to females and day scholars, respec-
tively.
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INTRODUCTION
Substance users are individuals who use drug with 

or without prescription for the sake of pleasure or grat-
ification, but later on become dependent on the sub-
stance and increase the dosage to get the desired level 
of satisfaction1.

To understand the attitudes towards drug addiction 
integrative models were introduced which addresses re-
lated questions2. The Moral Model emphasizes to blame 
the user for a lack of moral character and self-control. 
The disease model suggests that user required medical 
treatment rather than punishment. The physical depen-
dence Model is also known as withdrawal avoidance 
model. It focused on the unpleasant withdrawal symp-
toms that occur when a person stop taking drugs. The 
positive Reward model assume that physical depen-
dence can be an important factor for the consumption 
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of drug of use but it is not the sole explanation for drug 
addiction. 

Various substances have the potential for abuse and 
dependence. Many of these substances share features 
that alter the neurons in the area of the brain involved in 
the regulation of pleasure or reward3. Tobacco, alcohol, 
opium, cannabis, hallucinogens, stimulants, sedatives, 
Amphetamines and Cocaine are the most common 
and well known substances. Among these, tobacco is 
the most common substance used by both gender all 
over the world. Before cigarette popularity on media it 
was not very common among women but now the ratio 
is increasing day by day. Country like Pakistan, where 
mostly people are conservative and value-oriented is 
also facing the same problem. The Global Youth To-
bacco Survey4 reported that tobacco consumption ra-
tio among boys and girls have increased from 2:1 to7:1 
respectively. Among the tobacco products, Shisha has 
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also got substantial popularity among substance us-
ers. It is a smoking flavored tobacco in which inhalation 
smoke is passed via water basin. Many people consider 
shisha to be less harmful than cigarettes. However, it 
absorbs more carbon mono-oxide than do cigarettes. 
It is also evident that water pipe contains serious health 
risks and cannot be considered as a safe alternative to 
tobacco smoking. 

Substance use among student population is an im-
portant issue. The college/university students are the 
most (fall under late adolescent and early adults) prone 
towards substance use. The major concern of this pe-
riod is identity development and peer conformity5. To 
meet the demands of higher education, facing aca-
demic stresses, adapting desires of family and society, 
initiating intimate relationships and new commitments, 
they are more vulnerable to develop different psycho-
logical problems and dependencies6-10. Substance use 
may be the most attractive and gratifying act during 
this time. Several researches11-13 reported prevalence 
and popularity of substance use among student popu-
lation. University life is a unique experience as it serves 
as a gateway towards complete independence, away 
from parental guidance and supervision and a golden 
opportunity to be the part of a larger group. These per-
ceptions make them vulnerable to try new, previously 
prohibited and adventurous experiences14, 15. It is further 
argued that curiosity, peer influence and social pressure 
are the primary reasons for substance use among ado-
lescent. Moreover, mental health problems also lead to 
develop drug dependency, alcoholism and violent be-
havior16-18. Another research reported that peer pressure 
(96%) academic stress (90%) and (88%) curiosity are the 
leading causes for substance use19. An Indian study 20 
quoted that among the tobacco users (28.8%), smoking 
was found in 87.5% and tobacco chewing in the form 
of gutka, khaini, gulmanjan (locally available forms of 
tobacco) in 37.5% are the predominant means of the 
use of tobacco. The study also revealed that hostellers 
were more frequent tobacco users as compared to 
day-scholars. The factor initiating the use of tobacco 
was usually peer pressure. Students whose friends cur-
rently consume alcohol and tobacco were more likely 
to take the same substance21, 22. It is reported that 9% 
of the global population of age less than 12 are classi-
fied with dependence on psychoactive substance e.g., 
alcohol23. Substance use behavior among professional 
institutes has significant impact on the health of general 
population as they are the role model for other students 
and society. 

In Pakistan, substantial research on substance use 
among student population has not yet been done. In 
the light of the above mentioned literature the present 
study aimed to investigate the substance use among 
the students of professional institutions under study as 

well as comparing substance users based on gender 
and their residence (day scholars versus hostellers). 

METHODOLOGY
A purposive sample (n=300) of boys (n=176) and 

girls (n=124) was selected from three different profes-
sional institutes of i.e., Khyber Medical College (KMC) 
Peshawar, University of Engineering and Technology 
(UET) Peshawar & Ghulam Ishaq Khan University (GIK) 
Topi, during March and April 2012. These three institutes 
were randomly selected from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The 
age range of the sample was 20-23 years. The instru-
ment used in the study was Alcohol, Smoking and Sub-
stance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST V3.1) which 
was developed by WHO24. The ASSIST (V3.1) consists of 
eight questions covering tobacco, alcohol, cannabis, co-
caine, amphetamine-type stimulants (including ecstasy) 
inhalants, sedatives, hallucinogens, opiates and other 
substances.  A risk score is provided for each substance, 
and scores are grouped into ‘low risk’, ‘moderate risk’ 
or ‘high risk’. 

Administration of the required institutions was ap-
proached to seek the approval and cooperation for the 
research. After having permission, the participants were 
provided an explanation of the general nature of the 
research. They were informed of their right to confiden-
tiality and anonymity, as well as their right to suspend 
participation without penalty. Those who decided to 
participate were asked to complete the demograph-
ic data sheet comprising information e.g. gender, age, 
institute, socioeconomic status (SES) and residence 
(Hosteller or not). Later on, ASSIST was given to the 
participants and requested to circle the numerical score 
that corresponds to each question. Both written and 
verbal instructions were given. The result was than com-
piled and quantified through SPSS 17 using chi-square 
test.

RESULTS
Hundreds students each were taken from KMC, UET 

and GIK. The age range of the sample was 19-25 years 
with a mean of 21.76±1.16 years. The students using 
substances were 44, 41 and 69 in KMC, UET and GIK re-
spectively. Majority (n=220. 73.3%) belonged to families 
with middle class socioeconomic status. There were 152 
(50.7%) students residing in the hostels (Table 1).

There were 204 (68%) students using various sub-
stances. Out of these, 138 were males and 66 females. 
The common substance used by the students was to-
bacco products (n=124, 41.4%). There were more males 
(n=88) as compared to female (n=36) tobaccos users. 
Out of these 124 using Tobacco products, 17 (5.7%) 
were using Shisha and were all males. Sedatives were 
the second highest (n= 44, 14.7%) substance in use. 
Sedative use among female (n=23) was high as com-
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pared to males (n=21). Out of 20 (6.7%) students using 
alcohol, three fourths were males. Cannabis usage was 
reported by 12 (4%) students which were mostly males. 
No one reported of using Opioids, Hallucinogens or In-
halants (Table 2).

Any substance used through injection was reported 
by 13 (4.3%) students in which females were slightly in 
majority (n=7). 

Out of 152 students residing in hostels, 91 were us-
ing substances compared to 63 out of 148 day scholars.  

DISCUSSION
The present study was designed to explore the fre-

quency of substance use among students of profession-
al institutions and the impact of hostels/boarding on 
substance use. Many researchers have contributed their 
efforts to find out substance use among professional 
colleges. A study reported that 2135 medical students 
from 76 medical colleges attending an inter-college 
event found current alcohol use of 7.1% and current 
tobacco (oral or smoked) use of 6.1%25. Another study 
conducted during 1993 among undergraduate medical 

students in 2 medical colleges of Calcutta indicated that 
48.9% of the respondent students were abusing drugs26. 
The same trend in results was found in Nigeria as well27.

Our results show that Tobacco products constitute 
the most common substance used by both men and 
women in the present population. Various other fac-
tors might be considered for the wide spread use of 
tobacco. One of the most important reasons is peer 
conformity and group pressure. Moreover it is socially 
acceptable, easily available and affordable in almost all 
over the world. The present research also revealed the 
social acceptance of shisha among students population, 
despite the limited cafés and shisha lounge in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa.

Sedatives were also noted as second most common 
substance used by the students. Like other underdevel-
oped countries, in Pakistan self-medication is very com-
mon practice. This seems the major cause of using sed-
ative drugs among students. Moreover, they use such 
drugs in order to avoid educational stress and workload, 
and to remain awake at night. 

Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of the participants (n=300)

Variables Frequency Percentage
Institutes KMC 100 (n=44)* 33.3%

UET 100 (n=41)* 33.3%
GIK 100 (n=69)* 33.3%

Socio-economic 
status

Low 09 3%
Middle 220 73.3%
High 71 23.7%

Hostellers Yes 152 50.7%
No 148 49.3%

* The number in brackets shows the number of students using various substances.

Table 2: Frequency of substance use among male and female students

Substances
Male 

(n=138/176)
Female 

(n=66/124)
Total 

(n=204/300) p-values
No. % No. % No. %

Tobacco products  
(Including Shisha)

88 50 36 29 124 41.3 < 0.001

Sedatives 21 11.9 23 18.6 44 14.7 < 0.001
Alcoholic beverages 15 8.5 5 4.0 20 6.7 < 0.001
Cannabis 10 5.7 2 1.6 12 4.0 < 0.001
Cocaine 3 1.7 0 0 3 1.0 < 0.001
Amphetamines  
(Stimulants)

1 0.6 0 0 1 0.3 < 0.001

Total 138 78.4 66 53.2 204 68
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Different researches proved that the stress related 
to education and some aspects of training have nega-
tive, effects on the student’s life, which manifest in the 
form of stress, depression and burnout28. This finding is 
in agreement with other studies conducted in Pakistan 
that about 65% of medical students found the training 
period stressful19. 

The findings of gender comparison are consistent 
with the prior findings29 in which substance use was 
found more among male (45.8%) as compared to fe-
male (7.3%). 

Additional evidence has shown that male gender 
was a risk factor for every unfavorable drug-related be-
havior28, 30 with a male: female ratio of 3:131. In our set-
up, male gender has easy access to any kind of drug as 
compared to women.

The current study is supported by literature29 that 
maximum level (66.7%) of substance use was found 
in students who were living away from their homes. 
Hostellers were found to be more substance users than 
non-hostellers27.

The frequency of substance use was found maximum 
in the students who were living away from their homes. 
Only 29.7% of the students living with their parents were 
found to be using substances regularly; while 66.7% of 
students living away from their parents were using the 
mentioned substances. Similarly, Naskar et al27 report-
ed more drug use in hostellers as compared to non 
hostellers at Calcutta as 52.6% and 44.2 % respectively29. 
This shows that when students start living independent-
ly and more proximate with their peer group, it puts 
them in developing risky behavior. Perhaps parental 
guidance and monitoring effect the attitude of a per-
son, when it is lacking due to away from them increase 
the chances of being substance users32.

The limitations include the purposive selection of 
students of only 3 professional institutes of Khyber Pa-
khtunkhwa should be kept in mind while generalizing 
the results of this study.

CONCLUSION
Tobacco was the most common substance used in 

the study population. The results of our study suggest 
that the frequency of substance use is high among men 
and hosteller students as compared to females and day 
scholars, respectively. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
It is recommended that there should be parents-child 

communication and parents acquaintance of their child’s 
friends, activities etc. A curriculum should be designed 
at school level to educate the students about substance 
use, its consequences & risks. Students should be ed-

ucated about their self-worth. Efforts to develop skills 
for managing conflict, particularly dealing assertively in 
social setup where substance use is common should be 
supported.

REFERENCES
1. Breedlove SM, Rosenzweig MR, Watson NV. Biological 

psychology: an introduction to behavioral, cognitive and 
clinical neuroscience. 5th ed. USA: Sinaver Association; 
2007.

2. Haligen RP, Whitbourne SK. Abnormal psychology: clinical 
perspective on psychological disorders. 4thed. New York: 
McGraw Hill; 2005.

3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Global Youth 
Tobacco Survey (GYTS). Atlanta, GA: CDC; 2008.

4. Palen LA, Coatsworthy JD. Activity based identity experi-
ences and their relations to problem behavior and psycho-
social well-being in adolescent. J Adolesc 2007;30:721-37.

5. Adalf EM, Gliksman L, Demers A, Newton-Taylor B. The 
prevalence of elevated psychological distress among Ca-
nadian undergraduates: findings from the 1998 Canadian 
Campus Survey. J Am Coll Health 2001;50:67-72. 

6. Benton SA, Robertson JM, Tseng W, Newton FB, Benton 
SL. Changes in counseling center client problems across 
13 years. Prof Psychol 2003;34:66-72.

7. Cornish JAE, Riva MT, Henderson MC, Kominars KD, 
McIntosh S. Perceived distress in university counseling 
center client across a six-year period. J Coll Stud Dev 
2000;41:104-9.

8. Eisenberg D, Gollust SE, Golberstein E, Hefner JL. Preva-
lance and correlates of depression, anxiety and suicid-
ality among university students. Am J Orthopsychiatry 
2007;77:534-42.

9. Stanley N, Manthrope J. Responding student’s mental 
health needs: impermeable system and diverse users. J 
Ment Health 2001;10:41-52.

10. Adelekan ML. West Africa subregion: an overview of sub-
stance abuse problems. Drugs 1996;3:231-7.

11. Anumonye A. Drug use among young people in Lagos, 
Nigeria. Bull Narcotics 1980;32:39-92. 

12. Gledhill-Hoyt J, Lee H, Strote J, Wechsler H. Increased 
use of marijuana and other illicit drugs at US colleges 
in the 1990s: results of three national surveys. Addiction 
2000;95:1655-67. 

13. Walsh A. Drug use and sexual behaviour: users, experi-
menters and abstainers. J Soc Psychol 1992;132:691-3. 

14. Leibsohn JM. Relationship between drug and alcohol use 
and peer group association of college freshmen as they 
transit from high school. J Drug Educ 1994;24:177-92.



JPMI VOL. 28 NO. 1

SUBSTANCE USE AMONG STUDENTS OF PROFESSIONAL INSTITUTES OF KHYBER PAKHTUNKHWA

56 57

15. Fass DF, Benson RI, Leggett DG. Assessing prevalence and 
awareness of violent behaviors in the intimate partner re-
lationship of college students using internet sampling. J 
College Stud Psychother 2008;22:66-72.

16. Hayes JA, Crane AL, Locke BD. Safe me from myself: col-
lege student’s fears of losing control and acting violently. 
J College Stud Psychother 2010;24:181-202. 

17. Pauley PM, Hesse C. The effect of social support,depres-
sion,and stress on drinking behavior in college student 
sample. Commun Stud 2009;60:493-508.

18. Shafiq M, Shah Z, Saleem A, Siddiqi MT, Shaikh KS, 
Salahuddin FF, Siwani R, Naqvi H. Percepion of Paki-
stani medical studentsabout drug and alcohol: a ques-
tionnaire-based survey. Subst Abuse Treat Prev Policy 
2006;1:31.

19. Kumari R, Nath B. Study on the use of tobacco among 
male medical students in Lucknow, India. Indian J Com-
munity Med 2008;33:100-3.

20. Deressa W, Azazh A. Substance use and its predictors 
among undergraduate medical students of Addis Ababa 
University in Ethiopia. BMC Public Health 2011;11:660.

21. Huffman K. Psychology in action. 7th ed. USA: John Wiley 
& Sons; 2004.

22. Volkow ND, Li TK. Drugs and alcohol: treating and pre-
venting abuse, addiction and their medical consequenc-
es. Pharmacol Ther 2005;108:3-17.

23. Niaz U, Siddiqui SS, Hassan S, Husain H, Ahmad S, Akhter 
R. A survey of psychosocial correlates of drug abuse in 
young adults aged 16-21, in Karachi: identifying high risk 
population to target intervention strategies. Pak J Med Sci 
2005;21:271-7.

24. WHO ASSIST Working group. Alcohol, smoking and sub-
stance involvement screening test (ASSIST): development, 

reliability & feasibility. Addiction 2002;97:1183-94. 

25. Naskar NN, Bhattacharya SK. A study on drug abuse 
among the undergraduate medical students in Calcutta. 
J Indian Med Assoc 1999;97:20-1.

26. Ihezue UH. Drug abuse among medical students at a Ni-
gerian University: Part 1. Prevalence and pattern of use. J 
Natl Med Assoc 1988;80:81-5.

27.  Juyal R, Bansal R, Kishore S, Negi KS, Chandra R, Semwal 
J. Substance use among intercollege students in district 
Dehradun. Indian J Community Med 2006;31:252.

28. Bhan A. Substances abuse among medical professionals: 
a way of coping with job dissatisfaction and adverse work 
environment? Indian J Med Sci 2009;63:308-9.

29. Pakistan Narcotic Control Board. National survey on drug 
abuse in Pakistan. Islamabad: PNCB; 1993.

30. Russell JM, Newman SC, Bland RC. Epidemiology of psy-
chiatric disorders in Edmonton. Drug abuse and depen-
dence. Acta Psychiatr Scand Supppl 1994;376:54-62.

31.  Chassin L, Curran PJ, Hussong AM, Colder CR. The relation 
of parent’s alcoholism to adolescent substance abuse: a 
longitudinal follow up. J Abnorm Psycho 1996;105:70-80.

32. Scott K. Substance abuse issues among health care pro-
fessionals with ready access to drugs [Online]. 2007. [cit-
ed on 2012 July 16th]. Available from URL: http://voices.
yahoo.com/substance-abuse-issues-among-health-care-
professionals-529985.html.

CONTRIBUTORS
UK conceived the idea, planned and wrote the 

manuscript of the study. KF helped in the data 
analysis and write up of the manuscript. MMHA 
supervised the study. All the authors contributed 
significantly to the research that resulted in the 
submitted manuscript.


