Drug use among university students
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ABSTRACT
Objective: To assess risk behaviours related to the use of alcohol and other drugs among
university students. Methods: Cross-sectional descriptive study, conducted in 2012 in a town
of Alto Paranaíba region, in Minas Gerais State, with a sample of 123 university students,
who answered questionnaires containing the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement
Screening Test (ASSIST), the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT), and
the questionnaire on Risk Behaviours Associated with Alcohol and Other Drugs Abuse.
Statistical analyses were performed with a significance level of p<0.05. Results: ASSIST
results indicated that 50.9% (24) of the university students are alcohol users, 46.2%
(56) are tobacco users, and 16.4% (4) of the marijuana users presented risk behaviours
associated with drugs use, such as accidents, constraints with the law, and different diseases.
Conclusion: The study evidenced, among the university students, risk behaviours associated
with alcohol and drugs use, like accidents, constraints with the law, and non-use of condom.
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Descriptors: Illicit Drugs; Risk-Taking; Students.
RESUMO
Objetivo: Verificar os comportamentos de risco relacionados ao uso de álcool e outras
drogas entre universitários. Métodos: Estudo descritivo, transversal, realizado em 2012 em
um município da Região do Alto Paranaíba, Minas Gerais, com amostra de 123 estudantes
universitários, os quais responderam a questionários contendo o teste para Triagem do
Envolvimento com Fumo, Álcool e Outras Drogas (ASSIST), o teste para Identificação de
Problemas Relacionados ao Uso de Álcool (AUDIT) e o questionário sobre Comportamentos
de Risco Associados ao Abuso de Álcool e Outras Drogas. As análises estatísticas foram
realizadas com nível de significância de p<0,05. Resultados: Os resultados do ASSIST
indicaram que 50,9% (24) dos universitários são usuários de álcool, 46,2% (56) são
usuários de tabaco e 16,4% (4) dos consumidores de maconha apresentaram consumo de
risco associado ao uso de drogas, como acidentes, constrangimentos com a lei e diferentes
doenças. Conclusão: O presente estudo constatou, nos universitários investigados,
comportamentos de risco relacionados ao uso de álcool e drogas, como envolvimento em
acidentes, constrangimento com a lei e ausência de uso de preservativo.
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Descritores: Drogas Ilícitas; Assunção de Riscos; Estudantes.
RESUMEN
Objetivo: Verificar las conductas de riesgo relacionadas al consumo del alcohol y otras
drogas en los universitarios. Métodos: Estudio descriptivo y transversal realizado en
2012 en un municipio de la Región del Alto de Paranaíba, Minas Gerais, con una muestra
de 123 estudiantes universitarios los cuales contestaron a cuestionarios con el teste de
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Selección del Envolvimiento con el Tabaco, el Alcohol y otras
Drogas (ASSIST), el teste para la Identificación de Problemas
Relacionados al consumo del Alcohol (AUDIT) y el cuestionario
de Conductas de Riesgo Asociadas al abuso del Alcohol y otras
drogas. Los análisis estadísticos fueron realizados con el nivel de
significación de p<0,05. Resultados: Los resultados del ASSIST
indicaron que el 50,9% (24) de los universitarios eran usuarios
del alcohol, el 46,2% (56) eran usuarios del tabaco y el 16,4%
(4) de los consumidores de marihuana presentaron conductas de
riesgo asociado al uso de drogas. Conclusión: El estudio constató
conductas de riesgo relacionadas al alcohol y drogas en los
universitarios investigados como la participación en accidentes,
el constreñimiento con la ley y la ausencia del uso del condón.
Descriptores: Drogas Ilícitas; Asunción de Riesgos; Estudiantes.

INTRODUCTION
Entering university is the moment of greatest
vulnerability for young people, mainly due to the new
experiences, the fact of being away from home, and the new
bonds of friendship. It is known that social-environmental
characteristics may influence drug abuse and the occurrence
of risk behavior. In this sense, the university environment
may favor the use of substances, due to the numerous
parties containing alcohol and the social pressure to use
these substances(1-3).
Additionally, for young people, the immediate effects
of alcohol consumption are quite alluring and rewarding,
since alcohol is perceived as a social facilitator to increase
the feeling of self-adequacy and decrease anxiety(4). Studies
show that expectations related to drug use are linked to
an increase in self-confidence, sociability, the feeling of
happiness and relaxation, and social disinhibition(2,5).
It is observed that drug use has become increasingly
recurrent in the university environment. Studies show that
students present higher consumption rates than the general
population. According to Brazil’s National Secretariat for
Policies on Drugs (Secretaria Nacional de Políticas sobre
Drogas - SENAD), 80% of students said they had consumed
some type of alcoholic beverage and 49% have tried an
illicit drug at least once in their life(6,7).
It is worth noting that drug abuse can increase risk
behavior, evidenced by harms caused by the exposure of
family, social, legal and health problems. Studies reveal
that 48.7% of students did not use condoms during their
last sexual intercourses, 27.3% had headache, and 3% had
slipped into an alcoholic coma. Besides favoring the failure
and harms to oneself or someone else (12.8%), 1.4% of
individuals reported involvement in traffic accidents, 50.7%
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had gastrointestinal problems, in addition to compromising
the fulfillment of academic and occupational expectations(8,
9,10)
.
Importantly, the knowledge and the identification of
risk factors for drug use, as well as early intervention of
substance abuse and dependence, can favor prevention
and avoid the worsening of problems related to the
consumption(11,12).
In order to promote the health of university students,
the inclusion in academic disciplines of discussions about
the National Alcohol Policy and other related laws seeks to
raise awareness – in terms of education – of the responsible
use of alcohol, as more than 92.7% of students had acquired
habits before entering the university and 93.3% of university
students live with friends, far from parents(10,13).
Health promotion actions demonstrate new knowledge
and attitudes to face the drug problem, one of them being
the harm reduction strategy. For prevention programs to
exercise the role of health promoters, they should be in line
with the sociocultural reality of each society, being adapted
to each age, particularly in terms of local language and
culture(14).
Health prevention requires early action based on
knowledge, and projects of health prevention and education
are developed based on the dissemination of scientific
information and normative suggestions of habits change(15,16).
However, it should be considered that only preventive
measures are not sufficient to prevent or reduce drug abuse; it
becomes imperative to reflect on health promotion actions(17).
There are numerous difficulties involving health
promotion and prevention of drug use in Brazil(18). A program
designed for that purpose needs to understand humanity’s
almost inevitable quest for pleasure and for something that
produces some different feeling(19).
The theme at issue exposes a worldwide concern due
to the high number of problems associated with drug abuse
involving university students.
Given the above, the objective of the present study was
to assess risk behaviors related to alcohol and other drugs
among university students.

METHODS
It is a descriptive cross-sectional research conducted
in 2012 with university students of a college located in a
municipality in the Alto Paranaíba region in the state of
Minas Gerais, Brazil.
The inclusion criteria for the study encompassed
university students over 18 years old, of both sexes, who
were regularly enrolled in any undergraduate course of the
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institution and agreed to participate in the study by signing
the Free Informed Consent and Form (FICF). The study
excluded students who participated in the questionnaire
pre-test and did not meet the inclusion criteria or erased the
research instruments.
Based on the enrollment list offered by the institution,
the population comprised 1,266 students. The selection
of members for the sample was performed at random by
drawing lots, with the election of the first 10 names on
the enrollment list to start the draw. From the first name
drawn, we counted 10 others to draw the second one, and
so on, until reaching the end of the list. Thus, a total of 150
students were invited to participate in the study, 123 of
whom met the inclusion criteria.
As data collection instrument, we used a structured
questionnaire with 45 questions about sociodemographic
characteristics, relationship with the social and university
context, general health, use of alcohol and other drugs,
and risk behaviors associated with drug use, based on the
literature(20-22). We also used the Alcohol, Smoking and
Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST)(23) and the
Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT)(24).
The students were invited to attend, at a specified
day and time, the Clinical School of Psychology (Clínica
Escola de Psicologia) of the college assessed in order to
answer the instruments, all of which are self-administered,
to perform the collection, which occurred in the period of
one week, dividing the participants into groups of up to 15
people. The collective application of the instruments took
place in a private room, in which there were two ballot
boxes in different locations: one for the FICF and the other
for the instruments.
Students were instructed by the researcher to first
withdraw the FICF, fill out the information and then
immediately deposit it into the ballot box after signing
it. Next, they should take the envelope and deposit it into
another ballot box; then, they could leave the room. The
average time spent in application of the instruments was 50
minutes.
The variables expressed in ASSIST refer to the use
of nine classes of psychoactive substances: tobacco,
alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, stimulants, sedatives, inhalants,
hallucinogens and opioids. The questions address: the
frequency of use of these substances in lifetime and in
the last three months; the problems related to the use; the
concern expressed by someone close to the user; inferences
with role responsibilities; the failed attempts to cut down or
stop use; the strong desire or urge to use the substance, and
the injection of substances.
AUDIT is a questionnaire that assesses alcohol
consumption during the last 12 months. The first three
Rev Bras Promoç Saúde, Fortaleza, 28(1): 67-74, jan./mar., 2015

questions enable the assessment of the quantity and
frequency of use; the following three questions point to
the occurrence of symptoms of dependence; the last four
address problems in life related to alcohol consumption(23,24).
The questionnaire was structured with 45 questions
divided into: sociodemographic characteristics, relationship
with the social and university context, use of alcohol and
other drugs, risk behaviors associated with alcohol and
other drugs, and questions on general health. Risk behaviors
referred to those that caused any harms to the university
student over the past 12 months, such as: involvement in
accidents or conflicts, problems with the law, driving under
the influence of a drug, drug use and sex intercourse, any
harms to themselves or to others.
Data were directly entered in Epi Info® software,
version 3.5.2 (25), creating a database that was subsequently
treated by means of descriptive statistics and frequencies
between the variables studied by the Chi-squared test,
respecting the significance level of p<0.05, with a 95%
confidence interval.
It is important to highlight that the participants were
totally free to refuse to participate or withdraw consent
at any time during the study without any problems
or embarrassment. Moreover, it was guaranteed the
confidentiality of information and anonymity of the
participants according to the ethical standards for research
involving human beings, respecting Resolution 466/12 of
the National Health Council. The study was authorized by
the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of
Franca (Opinion No. 177.941) and the Board of Directors of
the higher education institute investigated through written
consent.

RESULTS
According to the structured questionnaire, it was
observed in this study an increased participation of health
sciences students, who accounted for 92% (n=113) of the
total sample of 123 university students who completed
all research questionnaires. There was an expressive
enrollment of students in 2010 – 44.7% (n=55), in 2012 –
31.7% (n=39), and along the years 2008, 2009 and 2011
– 23.6% (n=29).
According to the profile of students, they were
predominantly female (62.6%; n=77), aged 18-27 years
(75.6%; n=93), single (78.9%; n=97), lived with parents
(54.5%; n=67), were catholic (73.2%; n=90), belonged to
socioeconomic class B (58.2%; n=71) and did not have a
paid job (62.6%; n=77).
Regarding the involvement with alcohol and other
substances, it was verified that 89.4% (n=110) of the
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university students consumed alcohol, 42.3% (n=52)
smoked tobacco and 20.3% (n=25) smoked cannabis. The
use of inhalants, hypnotics and/or sedatives was reported
by 10.6% (n=13) of the participants, and the use of cocaine
and/or crack was reported by 8.9% (n=11).
As to ASSIST, among users of alcohol, 27.3% (n=30)
used it monthly, 23.6% (n=26) weekly and 0.9% (n=1)
daily. It was verified that 71.4% (n=10) of smokers smoked
ten or less cigarettes per day and smoked the first cigarette
60 minutes after waking up. With regard to the use of other
substances, the majority of users – 80% (n=13) – used them
occasionally (less than once a month) and only 1.6% (n=2)
kept a frequent use.
According to the results of AUDIT, 40% (n=35) of
alcohol users presented a risky consumption or dependence.
According to the results of ASSIST, 50.9% (n=56) of
alcohol users, 46.2% (n=24) of tobacco users, 30.8%
(n=4) of hypnotics and/or sedatives users needed brief
intervention; 100% (n=7) of amphetamine users, 100%
(n=13) of inhalants users, 100% (n=6) of hallucinogens
users and 100% (n=2) of opioids users presented indication
for intensive treatment. These results are shown in Table I.
With regard to the locations of highest frequencies of
alcohol consumption, according to the questionnaire data
concerning the characteristics of alcohol consumption,
the bars and discos were reported by 70.9% (n=78) of the
students, followed by the house of friends and relatives
– 60.9% (n=67). It was found that 74.5% (n=82) of the
students have been drunk at least once in life, and 19.2%
(n=20) had been drunk for the last time last month.
As to the simultaneous use of alcohol and other
substances, 77% (n=85) of the students who drank

made use of alcohol with other substances, such as
tobacco, energy drinks, cannabis, cocaine, merla, crack,
tranquilizers, amphetamines, antidepressants, barbiturates,
anticholinergics, ecstasy and synthetic drugs. Alcohol
consumption associated with the use of energy drinks –
51.8% (n=44) – and cigarettes – 36.5% (n=31) – were the
most frequent among university students. The other have
not presented significant values.
Considering the objective of the study, we sought to
verify risk behaviors related to alcohol and other substances
among university students, and the implications in the lives
of respondents. It was found that 40% (n=44) of university
students had driven under the influence of alcohol in the
last year, 68.2% (n=75) of alcohol users hitched a ride with
drunk drivers and 16.4% (n=18) were involved in accidents.
Among nonusers of alcohol, 46.2% (n=6) hitched a ride
with a drunk driver.
Following the purpose of the study, with regard to the
harmful effects of alcohol consumption, it was found that
38% (n=21) of users reported problems in social life, 35%
(n=18) with their life goals, 37% (n=21) in relationships,
24% (n=13) financial problems, 17% (n=9) problems at
work, and 37% (n=20) reported health-related problems.
With regard to academic problems, the results indicated that
16.4% (n=18) of alcohol users and 14.3% (n=4) of users
of other substances had occasionally had problems with
activities due to the use.
One of the most frequent risk behaviors associated with
drug use is the unprotected sexual intercourse. Considering
the implications of this behavior, we sought to observe its
occurrence keeping the study proposal; we verified that
94.3% (n=105) of students had sex, and most of them – 64%

Table I - Distribution of university students according to types of intervention needed, obtained through the Alcohol,
Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST). Alto Paranaíba Region, MG, 2012.
Psychoactive Drugs
Tobacco derivatives (n=52)
Alcoholic beverages (n=110)
Cannabis (n=25)
Cocaine, crack (n=11)
Amphetamines or ecstasy (n=7)
Inhalants (n=13)
Hypnotics/sedatives (n=13)
Hallucinogens (n=6)
Opioids (n=2)
Other (n=1)

Brief intervention
[n (%)]
24 (46.2)
56 (50.9)
4 (16)
1 (9.1)
4 (30.8)
-

More intensive treatment
[n (%)]
3 (5.8)
7 (6.4)
2 (8)
1 (9.1)
7 (100)
13 (100)
1 (7.7)
6 (100)
2 (100)
1 (100)

No Intervention
[n (%)]
25 (48.1)
47 (42.7)
19 (76)
9 (81.8)
8 (61.5)
-

n=number; %=percentage
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(n=67) – did not use (or used sometimes only) condoms
during intercourse. It should be considered that most
(78.1%; n=82) of students reported they had never done
an HIV test. It was observed that 32.9% (n=27) of alcohol
users and 38.9% (n=7) of the users of other substances
did not use condoms when they were under the influence
of the substance and did not undergo HIV testing. It was
also found that 34.3% (n=36) of alcohol users and 14.3%
(n=4) of the users of other substances made use of these
substances to stimulate the sexual relation.

DISCUSSION
It was observed in this study that a large percentage
of students (89.4%) has tried alcohol throughout life, being
the most used drug in the university environment. Similarly,
studies conducted with health sciences students found that
about 90% of the participants reported using alcohol in
lifetime(25-27).
It should be highlighted that entering the university
may represent an important risk factor for drug use and
abuse(1,20,28). It must be considered that the easy access
and the constant encouragement of alcohol consumption
in festive and social environments involving university
students can favor and expand the consumption of alcohol
among students(29,30). In addition to alcohol consumption,
there is a very frequent use of illicit substances, particularly
cannabis(30). It should be considered that for many students,
leisure is associated with drug use(27,29).
According to the AUDIT classification, it was observed
in the present study a higher frequency of low-risk alcohol
consumption among students; however, a significant portion
of students presented risky consumption and problems in
life related to the use. These results are consistent with
another study conducted with university students(8). It must
be considered that university students considered abusive
drinkers exceptionally see their consumption as excessive
or potentially problematic. This undermines the perception
of the potential risks involved in the use and decreases the
motivation to reduce the harmful habits(8.31).
Thus, there is a need for educational programs on
drug abuse in addition to public policies for restriction on
alcohol consumption, as the present study found that 35%
of university students already had problems in social life,
confirmed by data similar to the study in which 72.8% of
the students felt unwell due to the use of alcohol(3.31).
With regard to evidence on the use of tobacco, 42.3%
of the university students in the present study reported
they have tried cigarettes and about 26% were current
smokers. Similar data have been highlighted in the First
National Survey on the Use of Alcohol, Tobacco and Other
Rev Bras Promoç Saúde, Fortaleza, 28(1): 67-74, jan./mar., 2015

Substances among University Students of the 27 Brazilian
Capital Cities (I Levantamento Nacional sobre o Uso de
Álcool, Tabaco e Outras Drogas entre Universitários das
27 Capitais Brasileiras), which revealed that 46.7% of the
students assessed had tried tobacco(28). US epidemiological
studies have indicated that approximately 30% of university
students reported having used tobacco in the past month(25).
It was observed that the majority of users had
occasionally used drugs other than alcohol and tobacco.
In fact, studies have shown an increase in the recreational
use of drugs among university students, especially in
festive events, accompanied by friends(32-34). In addition,
it was identified a simultaneous use of alcohol, energy
drinks, tobacco, cannabis and cocaine, confirmed in studies
that found that the use of multiple drugs at the same time
increases the risk of health implications(28,35).
These results point to the need for universities
to formalize student guidance and support services,
particularly in relation to drug use. The present study
showed that a significant number of students presented
risk behaviors associated with drug use. These results were
also similar to those of a survey conducted with university
students in 27 Brazilian capital cities, which showed that
the risk of university students driving under influence is
four times higher among those who consumed alcohol at
moderate levels compared to those who had consumed one
single dose. It also showed that students who drink five or
more doses are 4.5 times more likely to be involved in a
traffic accident(28). It is worth noting that the discussion on
the harmful use of alcohol and other drugs should consider
a broader context – not only the effects of alcohol on the
individual’s health, but all the harmful consequences that
consumption can cause(36).
Furthermore, it is known that one of the most frequent
risk behaviors associated with drug use is sexual intercourse
without condoms(37), and in the present study there was
prevalence of this behavior among users and nonusers.
Surprisingly, despite being at risk of contracting a sexually
transmitted disease (STD), most students investigated in the
current study had never done an HIV test.
Studies with university students who use drugs show
that drunk individuals are more likely to have sex without a
condom than individuals who are not drunk(38). The exposure
to the risk of contracting an STD is a serious public health
problem in almost every country in the world(37-39). The data
presented in this study showed that 78.1% of the university
students have sex but do not undergo HIV testing, a fact
that draws attention to the need to develop and review
health prevention and promotion actions to raise university
students’ awareness of risk behaviors using the dialogue as
the main tool(16,39).
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It is necessary to emphasize that the present study had
limitations that could have been explored better, such as
seeking an egalitarian sample of university students in order
to compare the results. In addition, statistical analysis using
the chi-squared test showed that there was no significance
in the variables compared.
It is of utmost importance to reflect on effective
intervention strategies, such as: approaching the
“freshmen”; tracking problems related to drug use among
students; promoting debates to encourage discussion about
the responsible use of alcohol, risk behaviors and the
consequences of harmful use; fostering a closer relationship
between students who present with behaviors considered
risky and the faculty.
The present study found that a significant number of
students presented risky consumption and risk behavior
associated with drug use, confirming that the university
student is more susceptible to problems related to substance
use. Moreover, it pointed out that the university students
already have problems in life related to drug use, which
may indicate that it is associated with parties and contexts
that favor the experimentation and use. These data indicate
a wide road ahead, both in science and public policies on
drug use and risk behaviors among university students. It
should be considered, above all, the important role of the
university in developing actions that allow the awareness
and prevention of drug use among university students.

CONCLUSION
The present study found – in the university students
assessed – risk behaviors related to alcohol and drug use,
such as accident involvement, problems with the law and
lack of condom use. The fact exposes the vulnerability of
university students regarding health care.
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