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Abstract 

Introduction:  Health professionals including medical 

students are at higher risk of substance abuse, which 

can adversely affect their physical and mental health. 

It may also threaten their ability to provide adequate 

patient care and be a role model for healthy lifestyle. 
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Objective:  The study aim was to estimate the preva-

lence and pattern of psychoactive substance use among 

Medical Undergraduates of two Medical institutions in 

Lahore (Pakistan). 

Study Design:  Cross sectional study. 

Place of study:  King Edward Medical University and 

Fatima Memorial Medical College in Lahore. 

Method:  All consenting medical students of a public 

and a private Medical University in Lahore were re-

quested to complete a self – report questionnaire. 

Socio-demographic information, perceptions and atti-

tudes of medical students (being reported in a separate 

paper) as well as information about their behavior 

regarding six common substances of abuse (cigarettes, 

alcohol, heroin, cannabis, benzodiazepines, and am-

phetamines) were sought. 

Results:  Total number of students were 1299 (res-

ponse rate (87%). Two hundred and twenty two (17%) 

students in the study admitted to the use of psycho-

active substances in the past with forty six (3.6%) acti-

vely using one or more of these substances at the time 

of study. Substances used by students in order of 

preference were cigarettes 175 (78.9%), alcohol 58 

(26.2%), cannabis 56 (25.5%), amphetamines 32 

(14.6%), Benzodiazepines 6 (3.6%) and glue sniffing 8 

(0.4%). Students belonging to the private medical col-

lege were more likely to have experimented with ciga-

rettes, alcohol and cannabis in the past or are currently 

using them (P values .001, .000 and .004 respectively). 
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Overall boys had experimented more with these sub-

stances than girls (P value .000). 

Conclusion:  We conclude that the prevalence of ciga-

rettes, alcohol and illicit substance use among medical 

students in Lahore is of concern and unacceptably 

high. Efforts need to be directed to increase awareness 

about the hazards of psychoactive substance abuse 

among medical students and integration of addiction 

medicine in the undergraduate curriculum may be one 

of the ways of doing it. 

Key Words:  Medical students, Pakistan, Psycho-

active substance abuse. 

 

 
Introduction 

Health professionals including medical students are 

said to be at higher risk of substance abuse because of 

relatively easy access to psychoactive substances, high 

levels of work related stress, frequent contact with ill-

ness and death, relative isolation of medical school and 

disrupted sleep and social life.
1,2
 Substance use pattern 

is of interest due to potential impact of drug related 

functional impairments on medical students i.e. acci-

dents, decline in academic and professional perfor-

mance etc. In addition, substance use is shown in some 

studies to be a proxy of psychiatric morbidity as well 

which can further impair medical education.
3
 Along-

side the negative effects of substance use on medical 

student physical and mental health, it may also threa-

ten their ability to provide adequate patient care and be 

a role model for healthy lifestyle. 

 Many studies have estimated prevalence of sub-

stance misuse among Medical students. A study con-

ducted among undergraduate Medical students in Cal-

cutta indicated that the point prevalence values of total 

and current drug abusers were 48.9% and 27.9% res-

pectively among the respondent student population.
4
 

According to another study, there is a higher occur-

rence of alcohol, tranquillizers and psychedelics use 

among medical students and dependence rates are 5% 

for medical students and 3% for doctors.
5
 We are not 

aware of any studies done in Pakistan on this topic. 

 Examining the lifestyle of today’s Pakistani Medi-

cal students is of interest because as tomorrow’s doc-

tors, they will be involved in future healthcare. The 

present study intended to detect the magnitude and 

pattern of psychoactive substance use in order to make 

recommendations for intervention for medical students 

in Lahore, Pakistan. 

Method 

This was a cross sectional study conducted among the 

undergraduate students of a public and a private Medi-

cal University in Lahore. The study was conducted in 

compliance with “Ethical principals for medical rese-

arch involving human subjects” of Helsinki Declara-

tion. Informed consent was obtained from the partici-

pants. A structured questionnaire based on literature 

review in this area was constructed by the research 

team in English Language. It was discussed among the 

team as well as piloted on 20 students doing the psy-

chiatry ward rotation in the hospital at the time of the 

study. The questionnaire was then modified in view of 

their opinions to address the identified deficiencies. 

 The first part of the questionnaire sought informa-

tion related to demographics of the participants. The 

second part comprised of perceptions of medical stu-

dents regarding six common substances of abuse (ciga-

rettes, alcohol, heroin, cannabis, benzodiazepines, and 

amphetamines). The results of that section are being 

reported separately. In the third section, respondents 

were asked about their own cigarettes, drugs and alco-

hol practices. All possible measures were taken to 

ensure the confidentiality of all participants. 

 The questionnaire was distributed and then collec-

ted by the data collection team. All the students in both 

Medical colleges in five years of MBBS attending the 

classes on days of data collection were invited to parti-

cipate in the study. 

 Data was analyzed by using Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences 10.0(SPSS 10.0). Descriptive statistics 

of socio-demographic information and frequency and 

pattern of substance use were determined. Chi square 

test was used to examine associations between sub-

stance use and various variables. For all purposes, a p- 

value of <.05 was considered as a criteria of signifi-

cance. 

 

 

Results 

Out of 1500 questionnaires distributed, 1299 filled 

questionnaires were received. (Response rate 86.6%). 

1024 (78.8%) students belonged to public medical 

university and 275 (21.2%) were from a Private Medi-

cal College. There were 457 males and 842 females. 
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Almost half of the respondents were in the age group 

18 – 20. Majority 96% (1253) were single and about 

half of the respondents were hostellites. 

 In response to students ever experimenting with 

cigarettes, alcohol and drugs, 83% responded in nega-

tive while 17% (222) admitted to their use in the past 

with 4.4% experimenting in the last year and 3.6% 

admitting to current use of either one or more of these 

substances at the time of the study. Among the 222 

students who had experimented with these substances, 

majority had used it just once (102, 46%), followed by 

daily users (47, 21.2%) and then those who used on 

social gatherings 37 (16.7%). Most of students started 

using them between ages of 15 – 20 (42.6%), with al-

most equal proportion starting use earlier between 10 – 

15 years old or later in life after 20+ years. (27.8 and 

28.7% respectively). 

 Substances used by students in order of preference 

were cigarettes 175 (78.9%), alcohol 58 (26.2%), can-

nabis 56 (25.5%), amphetamines 32 (14.6%), Benzo-

diazepines 6 (3.6%) and glue sniffing 8 (0.4%). 

 Comparison of responses of students of both insti-

tutions revealed that students belonging to private 

medical college were more likely to have experimen-

ted with cigarettes, alcohol and cannabis in past or are 

currently using them.(P values .001, .000 and .004 res-

pectively). Overall boys had experimented more with 

these substances than girls (P value .000). 

 

 
Discussion 

Substance abuse (tobacco, alcohol, prescribed and illi-

cit drugs) has been recognized as an area of concern 

among medical students. Our study contributes to the 

evidence by providing some data on the prevalence 

and pattern of substance abuse among medical stu-

dents in Lahore. Overall, seventeen percent of respon-

dents in our study reported having experimented with 

cigarettes, alcohol or illicit drugs. This figure is con-

siderably lower than that reported from the western 

world but still unacceptably high. This figure is also 

higher in comparison to other studies done in predomi-

nantly Muslim countries like Turkey where point pre-

valence figures of only 4% for the use of illicit sub-

stances (cannabis, ecstasy, and cocaine) was reported 

among medical students. However around half of the 

students among those 4% had consumed alcohol with 

risky alcohol use in 7.4%.
6
 Another study conducted 

amongst undergraduate medical students in neighbor-

ing India indicated the prevalence of total and current 

drug abusers as 48.9% and 27.9% respectively. The 

prevalence among boys was much higher than among 

girls. Thirteen percent had used tobacco only and four 

percent alcohol only.
4
 

 Respondents in our study had experimented pre-

dominantly with cigarettes and alcohol to be followed 

by stimulants. These results are in line with cigarettes 

smoking in youth as being more socially acceptable in 

Pakistani society but contrary to the belief of alcohol 

not being a major problem in our medical students. 

Findings are also consistent with previous findings of 

alcohol and tobacco consumption being reported very 

high among physicians and medical students.
7-,9
 The 

frequency of cigarettes use was very high compared to 

the studies done in western world in which only 2% – 

15.8% of the medical students were reported to be the 

current smokers.
10,11

 Overall these results are a cause 

of worry for medical community in Pakistan, because 

these medical students as future physicians will be 

treating patients with smoking, alcohol and drug rela-

ted problems and their attitudes will influence their 

professional behaviour. 2046 senior students in 23 

medical schools in Britain were surveyed regarding 

substance use in last 30 days and reported incidence 

of marijuana (10%), cocaine (2.8%), tranquillizers 

(2.3%), heroin / opiate (1.1%), psychedelics (0.7%), 

amphetamine (0.3%) and barbiturates (0.2%) was of 

concern.
12
 We did found comparatively higher use of 

amphetamines in our sample. It may be explained on 

the basis of a perception among medical students 

of amphetamine being helpful to remain awake and 

active and to improve the attention and concentration 

especially during exams and lack of awareness of its 
potential side effects. 

 Most of the studies suggest that students who 

reports use of illicit drugs started this practice before 

medical schools.
12,13

 More than a quarter of our res-

pondents also had started experimenting with these 

substances before the age of 15 years with almost 40% 

between the ages of 15 – 20 years. These findings 

highlight the need to establish awareness programmes 

regarding tobacco, alcohol and substance use in the 

high schools and colleges. 

 There is a perception in Pakistan about drugs and 

alcohol abuse being more common and acceptable in 

Upper social class. We found that medical students 

belonging to private medical college (which has a 

higher tuition fee) who are likely to belong to more 

affluent and financially sound families had experi-
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mented more with cigarettes, alcohol or cannabis. (P 

values .001, .000, and .004 respectively) There is still 

a possibility of underreporting of substance abuse in 

our study as drugs and alcohol are considered a taboo 

subject in Pakistani society. 

 Our study strengths include large sample size and 

good response rate. However various limitations need 

to be considered. The study was done in two Institu-

tions so results may not be generalizable to all medical 

Institutes. We also cannot rule out differences in stu-

dents’ actual perceptions and how they have answered 

the questionnaire, considering the sensitivity of the 

issue under study. 

 We conclude that the prevalence of cigarettes, 

alcohol and illicit substance abuse among medical 

students in Lahore is of concern and unacceptably 

high. Efforts need to be directed to increase awareness 

about the dangers of drug abuse and to make students 

realize that experimental use of drugs may lead to ab-

use and dependence. Integration of addiction medicine 

in undergraduate curriculum may be one way of tack-

ling this problem and so is the availability of healthier 

ways of recreation. 
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