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Patternsand Correlates of Substance Use Among University Studentsin Iran
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Objective: Substance use, especially among young generation, is a public health concern. The aim of the
current study was to explore the interrelation between certain variables including demographic characteristics
and family history of drug abuse and history of depression among Iranian University students.

Methods: In a cross-sectional study, 843 college students of the Azad University of Torbat Jaam (Khorasan
province) completed a questionnaire containing data on demographic characteristics, lifelong and past month
history of substance use, family history of substance use and different types of substance used by students.
Participants al so compl eted the Beck Depression Inventory.

Results: 57.5% of those who took part in the study were male. 30.7% of the participants revealed alifetime
history of substance use (209 maes and 55 females). Use of alcohadl, cigarette, cannabis, and opium was
significantly higher among men. 14.9% of participants had used substances in the past month and 15.1% in the
last year. Cigarette was the most commonly used substance (19.2%). The second and third most commonly used
substances were opium (15.4%) and acohol (10.8%). Beck Depression Inventory score was significantly higher
among students with a history of substance use (p=0.000).

Conclusion: Substance use was commonly reported by the university students. This was significantly

associated with adiagnosis of depression.

Iranian Journal of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences (1JPBS), Volume 2, Number 2, Autumn and Winter 2008: 15-22 .

Keywords: Depresson - Family - Iran - Substance

‘Introduction

se of alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs
U are mgjor public hedlth issuesin severd

countries, mainly among youngsters.
Various cross-sectional epidemiologicd sudies
have been designed to assess the prevalence
of drug use among college students. Since in
those studies, different methodologies were
applied, a comparison of the data obtained by
them is of little reliability. Nevertheless,
epidemiological study of substance use
among the youth can be extremely important
regarding to service delivery (1).

In general, most of the studies are in
agreement as to the higher rate of drug use
among college students than in the genera
population (2-4). Separation from the family
and introduction to a new environment and
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peer pressure are some reasons for the higher
rate of substance use among college students
(5). Peer pressure and an acquisition of
independence may create an increased
potential for such behaviors (6). Eisenberg and
Wechder found that the socid environment is
influential on the use of substances among the
students of the American colleges (7). In
addition, poor behavior control proved to
have direct effect on deviant peer affiliations.
Also, poor emotiona control was in direct
relation to motives for substance use and
dysfunction in both types of self-regulation
proved to be relevant to the amount of students
substance use (8). Furthermore, it was found
that youth with disabilities use cigarettes or
hashish or engaged in binge drinking more
than others (9).

Some evidence suggest that immigrant
youths may be at greater risk of substance use
than nonimmigrant ones (10) and alcohol and
drug use among adolescents living in affluent
social settings has been found to be related to
poorer psychosocia adjustment (1). A study in
Thailand showed that there was a significant
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correlation between current illicit substance
use, age, gender, vocational situation, school
level and school performance (11). Significant
relation was observed between binge drinking
and substance use (12).

Spirituality may play a significant role in
the decision of college students to use or not
to use substances (13). It has also been shown
that certain types of athletic activity may
reduce the risk of substance use by college
students (14).

The use of acohol, tobacco and of illicit
drugs may also influence students college
performance (4) and can lead to involvement
in other unexpected behaviors (15) such as
HIV- related sexua behaviors (16, 17) and
behaviors which increase the risk of road
traffic accidents (18). A study in Lebanon
revealed that the rate of lifetime alcohol use
had increased from 1991 to 1999; thisincrement
was higher in younger people and in females
(19). Although they found out that Christians
drank more alcohol, once users, university
students (regardless of their religion) had the
same rates of alcohol use and dependence.

A study on substance use among Iranian
students of the University of Tabriz showed that
older age, risk taking behaviors, high amount
of tobacco use, slf-injurious behavior, higher
socioeconomic class and previous use of illicit
drugs were factors associated with future use
of alcohol (20). However, it revealed a low
prevalence of illicit drug use among students.
Other studies in Iran have reported that
cigarettes, adcohol and opium are the most
prevalent substances used by students (21).

The aim of our study was to explore the
relationship of gender, age, family history of
substance abuse and drug use with depression
among university students of the Azad
University of Torbat Jaam (lran). We aso
studied the association of risky behaviors with
drug use among them.

Materials and Methods

We invited al <udents of the Azad
University of Torbat Jaam to take part in the
study by completing an  anonymous
questionnaire. The questionnaire contained
items about age, sex, marital status, field of
study, employment satus, lifedlong and past
month history of substance use and family
history of substance use. If they had history of
substance use, they were additionally asked to
comment on the name of the substance they
used, the reasons for taking it, number of
attempts to quit and the reasons for quitting.
They were also asked to elaborate on why
they thought they could not quit substance use
successfully. Participants were adso asked to
complete the Beck Depression Inventory
(BDI). Data were anadyzed by descriptive
dtatistical tests, independent t-test and one-
way ANOVA.

At this point the authors would like to
inform the readers that alcohol is not legally
avalable in the market in Iran and its
consumption is forbidden by Idamic laws.
Because more than 98% of Iranians are
Musdlim, acohol use, even socially and in
small amount, is not socially, religiously or
culturally an acceptable behavior in Iran.

Results

Demographic data:

Out of 843 students who completed the
questionnaires, 485 (57.5%) were male. Most
of the participants were between the ages of
18 to 24 (77.8 %). Only (3.6%) were older
than 35.

Three hundred eighteen (37.7%) students
were sudying psychology. The field of family
study had the least number of students (0.9%).
Five hundred fifty eight (66.2%) students
were unmarried and 53.4% did not have ajob.
Demographic data are shown in table 1.

Table 1.Demographic data of Torbat-e-Jam Azad University students

Variables Sex Age groups(Year) Marital status Employment status  Field of studyt

Male female 18-25 26-34 +35 Single Married + - P C PE Ag Ac FS
N 485 358 656 157 30 558 285 393 450 318 183 160 88 86 8
Percent 57.5% 42.5% 77.8% 18.6%  3.6%  66.2% 33.8% 46.6% 53.4% 377 21.7 19 10.4 102 0.9

1P: Psychology, C: Communication, PE: Primary Education, Ag: Agriculture, Ac: Accounting, FS: Family Studies.
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Substance use data:

While 584 students (69.3%) claimed that
they had never used any substances, 259
(30.7%) students reported that they had a
lifetime history of substance use (204 males
and 55 females). Use of Alcohol, cigareite,
cannabis, and opium was sgnificantly higher
among men than women (Table 2).

About fifteen percent of participants (126
students) had used substances in the past
month and 15.1% (127 students) had the
history of substance use in the last year before
teking part in the study. Cigarette was the
most widely used substance 19.2% of
paticipants had a previous history of
smoking. The second and third most
commonly used substances were opium
(15.4%) and alcohol (10.8%). The least
commonly used substances were heroine
(1.5%) and other opioids (1.3%). Among
opium users, most students reported that they
smoked opium (11%), while 4.4% said that
they used it orally. Data about the type of used
substances are summarized in Figure 1.

Overall, 173 students reported the use of
substances in their family members. The
highest rate of substance use was seen among
fathers of the students (n: 108) followed by
brothers (n: 69). Only 10 students reported
substance use by their sisters. For students
who had a positive family history of substance
use, the most commonly used substance was
opium followed by tobacco, alcohol, tranquilizers,
hashish, heroin, and other opioids (Table 3).
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Figure 1. Diagram 1 various substances used by the
students

Students  reported  peers  pressure,
emotional problems and unemployment as the
main reasons for using substances. The least
frequently reported reason for substance use
was substance use among parents and siblings
followed by suffering from a medica illness
and financia problems (Figure 2).

Association studies:

Majority of substance users were male and
single and most of them belonged to the age
group of 18 to 24 (78.8%) (Table 4). Small
numbers of students were above the age of 35
(2.7%). This was consistent with the age
distribution of all students who participated in
the study.
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Figure 1. Perceived reasons for substance use by students
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Table 2. Association of sex with substance use

Substance Cigarette Opium Tobacco Alcohol Sedatives Hashish Heroine Opioids

Male users 138 86 46 84 33 39 8 8

Female users 24 7 22 7 17 4 5 3

P Value 0.000 0.000 0.096 0.000 0.240 0.000 0.501 0.371
Table 3. Rate of substance use among the family members of all students

Substance Cigarette Opium Tobacco Alcohol Sedatives Hashish Heroine Opioids

Number 121 53 39 33 32 13 9 7

Percent 69.9% 30.6% 22.5% 19.1% 18.5% 7.5% 5.2% 4%

Table 4. Rate of substance use based on demographic data and in the month and the year before the study and family

history of substance use among students

Sex Marital status Job substance use in the month  substance use in the Family history of
preceding the study year before the study substance use
Male Female Single Married No Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No
78.8% 21.2% 64.9% 35.1% 49% 51% 48.6% 51.4% 49% 51% 34.7%  65.3%
Table 5. Different types of substance use among family members of students who used substances
Substance Cigarette Opium Tobacco Alcohol Sedatives Hashish Heroine Opioids
Percent 22.4% 11.2% 9.3% 8.5% 6.9% 3.9% 3.5% 1.9%
About forty nine percent had used

substances in the past month and 49% in the
past year prior to taking part in the study.
34.7% of the substance users had a positive
family history of substance use with the
highest rate by their fathers (21.1%) followed
by brothers (15.8%), spouses (5.8%) and
sisters (3.9%) (Table 5). Among the family
members of substance users, the most highly
used substances were cigarette (22.4%),
opium (11.2%), and tobacco (9.3%) (Table 5).

Men had significantly higher rates of
previous or current substance use (n: 204)
compared with women (n: 55). This difference
was statisticaly significant (p=0.000). There
was no significant difference in the rates of
substance use among students of different age
groups (Figure 3). And dthough there was
dightly higher rate of use among married
students than unmarried (32% and 30%
respectively), this diffeeence was not
satistically significant (p=0.636).

The highest rate of substance use in
different fields of study was among students
of agriculture (55%) followed by psychology
(32%),communication science(30%), accounting
(27%), and primary education (21%). Students
of family studies did not report any use of
substances (0%) (p=0.000).
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Figure 3. Different age groups among students with
substance use history

Unemployed students had significantly
lower rate of a history of substance use than
employed dudents (28% and 33%
respectively) (p=0.000).

BDI scores:

The average BDI score for al the
participants was 14.5 with the median of 13.0
and mode of 12.0 (Standard deviation: 9.875).
Mean BDI score was 14.2 for males and 14.9
for females; however, this difference was not
statistically significant (p=0.303). BDI score
was also found to be significantly higher
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among the unmarried students (p=0.009).
There was no significant difference in BDI
score between different age group (p=0.80).

BDI score was higher among students with
a history of substance use (16.4) compared to
students with no previous use (13.7)
(p=0.000). There was no relation between
BDI scores of students with substance use and
their age range (p=0.209) or the field of study
(P=0.083). However, BDI score was
significantly higher in substance users who
were unemployed compared to those who
were employed (p=0.05).

In those who did not report any substance
use, we could not find any differences in BDI
scores of different age groups (p=0.61). For
these students, there was also no association
between the BDI score and employment
status. However, among these students, mean
BDI was higher in single students (14.27)
than the married ones (12.54) (p=0.029).

Although BDI was higher in women with a
history of substance use than men (18.59 and
15.87 respectively), this difference was not
statistically significant (p=0.135). However,
our gudy did not reveal a datisticaly
significant difference between the score of
BDI of the married and unmarried women
(p=0.078).

Discussion

In our study, 30.7% of the students
reported a lifetime history of at least using
one substance (78.8%: males and 21.2%:
femaes). This is similar to the finding of
previous studies which reported substance use
to be dgnificantly higher among men than
women (5, 22-26). However, this difference is
more obvious for acohol use (27, 28).

The result of our study is in accord with
other studies, except one (29), in showing
substance use to be commoner among younger
age group (30, 31) and unmarried students (3,
25). It is important to note that lifetime drug
use is associated with high risk sexua
behaviors which are more common in young
unmarried males (7, 15, 16, 32, 33). Marriage might
provide emotiona support and protect people
from drug use. Some studies highlighted the
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role of family in reducing the rate of drug use
(19, 27, 34, 35).

Our study revealed that cigarette was the
most widely used substance among the
students. In our study, 19.2% of participants
stated that they smoked cigarette in the past.
The second and third most highly used
substances were opium (15.4%) and acohol
(10.8%). Other studies have revealed such a
similar pattern (12, 36-38). Abiodun et a. (39),
however, found that the most commonly used
substances among their sample population
were sdicylate analgesics (56.2%), antibiotics
(23.6%), stimulants (21.6%), acohol (12.0%)
and cigarette (4.4%).

Other people examined the association
between tobacco use and use of other
substances (40, 41). Ahmadi et al. reported that
cigarettes, alcohol and opium were the most
frequently used substances reported by their
subjects (22). Research on acohol use among
university students in Lebanon and other Arab
countries show that the rates of lifetime
acohol use has increased from 1991 to 1999.
This increase was more dominant among
younger cohorts and in females. These studies
showed that University students, irrespective
of their religion, had the same rates of acohol
use and dependence (19). Although we did not
study the association of religiosity with
substance use, it has been reported that this
has an important effect on acohol
consumption (13, 27, 34, 35, 42, 43).

Our study revedled that 173 students
reported the use of substances among their
family members; the highest rate was among
their fathers (n: 108) followed by brothers
(n:69). The most commonly used substance
by family members (apart from cigarette) was
opium. Singh et al. highlighted that the use of
acohol by students is positively correlated
with its use by their fathers (42). This result
was replicated by other researchers (3, 43, 44).

In our study peers pressure was stated by
students as the man reason they used
substances. Other reasons volunteered by
the students were emotional problems,
unemployment and relationship problems
within family network. However, previous
studies showed that pleasure seeking, habitual
use and tenson release were the most
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common reasons noted for substance use (22,
23).

Studies aso show that misuse of alcohol
and other substances is usually associated
with serious psychosocia problems (4, 5, 30,
45, 46). There are severa factors influencing
the frequency of drug use. These include
disinhibition, drug use by friends, susceptibility
to peer pressure and encouragement by friends,
positive attitudes towards drug use and easy
access to drugs (43, 47, 48). Peer pressure is an
important reason for drug use and it might be
related to poor behavioral control that has a
direct effect on deviant peer affiliations (8).

Conclusion

Studies on substance misuse among
younger generation will provide insight on
individual, socia as wel as environmenta
risk factors and help policy makers to have a
better understanding of this complex
phenomenon. This, hopefully in long run, will
promote a healthy atmosphere for debate and
create a non-blaming culture in which
addressing psychosocial disadvantages of this
vulnerable group of clients will take priority
over undue criticism.
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