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Abstract

Background: Drug use among students is a public health problem and the academic consequences cannot be overemphasized.
Objectives: This study aimed to determine the prevalence and the pattern of drug use among undergraduates in Maiduguri and to
identify the predictors.
Methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted among students of tertiary institutions in Maiduguri Metropolis, Nigeria. Data
were collected using the WHO Student Drug Use questionnaire. The data collected with the survey instrument included sex, age, stu-
dentship, and job status in the past 12-months and various drugs used. Descriptive statistics such as frequency, mean and standard
deviation were initially used to describe the study data. Chi-Square and Fisher’s exact tests were used to test for significant difference,
while multivariate logistic regression was used to identify determinants of drug use with a P-value < 0.05 taken as significant
Results: The overall prevalence of the past 12-months drug use was 14.3%. Tobacco (9.6%) followed by alcohol (8.1%) was the most
frequently used drug. Being a university student (odds ratio = 1.88 [1.23 - 2.89]) compared to polytechnic student, being a male (1.55
[1.04 - 2.31]) compared to female, aged 26 - 35 years (1.48 [0.95 - 2.31]) compared to 18 - 25 years were significantly more likely to use
drugs. Additionally, being a part-time student in the past 12-months (2.16 [1.11 - 4.21]) compared to no studentship status in the past
12 months, and having a paid part-time jobs in the past 12-months (2.11 [1.36 - 3.27]) compared to none were significantly more likely
to use drugs.
Conclusions: Our study revealed that a considerable proportion of students of higher education institutions in Nigeria use drugs.
Drug use has grave implications for these students and may result in mental health disorders and poor academic performance. This
highlights the importance of an effective drug prevention policy in higher education institutions.
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1. Background

Globally, 35 million people suffered from drug use dis-
orders in 2018, while more than one-half of a million peo-
ple died in 2017 as a result of drug use (1). Irrational drug
use is a major public health problem all over the world
(2). Non-medical use of psychoactive drugs, including alco-
hol and illicit drugs is termed substance abuse (3). One of
the major health-related issues in Nigeria and other parts
of the world is the inappropriate use of drugs by adoles-
cents (4). It has been reported that alcohol and cannabis
are the most frequently used by college students (5). In
Nigeria, drug use is most common among those who are
between the ages of 25 and 39 years in 2018 (6). This youth-
ful age group is predominately found in the tertiary in-
stitutions of our country. Students in these tertiary insti-
tutions are at a stage of transition between dependence
and independence. These students may use drugs due to
various reasons, such as experimental curiosity, peer pres-

sure, lack of parental supervision, personality problems
due to socio-economic conditions, and the need for energy
to work for long hours (7). Other factors are the availability
of the drugs, the need to prevent the occurrence of with-
drawal syndromes, advertisement of alcohol or cigarettes,
unemployment and parental deprivation, and emotional
and psychological stresses (anxiety, frustration, and eco-
nomic depression) (7). However, among other dependents,
the presence of drug users in the family is a major factor of
drug use by adolescents. The World Health Organization
reported that the risk of exposure to drug abuse has be-
come one of the factors that influence the development of
disease burden (8).

The review of the literature showed vast published
studies on drug use among students of higher institutions
of learning in Nigeria (9-11). However, these studies were
performed in other geopolitical zones of the country. To
our knowledge, no published study has attempted to in-
vestigate drug use among students of higher institutions
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in northeast, Nigeria.

2. Objectives

The objectives of this study were to determine the
prevalence and the pattern of drug use among undergrad-
uates in Maiduguri and to identify the socio-demographic
predictors of their use.

3. Methods

A cross-sectional, descriptive survey was conducted be-
tween January-August 2019. This survey was purposively
conducted in four higher institutions (College of Agricul-
ture, College of Education, Polytechnic and University) in
Maiduguri metropolis. Three of them are state-owned in-
stitutions, and the remainder is a federal University. These
four were chosen because they are the largest tertiary insti-
tutions in Maiduguri.

Students of the study institutions made up the study
population. Convenient sampling was used to select
the participants while they were seated in the lecture
halls waiting to receive lectures. Invited participants that
agreed to participate in the study were informed about the
purpose of the study and they gave written informed con-
sent before completing the paper questionnaire. Two hun-
dred and fifty (250) questionnaires were given out at the
college of agriculture, 250 at the college of education, 370
at the polytechnic, and 580 at the university. The ques-
tionnaires were self-administered and anonymously com-
pleted by each student at his/her convenience. The com-
pleted questionnaires were returned to the focal person in
each institution. Participation was on free will and no gifts
were offered as incentives to the participants.

The study protocol was approved by the Faculty of
Pharmacy Research Review Board, University of Maiduguri
prior to data collection. The study data were collected us-
ing the 19-item drug use questionnaire adapted from a 22-
item WHO students drug-use questionnaire (12). The study
instrument contains socio-demographic questions (items
1 - 6), last 12-month drug use (items 7 - 18), any other drugs
not mentioned before taken last year without a doctor or
health worker telling you to do so (item 19). The data col-
lected with the survey instrument included sex, age, stu-
dentship, and job status in the past 12-months and various
drugs used.

Descriptive statistics such as frequency, mean and stan-
dard deviation were initially used to describe the study
data. Chi-square and Fisher’s exact tests were used to test
for significant difference, while multivariate logistic re-
gression analysis (no to drug use = 0 versus yes to drug use

= 1) was used to identify the determinants of drug use with
a P-value < 0.05 taken as significant. The statistical analy-
sis was done with IBM statistical products and services so-
lution (SPSS) version 20 for Windows software.

4. Results

One thousand two hundred valid filled questionnaires
were returned from the four schools, giving an overall re-
sponse rate of 81.8%. Table 1 shows the socio-demographic
variables of the study population. Most of the participants
734 (61.2%) were males and between the ages 18 - 30 years
(97.2%). The mean age of the study population is 22.4 ± 3.7
years. Other socio-demographic characteristics of the par-
ticipants are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Study Population (N = 1200)

Variable No. (%)

Sex

Female 466 (38.8)

Male 734 (61.2)

Age, y

18 - 25 1008 (84.0)

26 - 35 183 (15.3)

36 - 45 9 (0.8)

Studentship status as of past 12-months

Not a student 375 (31.3)

Part-time 90 (7.5)

Full-time 735 (61.3)

Paid job status as of past 12-months

None 724 (60.3)

Part-time 303 (25.3)

Full-time 173 (14.4)

Unpaid job status as of past 12-months

None 831 (69.3)

Part-time 231 (19.3)

Full-time 138 (11.5)

Overall one-year prevalence of drug use is 14.3% (n =
171). The prevalence was higher in males students 17.3% (n =
127) compared to their female counterparts 9.4% (n = 44))
with significant difference (P < 0.01). Similarly, there was
the highest drug use prevalence among those aged 36 -
45 years (33.3%), part-time students in the past 12 months
(23.3%), that had part-time paid job in the past 12 months
(23.1%), and part-time unpaid job (23.8%) with significant
differences (P < 0.05) as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Drug Use According to Sociodemographic Factors

Variable Numbers
Drug Use

χ2 P-Value
No Yes

Institution 110.855 < 0.01

PY 300 238 (79.3) 62 (20.7)

CA 200 169 (84.5) 31 (15.5)

CE 200 137 (68.5) 63 (31.5)

UV 500 485 (97.0) 15 (3.0)

Total 1200 1029 (85.8) 171 (14.2)

Sex 14.413 < 0.01

Female 466 422 (90.6) 44 (9.4)

Male 734 607 (82.7) 127 (17.3)

Total 1200 1029 (85.8) 171 (14.2)

Age group, y 9.908 0.01f

16 - 25 1008 877 (87.0) 131 (13.0)

26 - 35 183 146 (79.8) 37 (20.2)

36 - 45 9 6 (66.7) 3 (33.3)

Total 1200 1029 (85.8) 171 (14.2)

Student in the past 12-month 8.038 0.02

No 375 331 (88.3) 44 (11.7)

Part-time 90 69 (76.7) 21 (23.3)

Full-time 735 629 (85.6) 106 (14.4)

Total 1200 1029 (85.8) 171 (14.2)

Paid Job in the past
12-month

31.308 < 0.01

No 724 652 (90.1) 72 (9.9)

Part-time 303 233 (76.9) 70 (23.1)

Full-time 173 144 (83.2) 29 (16.8)

Total 1200 1029 (85.8) 171 (14.2)

Unpaid job in the past
12-month

23.471 < 0.01

No 831 737 (88.7) 94 (11.3)

Part-time 231 176 (76.2) 55 (23.8)

Full-time 138 116 (84.1) 22 (15.9)

Total 1200 1029 (85.80) 171 (14.2)

Abbreviations: CA, College of Agriculture; CE, College of Education; f, Fisher’s Exact test; PY, polytechnic; UV, university.

Past one-year prevalence of various drug use shows
that tobacco (9.6%) and alcohol (8.1%) had the highest
prevalence among the study population. Among the illicit
drugs, cannabis was the most used (6.3%), followed by co-
caine (5.8%). The detailed account of drug use among the
respondents is shown in Table 3.

The analysis of socio-demographic factors associated
with drug use in the past 12-month reveals university stu-

dents (1.88 times more likely to use drugs compared to
polytechnic students), being a male (1.55 times more likely
to use drugs compared to female), age between 26 - 35 years
(1.48 times more likely to use drugs compared to those
aged 18 - 25 years), being a part-time student, and having a
part-time paid job in the past 12 months (2.16 and 2.11 times
more likely to use drugs compared to those that had no
part-time studentship status and part-time paid job in the
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Table 3. The Past 12-Month Prevalence of Drug Use Among the Study Population

Drug
Uses, No. (%)

χ2 P-Value
No Yes

Tobacco 1085 (90.4) 115 (9.6) 1034.2 < 0.01

Alcohol 1103 (91.9) 97 (8.1) 1030.5 < 0.01

Cannabis 1124 (93.7) 76 (6.3) 1083.0 < 0.01

Cocaine 1131 (94.3) 69 (5.8) 1094.4 < 0.01

Amphetamines 1147 (95.6) 53 (4.4) 1121.3 < 0.01

Hallucinogens 1149 (95.8) 51 (4.3) 1129.1 < 0.01

Sniffed/inhaled things 1182 (98.5) 18 (1.5) 1152.5 < 0.01

Tranquillizers 1159 (96.6) 41 (3.4) 1152.5 < 0.01

Sedatives 1161 (96.8) 39 (3.3) 1098.3 < 0.01

Opium 1163 (96.9) 37 (3.1) 1133.0 < 0.01

Heroin 1180 (98.3) 20 (1.7) 1152.5 < 0.01

Other Opiates 1160 (96.7) 40 (3.3) 1117.5 < 0.01

past 12 months, respectively) the significant determinants
of drug (Table 4).

5. Discussion

Drug use among students is a public health prob-
lem and its academic consequences cannot be overempha-
sized. However, the current study revealed a considerable
drug use among the study population. The past one-year
prevalence of 14.3% was found. This finding is compara-
ble with the result of the recent national population-based
drug use survey done in the country that reported a past
one-year prevalence of 14.4% (6). Additionally, this study
further reported a prevalence of 13.6% in the north-east
zone of the country which is the setting for the present
study (6). Although this national survey did not survey
for alcohol and tobacco use. In contrast, the past one-year
prevalence of drug use among university students in the
southwestern part of the country was higher (22.6%) than
our result (13). Differences in religious and socio-cultural
characteristics of the people, and the different numbers of
drugs included could be responsible for the observed dif-
ferences. Similarly, our study revealed the highest drug use
among students aged 26-45 years. This finding is in agree-
ment with the findings of other previous studies irrespec-
tive of populations covered (6, 14, 15).

Analysis of individual drugs in our study showed that
tobacco had the highest one-year prevalence rate. This re-
sult is in agreement with that of a Sudanese study (16). Due
to dangers associated with tobacco use, such as chronic ob-
structive pulmonary disease, cancer of the lung, and coro-
nary heart diseases which could lead to untimely death (17,

18), there is a need for health promotion and protection in-
terventions for the students to cut down on tobacco use
and safeguard their health. In contrast, cola nut, stimu-
lants other than the amphetamine-types, and alcohol were
respectively reported as the highest drugs used among stu-
dents of tertiary institutions in South Western Nigeria (10),
while national drug use general population-based survey
in Nigeria reported cannabis (6). Non-inclusion of tobacco
and alcohol among the drugs surveyed may be responsi-
ble for this result. Furthermore, our study revealed alcohol
as the second most common drug used by students con-
sistent with the result of a previous Nigerian study (10).
In contrast, it ranked first in an Ethiopian study (19), and
third in a Sudanese study (16). It is noteworthy that alcohol
ranked second among the drugs assessed in our study de-
spite alcohol being prohibited in the Muslim-dominated
area on religious grounds. Nevertheless, the prevalence
rate of alcohol use of 8.1% recorded by our study is com-
parable with 5.6% found among Sudanese university stu-
dents (16). Similar to our result, an earlier study among
secondary school students in Nigeria revealed a similar
trend (20). Therefore, effective measures are required to
tackle the menace of the use of these two drugs in Nigerian
schools in order to enhance academic performance.

Among the illicit drugs, cannabis had the highest past
12-month prevalence congruent with the finding of a previ-
ous university and population based-studies, respectively
(10, 16, 21). Cannabis has continued to feature in Nigeria
and some other countries as the most commonly used il-
licit drug (22). When one uses illicit drugs, it has the ca-
pacity to interfere with the normal traffic patterns that the
neurotransmitters use. This interference can affect the way
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Table 4. Factors That Is Associated with Drug Use

Independent Variable AOR (95% CI) P-Value

Institution

PY 1

CA 0.75 (0.46 - 1.22) 0.24

CE 0.13 (0.07 - 0.24) < 0.01a

UV 1.88 (1.23 - 2.89) < 0.01a

Sex

Female 1

Male 1.55 (1.04 - 2.31) 0.03a

Age (y)

18 - 25 1

26 - 35 1.48 (0.95 - 2.31) 0.08a

36 - 45 2.61 (0.55 - 12.46) 0.23

Student in the past 12-month

No 1

Part-time 2.16 (1.11 - 4.21) 0.02a

Full-time 1.25 (0.83 - 1.90) 0.29

Paid Job in the past 12-month

No 1

Part-time 2.11 (1.36 - 3.27) 0.01a

Full-time 1.50 (0.86 - 2.63) 0.15

Unpaid job in the past 12-month

No 1

Part-time 1.26 (0.80 - 1.98) 0.32

Full-time 1.02 (0.57 - 1.85) 0.94

Abbreviations: AOR, adjusted odds ratio; CA, College of Agriculture; CE, College
of education; PY, polytechnic; UV, university.
aSignificant at P < 0.05.

the brain processes and retains information, thereby influ-
encing how such an individual thinks, learns, remembers,
focuses, and concentrates. Therefore, students who use il-
licit drugs usually experience poor academic performance
(lower grades, a higher rate of absenteeism from school,
and an increased likelihood of dropping out of school)
(23). This highlights the need for effective drug preven-
tive policy in schools. It is worthy to note that schools can
make a difference through their programmes and learn-
ing opportunities, and the support that they offer to their
students (24). This policy is critical because it will serve
as guidance to the school managers, teachers, and staff,
as well as families, community agencies, and other stake-
holders, in making drug education practice-related deci-
sions within school communities in order to reduce drug-
related harm to students. However, the relatively high use

of cannabis among Nigeria students may be connected to
their easy availability and low cost. Therefore, the regu-
latory agency saddled with the responsibility of control
of illicit drugs/substances in Nigeria should step up the
war against its cultivation, sales, and trafficking in a bid
to make them unavailable for the students to access. Addi-
tionally, this war inadvertently can reduce supply and in-
crease its costs and adulteration which in turn will consti-
tute a barrier to access and in the long run reduces use.

The analysis of the socio-demographic determinants of
drug use after adjusting for confounders showed that uni-
versity students were significantly more likely to use drugs
than polytechnic students. Policies vary among institu-
tions, and institutions that are more liberal with drugs
use are likely to have more students using drugs for non-
medical purposes. Although further qualitative studies
are needed to clearly explain this finding. In our study,
part-time students in the past 12 months were significantly
more likely to use drugs than those who were not students
at all during the past 12 months. Access to fund could be
responsible for this finding because a sizeable proportion
of these part-time students had paid part-time jobs in the
past 12 months. Male students were more likely to use
drugs compare to their female counterparts. This result
is consistent with the findings of previous Nigerian and
Sudanese drug use studies which reported the same sex-
based differences in drug use (6, 13, 16, 21). These findings
may be due to male trait and show of power often exhib-
ited by male students which may encourage drug use. Ad-
ditionally, the use of alcohol is frowned at on a religious
ground in our study setting which a Muslim dominated
area, but such society tolerates smoking tobacco in vari-
ous forms as part of the social lives of males. Furthermore,
students within the age range of 26 to 35 years were more
likely to use drugs than their younger peers. This result is
consistent with that of a previous national survey of drug
use in Nigeria that reported that drug use was most preva-
lent among those within the age range of 25 and 39 years
(6). This finding demonstrates that middle-aged students
are more vulnerable to the menace of drug use. Hence,
the need for preventive interventions targeted at this age
group in order to avert the consequences of drug use in the
higher education institutions. Finally, students that had
part-time paid jobs in the previous 12 months were also sig-
nificantly more likely to use drugs compared to their coun-
terparts who had none or full-time paid jobs in the past 12
months. This finding suggests that stipends earned from
part-time jobs may translate to greater purchasing power
of drugs for this category of students.

The main limitation of the study is the quantitative and
cross-sectional design which could not satisfactorily iden-
tify and explain all the significant determinants of drug
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use. A qualitative longitudinal study in which students
are allowed to talk freely and followed up will be most
appropriate for evaluation of the changing trend of drug
use over time. Secondly, under-reporting was a threat in
the study due to the sensitive nature of drug use (society
frowns at their use and the Nigerian law also prohibits
their non-medical use), so participants may not have been
honest while completing the questionnaire. Lastly, inabil-
ity to obtain data on students’ enrollment from the man-
agement of the study schools made recruitment of partic-
ipants through stratification to ensure representation im-
possible.

5.1. Conclusions

Our study reveals that a considerable proportion of
students of higher institutions of learning in Nigeria use
drugs. Drug use has grave implications for high school
students and may result in mental health disorders and
poor academic performance. This highlights the impor-
tance of an effective drug prevention policy in higher insti-
tutions of learning. Our study identified being a university,
male, and part-time student, and having a paid part-time
job in the past 12 months as the significant determinants of
drug use. Therefore, interventions targeted at these identi-
fied factors should be provided to effectively prevent the
effects of drug use on these categories of students and im-
prove mental wellbeing, and enhance learning and aca-
demic performance. The interventions that include com-
binations of interactive teaching and learning, building
highly specific resilience skills, provision of educational in-
formation, and students’ direct involvement in the deliv-
ery of such programmes are recommended.
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