
Pre-Clinical Research Report

An assessment of drug and
substance abuse prevalence:
a cross-sectional study
among undergraduates
in selected southwestern
universities in Nigeria

John Afees Olanrewaju1,2,
Ezekiel Olumide Hamzat1, Joseph Igbo Enya3,
Maureen Obiageli Udekwu1 ,
Quincy Osuoya2, Richard Bamidele4 ,
Olawumi Feyisike Johnson5 ,
Babajide Semeton Johnson6,
Ifedolapo Olanrewaju7 and
Joshua Oladele Owolabi1,8

Abstract

Objective: This cross-sectional study aimed to assess the prevalence and awareness of drug and

substance abuse among undergraduates in four southwestern universities in Nigeria.

Methods: The sample of 400 students included 100 male and female students in the 15- to

29-year age range from each of the four selected universities in southwest Nigeria between

December 2019 and June 2020. Descriptive statistics and Pearson chi-square tests were used

for data analysis using the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS).
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Results: Four hundred students satisfied the inclusion criteria and suitably completed the ques-

tionnaire. Most respondents were in the 15- to 19-year and 20- to 24-year age groups and were

female (68%). Drug and substance abuse prevalence was 45.7%; one in every four students abused

substances despite an aggregate risk awareness level of 94.6%. Alcohol and cigarettes—legally and

socially accepted substances—were the most abused (61.5% and 54.5%, respectively). Codeine-

containing syrup and tramadol topped the list of drugs, ranking higher than cannabis. The major

motive was to ‘get high’ and numb emotional problems caused by predominantly socioeconomic

and societal factors.

Conclusion: The study showed a notable prevalence of drug and substance abuse across the

selected universities in southwest Nigeria.
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Introduction

According to the World Health

Organization, drug and substance abuse

refers to the harmful use of psychoactive

substances such as alcohol and illicit

drugs.1 The current prevalence of drug and

substance abuse has plagued society, caused

its members to lose self-consciousness and

led to mental disorders, death, addiction

and other hardship.2 A perceived increase

in the prevalence of drug abuse globally

has been observed. As of 2017, drug

users represent approximately 0.9% of the

world’s population.3 Alcohol abuse accounts

for 3.3 million deaths annually and 31 mil-

lion people are documented to suffer from

drug use.4 More than 2.6 million people in

the 10 to 24-year age bracket die yearly from

drug and substance abuse (World Health

Organization, 2019).5

Nigeria currently faces similar challenges

as its citizens indulge in drugs and substan-

ces despite a 1990 National Drug Policy

adopted to guard against inadequacies in

drug availability, supply and distribution.6

In Nigeria, a population of 30 to 35 million

spends approximately USD $15,000 and

USD $30,000 annually on psychotropic
drugs and alcoholic beverages, respective-
ly.4 The abuse of drugs and other substan-
ces and associated crime have driven the
considerable rise in the number of youths
imprisoned in recent years.7 A report by
the United Nations Office on Drug and
Crime in Nigeria indicates that 14.4%
(14.3 million) of people aged between 15
and 64 years abuse drugs.8 The statistical
analysis of the findings of a 2015 nation-
wide survey of 10,609 respondents showed
that alcohol is the drug with the highest
prevalence rate, whereas cannabis is the
most abused illicit drug.9 Drug abuse in
Nigeria is prevalent across educational
levels and reaches down to the secondary
school level.1

The considerable increase in drug and
substance abuse engendered the war against
drugs, which was marked by the creation of
two federal agencies in Nigeria: the
National Drug Law Enforcement Agency
in 1990 and the National Agency for Food
and Drug Administration and Control in
1993.10 Drug and substance abuse is preva-
lent across Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones.
However, the South-West, a zone of serious
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concern that comprises Ekiti, Lagos, Ogun,
Ondo, Osun and the Oyo States, is reported
to have the highest prevalence of drug and
substance use (22.4% or 4,382,000 users)—
especially in Lagos and Oyo state—accord-
ing to a 2018 report by the United Nations
Office on Drug and Crime. This zone is fol-
lowed by the South-South, South-East,
North-East, North-West and North-
Central zones.8 Notably, the South-West
region of Nigeria has one of the highest
numbers of universities in the country,
accounting for 45 universities accredited
by the National University Commission
(NUC). The South-South, South-East,
North-Central, North-East and North-
West zones follow, with 24, 20, 19, 14 and
14 universities, respectively.11

These universities are post-secondary
educational institutions of higher learning
that provide facilities for teaching and
research and degrees in various disciplines.
Typically, a university has an undergradu-
ate division that grants bachelor’s degrees
and a graduate school division that confers
advanced diplomas (master’s and doctorate
degrees).12 Undergraduates are more easily
initiated than post-graduate students into
harmful habits such as the abuse of drugs
and substances.13 Reasons for initiation
include low self-esteem, peer pressure, the
need for extra energy for daily activities,
poor socioeconomic conditions at home
and experimental curiosity.14 Thus, our
research aim was to assess the prevalence
and awareness of drug and substance
abuse among undergraduates in four south-
western universities in Nigeria.

Methods

Research design: a descriptive survey

Study setting. This cross-sectional study was
conducted in four universities in southwest-
ern Nigeria, which consists of Ekiti, Lagos,
Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Oyo States.

The universities have a combined popula-
tion of over 30,000 part-time and full-time
students.

Research population. In total, 480 students
participated in the study. Among these
respondents, 400 met the inclusion criteria
and suitably completed the research ques-
tionnaire. The study included 100 male
and female students from each of the four
tertiary institutions for a total of 400 stu-
dents. The ratio of female to male students
was 68:32.

Sampling technique. We used cluster and
random sampling techniques to identify
clusters and administer questionnaires to
students within the schools. The researcher
identified four major clusters (i.e., points of
the congregation): lecture halls, cafeterias,
relaxation/social centers and hostel lobbies.

Data collection instrument. The instrument
was self-administered and pretested before
study initiation. The structured question-
naire was administered to university stu-
dents across levels and faculties. The
instrument was designed to gather informa-
tion on the four research questions and
objectives of the study. The questionnaire
was divided into the following sections:

• Background information (Section 1): This
section captured respondent age, sex,
marital status, faculty and state of resi-
dence. The section was designed to pro-
tect the identity of the respondent.

• Awareness of abused substances (Section
2): The 21 questions in this section
gauged respondent knowledge of the
types and identification of drugs, their
cost, where they are sold, their effect
and the perceived motive for abuse of
these drugs and substances.

• Prevalence-related risk factors associated
with abused substances (Section 3): This
section included 16 questions designed to

Olanrewaju et al. 3



identify whether respondents were in an
environment that could prompt them to
abuse drugs and substances. The section
further provided insight into factors that
could influence students’ interest in sub-
stance consumption.

Data collection procedure. The research was
conducted in Nigeria between December
2019 and June 2020. Questionnaires were
self-administered. In each school, research-
ers identified the three major school-based
points (i.e., lecture halls, cafeteria, and
relaxation/social centers) within the school
premises where a mix of students generally
congregate. At these congregation points,
the researcher randomly selected students
to whom to administer the questionnaire
and waited to collect the instrument when
it was completed by the student. The
researcher provided necessary clarifications
on questionnaire items only when required.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria for
participating institutions were: 1) must
offer a bachelor’s degree program in vari-
ous fields, 2) must be accredited by
Nigeria’s NUC, 3) must graduate a mini-
mum of one set of graduates (i.e., post-
accreditation) and 4) must be located in
the southwestern geopolitical zone of
Nigeria.

Ethical considerations. Institutional Review
Board approval was obtained from the
Babcock University Health Research
Ethics Committee (approval number
BUHREC742/19). Written informed con-
sent was obtained from all respondents.
The questionnaires were presented to par-
ticipants in English, the official language of
communication. The purpose of the
research and questionnaire completion
requirements were clearly explained to par-
ticipants. The research questionnaire did

not collect any personal information that
might specifically identify students. In addi-
tion, any personal information was fully
de-identified in this article.

Reliability of the study questionnaire. A pilot
test was conducted to verify the usability
and appropriateness of the instrument fol-
lowing the method of Hassan et al.15 Pilot
testing was important in helping the
researcher decide whether the study was
feasible and meaningful. The study instru-
ment was pilot-tested with 18 students and
results were analyzed for comprehension
level, appropriate completion time and
alignment with chosen test statistics. The
questionnaire was deemed reliable for
administration.

Method of data analysis and reporting.

Questionnaire data were subjected to
descriptive and inferential statistics.
Specifically, respondents’ demographic
data and the study objectives sections
were subjected to descriptive statistical
methods such as means, percentages and
standard deviation. Thereafter, key study
variables were subjected to descriptive sta-
tistical analysis. Microsoft Excel (2013 ver-
sion) was used for data entry and coding,
editing and cleaning, Graph Pad Prism
8 (GraphPad Software, Inc., San Diego,
CA, USA) was used to plot relevant
graphs and SPSS Statistical software,
Version 21 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY,
USA) was used for tabulation and inferen-
tial analysis. The reporting of this study
conforms to STROBE guidelines.16

Results

Socio-demographic data

Among the 480 students initially considered
eligible to participate in the survey, 80 were
rejected for analysis to ensure a consistent
number of respondents across universities.
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The remaining 400 respondents belonged to
the 15- to 19-year, 20- to 24-year and 25-
year and above age groups, as shown in
Table 1. More than half of the respondents
were female (68%) and the largest propor-
tion of respondents were unmarried (87%).

The majority of respondents were from

Lagos (44.0%), Ogun (23.5%), and Ondo

(16.8%) states (Table 1).

Prevalence of drug and substance abuse. This

study identified not only the prevalence of

drug and substance abuse among those

already actively involved in abuse but also

the prevalence of those who are susceptible

to abuse owing to various factors.
Among respondents, 45.7% were

involved in drug and substance abuse

(Table 2). Social factors such as respond-

ents’ clique of friends (Table 3 (a)) and

environmental factors (Table 3 (b) and (c))

influenced susceptibility to substance abuse

and affected the prevalence of abuse.

Specifically, 6.3% of respondents said they

were more susceptible to drug and sub-

stance abuse because of their clique of

friends whereas 65.3% mentioned feeling

susceptible based on how drugs and sub-

stances were misused in their locality.

Among respondents, 66.0% felt susceptible

because of how drugs and substances of

abuse were sold in the locality.

Commonly abused drugs. Alcohol was identi-

fied as the most commonly abused

Table 1. Respondents’ socio-demographic
characteristics and state of residence.

Number of

respondents

(N¼ 400)

Percentage

(%)

Sex

Male 128 32

Female 272 68

Total 400 100

Age

15–19 Years 186 46.5

20–24 Years 186 46.5

25–29 Years 11 2.8

>29 years 17 4.3

Total 400 100

Marital status

Married 8 2.0

Unmarried 348 87.0

Others 44 11.0

Total 400 100

State of residence

Abuja 14 3.5

Adamawa 1 0.3

Akwa Ibom 2 0.5

Delta 2 0.5

Edo 5 1.3

Ekiti 3 0.8

Enugu 1 0.3

Kaduna 1 0.3

Katsina 1 0.3

Kwara 1 0.3

Lagos 176 44.0

Ogun 94 23.5

Ondo 67 16.8

Osun 4 1.0

Oyo 10 2.5

Plateau 1 0.3

Rivers 1 0.3

Zamfara 2 0.5

Not indicated 14 3.5

Total 400 100

Table 2. Perceived frequency of drug and
substance use.

Response

Number of

respondents

(N¼ 400)

Percentage

(%)

None 129 32.3

A few 115 28.8

Some 49 12.3

Most 15 3.8

All 3 0.8

Don’t know 73 18.3

Total 384 96.0

No response 16 4.0

Results address research question 1: What is the

prevalence of drug and substance abuse in tertiary

institutions?
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substance by 61.5% of respondents whereas

54.5% stated that cigarettes were the most

commonly used drug, followed by tramadol

(35.0%), cough syrup (33.0%), shisha

(30.5%) and cannabis (25.5%; Figure 1).

Factors influencing drug consumption. Table 4

lists respondents’ stated reasons for drug

and substance use. The most common rea-

sons included “to get high” (81.3%), “to

help you when you feel depressed or nerv-

ous” (65%), to help “to forget about your

problems” (65%), “to cheer up when you’re

in a bad mood” (64.5%). A total of 59.8%

(239) of the respondent chose “not to feel

left out”.

Awareness of the risk of drug and substance

abuse. Among the 391 (97.5%) respondents

who answered this question, the vast major-

ity (79.5%) indicated that drugs and sub-

stance abuse have great risk, 14.3%

claimed they believed it was moderate

risky, whereas 2.5% indicated a slight

risk—resulting in an aggregate risk aware-

ness level of 94.6%. (Table 5).

Discussion

This study originated from the perceived

increasing prevalence of drug and substance

abuse in society and the hazard this abuse

represents in Nigeria and the world at large.

Before the execution of this study, minimal

research had been conducted on drug and

substance abuse in specific regions of the

country. This study aimed to broaden the
scope of drug and substance abuse epidemi-
ology in Nigeria and increase awareness of
the effect and availability of these drugs.
Because of the cross-sectional design, the
study’s primary limitation is its time-
specific emphasis; it does not provide
information on trends in prevalence and
associated factors in the population of
interest. Nevertheless, the study provides a
snapshot of evidence high-quality empirical
information on the prevalence and factors
associated with substance abuse within the
Nigerian population.

The number of students who indulge in
drug and substance abuse is notable.
Students are increasingly adopting innova-
tive methods for smuggling these substances
into universities in high enough quantities
to meet growing demand. This trend may
result from the inadequate efforts of securi-
ty operatives in various Nigerian universi-
ties. Study findings supported a 45.7%
prevalence of drug and substance abuse
among participants. The most abused
drug or substance were alcohol (61.5%)
and cigarettes (54.5%), likely because
these substances are legal for use in
Nigeria despite restrictions on use before
driving and for minors. Our findings are
more recent and more comprehensive than
the study of 1000 students by Oshikoya
and Alli17 at Lagos State University,
which covered only one institution whereas
our study included four representative
universities.

Table 3. Social and environmental factors that affect drug and substance use.

Response

(a)Are you part of a clique

of friends in which any of

these substances are used?

(b) Are there places within

your locality where individuals

meet to use these substances?

(c) Are there places in your

locality where these

substances are sold?

Yes 25 (6.3%) 261 (65.3%) 264 (66.0%)

No 363 (90.8%) 116 (29.0%) 103 (25.8%)

NR 12 (3.0%) 23 (5.8%) 33 (8.3%)

NR, no response.
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Our study highlighted 12 factors that

influence the abuse of drugs and substan-

ces. The major factor was “to get high.”

The findings are consistent with those of

Adekeye et al.’s study.18 In recent years,

the psychological effects of drugs and

substances and the observable increase in

abuse have not gone unnoticed. Risk

awareness is a key factor in addressing

drug and substance abuse. Despite estab-

lishing that a large number of respondents

understood the risk associated with drug
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Figure 1. Substances commonly found in the locality.
The figure shows the types of drugs abused by the university students sampled. Results address research
question 2: What types of drugs are commonly abused by students?

Table 4. Stated reasons for drug and substance use.

REASON SCORE PERCENTAGE (%)

To get high 325 81.3

It helps you when you feel depressed or nervous 260 65.0

To forget about your problems 260 65.0

To cheer up when you are in a bad mood 258 64.5

Not to feel left out 239 59.8

To fit in with a group you like 218 54.5

It helps you enjoy a party 206 51.5

It makes social gatherings more fun 199 49.8

It makes for fun 189 47.3

You like the feeling 178 44.5

It improves parties and celebrations 162 40.5

To be liked 141 35.3

Results address research question 3: What are the factors that influence the consumption of these drugs?

SCORE indicates the number of participants that indicated YES to each reason.
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and substance misuse, the study recorded a

considerable prevalence of abuse.

Therefore, we can postulate that perceived

factors that drive drug and substance abuse

prevail over risk considerations.
Taking a critical look at the substances

that are being abused within the population

of interest is important. The top-ranking

substances of abuse, alcohol and cigarettes,

are generally considered social drugs

because they are legally allowed. The

majority of the population of interest fell

within the age bracket of those allowed to

consume these social drugs; this may account

for why these substances were the most pop-

ular among users. Notwithstanding, this

should also be considered alongside other

factors that predispose individuals to con-

sume substances to alter their state of

mind, to “feel good” or to “get high.”

Socioeconomic and environmental factors

largely contribute to the use and abuse of

these substances in a large percentage of the

population.19,20 A consideration of these

factors is therefore critical in any effort to

address the threat of drug and substance

abuse within the broader population in

Nigeria.
Furthermore, the inclusion of tramadol

and cough syrup among the five top-

ranking substances of abuse is of special

interest. Illegally repurposed and abused
as drugs, tramadol and cough syrup are
often readily available over the counter
and are currently substantially abused
despite being medicinal drugs. Codeine-
containing syrup is of considerable interest
as a substance of abuse.21 Notably, these
drugs now rank higher than other illegal
drugs such as cannabis (sixth), tobacco
(eighth), cocaine (ninth), heroine (twelfth)
and amphetamines (fifteenth) in our study.
Interestingly, the aforementioned drugs are
priority targets in efforts by stakeholders
and government agencies to curb the
menace of drug abuse.

In addition, findings indicate a contrast
in the hierarchy of importance and popular-
ity of substances of abuse when compared
with data obtained approximately three and
half decades ago.22 Although the UNODC8

and another study9 rank cannabis as the
leading illicit drug or substance of abuse,
the present study indicates that codeine-
containing syrup and tramadol have
overtaken cannabis in importance and
popularity among drug abusers in Nigeria.
The increasing popularity of these emerging
though unconventional substances of abuse
necessitates a continuous research effort to
uncover the actual state of substance use
and drug abuse in the population; effort
should be made to address such challenges
in an evidence-based manner. Therefore,
this research reveals that tramadol and
cough syrup, for example, deserve more
attention than they have been given consid-
ering how popular they have become
among users of illicit psychoactive substan-
ces. Furthermore, a lack of awareness of the
actual state of affairs concerning substance
and drug abuse in the community may lead
to negligence that can inadvertently but
progressively promote the use and abuse
of such substances. This in turn can result
in the escalation of the problems associated
with mental health and social well-being in
society.

Table 5. Level of the perceived risk of drug and
substance use.

Response

Number of

respondents

(N¼ 400)

Percentage

(%)

No risk 2 0.5

Slight risk 10 2.5

Moderate risk 57 14.3

Great risk 311 77.8

Don’t know 11 2.8

No response 9 2.2

Results address research question 4: What is the risk level

associated with drug and substance abuse?
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The five top-ranking reasons for depen-
dence on drugs or substances reported in
this study primarily converge on respond-
ents’ efforts, however dysfunctional, to
address their social and psychological prob-
lems or to achieve psychological escape.
Importantly, socioeconomic and environ-
mental factors ranked highest as factors
that predisposed people within the studied
population to substance use and drug
abuse. Although efforts that are aimed at
curbing the threat of substance abuse
should be sustained and enhanced, critical
consideration of these socioeconomic and
environmental factors can address the vul-
nerable within these populations. When rel-
evant underlying socioeconomic and
psychological problems are addressed, the
need to achieve a state of “being high” or
attempts to numb emotional pain or burden
will dissipate. Given these factors are direct-
ly associated with the reason for individuals
abusing substances or consuming illegal
drugs, we anticipate that addressing these
factors can be a fundamental means of
tackling the problem of drug abuse within
the population.

Furthermore, a consideration of more
holistic policies that reduce vulnerabilities
that predispose people to craving substan-
ces—and not only those aimed at punishing
consumers of illegal drugs or restricting
access—is critically required. In addition,
as previously recommended by Ajayi and
Somefun,20 adequate educational programs
that create awareness about the consequen-
ces of the consumption of psychoactive
agents or a permissive culture that directly
and indirectly promotes substance abuse
must be considered. A comparison of the
current trend with findings from previous
studies indicates that the situation might
not be static but is rather dynamic and sus-
ceptible to trends likely premised on socio-
economic and cultural dynamics. This
necessitates implementing a high-quality
surveillance system to study these dynamics

and trends to accurately assess the current

environment of drug and substance use and

to guide the development of effective and

tailored solutions at every point in time.

This should be a priority in policy and prac-

tice, and should also be a key subject of

interest in mental health and epidemiology.

Conclusion

Study findings indicate a substantial preva-

lence of drug and substance abuse in uni-

versities in southwestern Nigeria. Hence,

stakeholders—government agencies and

private organizations—must contribute to

eradicating this threat to prevent further

endangerment to society. Effective educa-

tional programs and plans to promote the

awareness, prevention, avoidance and dis-

continuation of substance use must be

implemented. Institutions of higher learn-

ing must establish courses addressing drug

and substance abuse to increase awareness

of the harmful effects of drugs on individu-

als and society at large, thereby discourag-

ing the use of drugs and related substances

among students. Stronger deterrence meas-

ures must be enforced while collaboration

between government agencies, stakeholders

and universities must be strengthened.

Rehabilitation programs for those with a

drug addiction should be provided by uni-

versities or concerned institutions.
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