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Background: Self-medication is the use of drugs and painkillers by many 
people with therapeutic or preventive intent without prior professional 
advice or prescribed by a physician, including adults to treat their self-
recognized diseases and symptoms. 
Objectives: Determine the rate of self-medication practice among 
university students and determine the most common area to be self-
medicated and the most common drug group for self-medication. 
Subjects and Methods: An analytical cross-sectional study of a random 
sample of students attending two branches of college of science (biology 
and chemistry) from the period of 10th December 2018 to 15th April 
2019 through purposive sampling technique to collect responses from 
students using structured questionnaire which was divided into many 
sections including demographic details of research participants, history 
of taking medication to treat a health problem without a  prescription 
at the last month, the reasons of self-medication practice. Sample size 
was 220 university students. All data were entered on Microsoft Excel 
2010, and managed and analyzed on SPSS version 19. The means and 
standard deviations were calculated and both t-test and chi-square 
tests were used to identify the associations between variables. The 
confidence level was set at 95%, and the p value of less than 0.05 was 
the limit value of significance.  
Result: The rate of practicing self-medication was significantly higher 
among studied university students and it accounted for (64.1%). And 
it was significantly higher in females (62.4%) than males (37.6%). Most 
of the self-medications (59.6%) were practiced for the pains originating 
from head and neck. The vast majority of students (80.9%) significantly 
were using analgesics and antipyretic, and most of them (71.6%) were 
practicing it at any time during the year. 
Conclusion: The study concluded that the rate of self-medication 
among university students was at the high level, the self-medication 
was practiced anytime during the year and the use of analgesics was 
significantly dominant among other drug groups. 
Keywords: Self-medication, Analgesics, University Students, Drug 
Groups, Chemistry, Biology  
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Introduction
Self-medication is the use of drugs and painkillers by many 
people with therapeutic or preventive intent without prior 
professional advice or prescribed by a physician.1 Self-
medication includes the use of therapeutic products by 
people, including adults to treat self-recognized diseases/
indicators. It also indicates the intermittent/ continuous use 
of the medication prescribed by the physician for permanent 
or recurrent illnesses/ health condition.2 It is really practiced 
around the world in a wide range of people including 
university students, especially developing countries as 
many medications including common drugs and analgesics 
are taken by these students without a prescription and any 
irrational use of these medications can affect the general 
condition of the students.1 

Today, self-medication is one of the biggest social and 
economic problems affecting public health in many countries 
such as Iraq, and this occurs through the consumption 
of analgesics as non-steroidal anti-inflammatory agents 
or commonly used medications such as antibiotics and 
vitamins; taking these medications without a prescription 
directly by the doctor can expose the users to future health 
problems such as gastric ulcer.3 Analgesics, antibiotics 
and cough syrup are the most frequently used agents 
for self-medication in various groups including university 
students, and the frequency of self-medication arises from 
a number of factors,  including ready access to these drugs, 
overlapping social, economic and environmental factors 
as well as demographic and epidemiological factors of the 
population, with differences in lifestyles and individual 
behaviors in their daily life, which are based on the 
availability and accessibility of medical products.4 

There is great concern about the consumption of 
medications, since the majority of side effects are often 
more serious than the original disease itself. In addition, 
the ability of these drugs to reduce symptoms and then 
creates a mask that deceives the consumer in a rapid 
response to alleviate the pain, thereafter worsens his/her 
health.5 It believed that the reason for the repeated self-
management of medicines is to achieve the desired effects, 
since the World Medical Association (WMA) has developed 
a statement to guide patients, doctors, pharmacists and 
medical care providers about any type of medication, and 
defeat management, dosage and number of times, can 
be used safely and in a proper useful way.6 Several studies 
from the Middle East region, including Iraq and other Arab 
countries, revealed the high prevalence of self-medication 
in several universities, where students in those countries 
used analgesics, herbs, often vitamins and antibiotics, and 
rarely use opium and sedatives.7 In the European countries, 
there are higher rates of self-medication use in the United 
Kingdom and Germany, while the regions of Croatia and 

Greece are the lowest in prevalence, these rates vary by 
country.7 

Objectives
Determine the rate of self-medication practice among 
university students and determine the most common area 
to be self-medicated and the most common drug group 
for self-medication. 

Subjects and Methods
An analytical cross-sectional study of a random sample 
of students attending college of science, including the 
two scientific branches (Biology and Chemistry) after 
the approval of the University from the period of 10th 
December 2018 to 15th April 2019 through purposive 
sampling technique to collect responses from students using 
structured questionnaire was done; this questionnaire was 
distributed to students at rest periods after the lecture being 
completed and it was either taken from the student after 
10 minutes or they were allowed to take questionnaires 
to their homes and return them later. This questionnaire 
was adapted from various similar studies taken from 
previous articles, and it was divided into many sections 
including demographic details of research participants, 
taking history of medication to treat a health problem 
without a prescription during the previous month. The 
questionnaire was tested on a small sample of students 
using pilot study to ensure easy reading of the information 
to answer them properly. The distribution of questionnaire 
for the students was done on the basis of volunteering 
with an informed consent. Sample size was 220 university 
students. The sample size taken was small because the 
students included in the study at the Faculty of Science 
(Department of Biology and Chemistry) did not exceed 
650 university students and for all levels of study. All data 
were entered on Microsoft Excel 2010, and managed and 
analyzed on SPSS version 19. The means and standard 
deviations were calculated for continuous and discrete 
data respectively. Then, both t-test and chi-square tests 
were used to identify the associations between variables. 
The confidence level was set at 95%, and the level of less 
than 0.05 was the limited value of significance.

Result
In Table 1, the total rate of practicing self-medication 
was significantly higher among university students and it 
accounted for (64.1%). It was found that the mean age was 
almost equal for students taking medications and who did 
not take them without a prescription in males (20.12±1.37) 
years and females (20.21±1.63) years respectively without 
finding a statistical difference. The results of the study show 
that the percentage of students who reported the use of 
self-medication was significantly higher in females (62.4%) 
than males (37.6%) as shown in Table 1.
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In Table 2, it was found that the highest percentage of 
self-medication users (59.6%) was for the purpose of 
relieving the head and neck pain with a high statistical 
difference, while the lowest percentage of them (7.8%) 
was to relieve the tooth pains.

Table 4, shows that most students in the sample study 
(71.6%) self-medicated at any time of the year; while the 
minority (5.7%) self-medicated once a year.

Table 1.Self-medication users and non-users according to prevalence, mean age and gender

Characteristics Self-medication practice Statistics

Total Prevalence 
Users Non-users

Chi-square= 17.473
p-value= 0.000 (HS)No. % No. %

141 64.1 79 35.9

Age/Mean 
Users Non-users

t-test= 0.21(Mean±SD) (Mean±SD)
20.16±1.411 20.15±1.341

Gender
Users Non-users

Chi-square= 7.693
p-value= 0.004 (HS)

No. % No. %
Males 53 37.6 45 57

Females 88 62.4 34 43
Total 141 100 79 100

Table 2.Most commonly affected region self-
medicated by students

Most commonly 
affected regions self-

medicated by students
No. % Statistics

Joints and Muscles 18 12.8
Chi-square= 

94.035
p-value=0.000 

(HS)

Head and Neck 84 59.6
Teeth 11 7.8

Abdominal Cavity 18 19.9
Total 141 100

The vast majority of students (80.9%), as shown in table (3), 
was using analgesics and antipyretic as a self-medication. 
While the minority (8.5%) was using tonics and vitamins. A 
high statistical correlation was found in the self-medication 
with analgesics and antipyretic among university students.

Table 3.Most common drug groups used for                      
self-medication

Most common drug 
groups used for self-

medication 
No. % Statistics

Tonics and Vitamins 12 8.5
Chi-square= 

234.972
p-value=0.000 

(HS)

Analgesics and 
Antipyretics 114 80.9

Antibiotics 15 10.7
Total 141 100

Table 4.Frequency of use of self-medication                 
during the year

Frequency of use of self-
medication No. % Statistics

Once a year 8 5.7
Chi-square= 

164.787
p-value=0.000 

(HS)

Two to three times a year 15 10.6
Several times per year 17 12.1

Anytime during the year 101 71.6
Total 141 100

Discussion
It is well known that self-medication is prevalent throughout 
the world and approximately 60% to 80% of health problems 
in developing countries result from people resorting to 
self-medication.8 In this study, the estimated rate of self-
medication practice was found to be 64.1 percent. This was 
similar to Iraqi6 and Turkish study.9 It was almost consistent 
with another study conducted in Karnataka,8 and it was 
lower than what was found in many other investigations 
like Bangladesh,10 Nigeria11 and Egypt.12 These variations 
in different countries may be due to differences in the 
duration of self-medication practices, the demographic 
and social characteristics of the target population, the 
size of the sample, and the level of their knowledge of 
self-medication.13 

It was found that the mean age for both genders was almost 
equal for students who self-medicated and who didn’t; this 
is important to correctly interpret that self-medication is a 
global phenomenon prevalent in every age group, although 
its range varies across regions and people.14  
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Significantly, females reported using the drugs over the 
counter more than the males, and they accounted for 
62.4%. This was close to Al Shawi et al. in the city of Anbar, 
Iraq.15 This study indicated that the head and neck areas 
have significantly reached the highest rate that makes 
university student use self-medication. The cause might 
be that headaches are common among college students 
because nearly 47% of the world’s population complains 
about some types of headaches and roughly 15% to 20% 
of those with a headache of cervicogenic origin.16 This 
study significantly revealed that most of the students who 
reported the use of self-medication were females. This 
finding was consistent with other Arabic studies.4,17,18,19 
However, the high rate of self-medication in females may 
be due to their feeling of fatigue and pain, especially 
pains of the menstrual cycle, which makes them 
soon go to using pain relievers and some antibiotics. 
Significantly, the majority of students (80.9%) in the study 
reported the use of Analgesics as the most common agent 
for self-medication. These findings were similar to the 
study of Alshogran et al. in Jordan18 and comparable to 
several other studies conducted on a number of medical 
students: 76.6% in Iran20 and two other Saudi studies 
72.35%14 and 89.7%,21 respectively. The reason may be that 
the analgesics are available to get a sense of comfort and 
quick relief of pain.8 Moreover, there is an easy access to 
medicines, including analgesics from pharmacy owners and 
drug stores. More than 10 percent of students reported 
using antibiotics frequently without going to a doctor, while 
their irrational use increases the risk of bacteria being 
resistant to antibiotics.22,23 This study revealed that nearly 
three quarters of students were self-medicating at any 
time during the year. This may be due to the conviction of 
a person for his or her experience in choosing a medication 
and a suitable analgesic for his/her health in many cases 
during one year.

Conclusion
The study concluded that the rate of self-medication 
among university students was high and self-medication 
was practiced anytime and the use of analgesics was ranked 
first among other drug groups.

Recommendation
The competent authorities should spread health awareness 
on the campus of colleges and should put some warning 
posters regarding the dangers of self-medication while 
urging students to avoid this phenomenon and to do some 
seminars regarding all matters related to self-medication.
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Questionnaire

Notes

1. Participation is voluntary. 

2. Before you see the questionnaire and answer the required paragraphs, please read the questions carefully for at 
least 10 minutes.

3. After completing all the answers please submit the questionnaire to one of the researchers involved in the research. 

4. If you are unable to answer during the required period, you can take the questionnaire to your home, answer it 
and then deliver it the next day.

Required Information

Provide the appropriate answer for all the questionnaire items please

1. Age: ____________years 

2. Gender 

a- Males 
b- Females 

3. Over the past month have you taken over-the-counter medication.

a- Yes
b- No 

4. What is the affected region need to be self-medicated by students

a- Joints and Muscles
b- Head and Neck
c- Teeth
d- Abdominal Cavity

5. What is the most commonly drug groups used for self-medication 

a- Tonics and Vitamins
b- Analgesics and Antipyretics 
c- Antibiotics

6. Frequency of self-medication during the year

a- Once a year 
b- Two to three times a year 
c- Several times per year 
d- Anytime during the year
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