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INTRODUCTION
Psychoactive substances are chemical substances that, when 

taken, have the ability to change an individual’s consciousness, mood 
or thinking processes (WHO, 2004). Alcohol is among the commonest 
psychoactive substances used (Ihezue, 1988; Adelekan et al., 1993; 
Akindutire & Adeboyega, 2012; Daramola, 2004; Yakasai, 2010; 
Yusuf, 2010). It is socially accepted and serves as ‘gateway’ to the use 
of other substances. As such young people begin experimenting with 
alcohol and cigarette (Adelekan et al., 1993). Factors such as peer 
pressure, dysfunctional home settings, advertisement and inability to 
cope with stress have been associated with onset of substance use 
(Adelekan et al., 1993; Salaudeen et al., 2011). 

Alcohol use and its negative effects on health are very high 
among the general population globally. Among students, continuous 
and excessive use has been linked to poor academic performance and 
school drop-out (Ukwayi et al., 2013; Wechsler, 1995). Alcohol is 
a leading cause of morbidity and mortality among college students 
in the United States (Hingson et al., 2005). Several studies have 
shown very high rates of alcohol use and abuse among students in 
secondary and tertiary institutions in Nigeria (Awoyinfa, 2012; Kypri 
et al., 2001; Odejide, 1989; Pela, 1989; Abiodun et al., 1994). Some 
of these studies have also found that alcohol use begins in childhood 
or early adolescence. 

University students are vital to every nation and their well-
being and health are essential to national development. Alcohol 
use, especially when excessive and uncontrollable, is a major threat 
to students’ academic performance and their future. Since this can 
be prevented or it’s negative effects limited, it is thus important to 
study the extent of these problems among students in universities 
and other tertiary institutions. As stated above, a lot of studies have 
been conducted on alcohol use among student populations in Nigeria 
and other places. However, few have been conducted in the northern 
part of the country. It is common believe in Nigeria that people in 

the north drink excessively though not scientifically studied or 
documented. Hence it is also important to study alcohol use among 
university students in the northern parts of the country as has been 
extensively done in the south.

The general aim of this study is to determine the prevalence of 
alcohol use among higher level students in the University of Abuja. 

Specific objectives are to determine the factors associated with 
use of alcohol among the study population.

In conducting this study we aimed at answering the following 
major research questions:

1. Is the prevalence of alcohol use among 3rd and 4th year students 
of the University of Abuja significant/high?

2. Is there any difference in rates of alcohol use between students of 
different geopolitical regions?

3. Are the students who use alcohol aware of the harmful effects of 
alcohol?

The following null hypotheses were formulated in answering the 
above questions:

1. The prevalence of alcohol use among 3rd and 4th year students of 
the University of Abuja is not significant/high?

2. There is no difference in the rates of alcohol use between students 
of different geopolitical regions of the country.

3. There is no significant awareness of the harmful effects of alcohol 
use among the students who use alcohol.

Operational Definitions

1. Lifetime prevalence – use of alcohol by respondents at any time 
in their lives to date.

2. 1 year prevalence – use of alcohol by respondents within the last 
year before time of interview.

3. Current use – use of alcohol within the last 30 days before 
interview.
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METHODS AND MATERIALS

Location and Participants

The study was conducted at the mini-campus of the University 
of Abuja, located at Gwagwalada. Abuja is the Federal Capital 
Territory (FCT) and the capital of Nigeria. It is located in the north 
central zone and inhabited by a population of about 776,298 people. 
The University admits students from the Federal Capital Territory 
and the 36 states of Nigeria as well as the neighbouring countries. It 
is relatively new; hence only 6 Faculties are fully developed.

The estimated sample size from our calculation was close to 500. 
However, we decided to increase the sample to 624 participants using 
a multistage sampling technique. There were 6 functional faculties in 
the University as at the time of this study. So we randomly selected 
2 departments from each faculty and 52 participants from each 
department with equal gender representation because the populations 
of male and female students were close but females slightly higher. 
So we were supposed to have a total of 624 participants but we 
ultimately got 615 participants who were willing to take part in the 
study. Only full-time students in their 3rd and 4th year of study and 
who gave their consent were selected. The total population of full 
time students at time of study was 8,307. About 40% of them were 
in year 3 or 4. Part-time students were excluded because they were 
considered to have other interests apart from studying and they were 
more difficult to reach. Year 1 and 2 students were excluded because 
they were considered new in the university system. Students who 
refused consent were also excluded from the study.

Ethical Considerations

Permission for the study was obtained from the ethics committee 
and authorities of the University of Abuja. Written informed consent 
was also gotten from the participants after clear education on the 
need for the study and their rights to give or refuse consent. All data 
were handled with strict confidentiality.

Instruments Used for the Study

A questionnaire was designed for collection of socio-
demographic data of the participants. These include biodata, family 
structure, father’s occupation and family status amongst others.

Question 8 of the World Health Organization (WHO) 
Questionnaire for Student Drug use Surveys was used to collect data 
on current, 1 year and lifetime use of alcohol among the participants. 
This questionnaire has 3 sections and has been used in other studies 
on psychoactive substance use (Adelekan, 1989; Fatoye, 1998). 
These instruments are self administered and were pretested before 
the commencement of the study.

Procedure of Data Collection

The authors were both involved in the process of data collection. 
Also, 2 research assistants were engaged and trained by the authors 
to aid data collection. The authors had initially visited the various 
faculties and departments for preliminary sensitizations and consents 
prior to commencement of the study. Participants selected were 
approached on lecture days in their departments and requested to fill 
the questionnaires, which took a maximum of about 10 to 15 minutes 
to fill. The authors and research assistants gave necessary assistance 
when required and double-checked to ensure adequate information 
was given. This process was continued till the required sample size 
was met. The study was commenced in September 2012 and duration 
of data collection was about 2 months. 

Data Analysis

Data collected were recorded and analysed using the Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences version 16 (SPSS-16). Chi-square 

was used to analyse categorical variables while student’s t-test and 
analysis of variance were used for continuous variables. Level of 
significance was set at 0.05 and below. Results are presented in 
charts and tables.

RESULTS
A total of 615 questionnaires were given to the participants but 

only 600 participants’ questionnaires were finally analysed. Fifteen 
(15) questionnaires were rejected due to poor completion, inconsistent 
or conflicting data. The response rate was therefore 97.6%. The males 
were 295(49.5%) while females were 305(50.8%). Their ages ranged 
between 18-41 years with a total average age of 23.2 ± 3.39 years. 
The mean age of males was 23.98 years while that of females was 
22.45 years. The males were significantly older (t=5.52, p<0.003). 
Most of the participants (93.8%) were within ages 18 and 29 years. 
Christianity was the most common religion (74.5%) and most of 
the participants (31.5%) were from the North Central geopolitical 
zone and the FCT. The participants were mostly from monogamous 
homes (71.8%) and homes in which family relationships are stable 
and cordial (94.3%). 5.7% were from dysfunctional homes. Five 
hundred and ninety-three (98.8%) were single or never married. 
More of the participants (59.4%) had parents with tertiary education 
and were from either the upper or middle socioeconomic strata based 
on their fathers’ occupation. The socio-demographic information of 
participants is shown in Table 1.

The lifetime prevalence of alcohol use is 56.5% (339), while 
the 1 year and 30 days rates are 45.5% (273) and 33.3% (200) 
respectively. Majority of those who used alcohol had their first drink 
between the ages of 11 and 18 years (Table 2).

They were influenced into drinking alcohol mostly by friends 
(33%), watching adults (26%) and mass media (19%) respectively, 
amongst others (Figure 1).

Current use of alcohol was highest among males; those aged 18 
to 23 years, from the North Central geopolitical zone and those from 
dysfunctional and polygamous homes. No significant association 
found between current use of alcohol and marital status, religion and 
year of study or faculty of study (Tables 3 and 4). 

Majority of those who have ever used alcohol (73.1%) are aware 
of some of its’ harmful effects; majority of current users’ are willing 
to stop but find it difficult to do so (61%) (Figures 2 and 3).

Null Hypotheses Results

1. The prevalence of alcohol use among 3rd and 4th year students 
of the University of Abuja is not significant/high? Result: the 
results show that the current, 1 year and lifetime prevalence 
of alcohol use are 33.3%, 45.5% and 56.5% respectively. 
These figures are high and significant. Thus we reject the null 
hypothesis. There are high rates of alcohol use among students 
of the University of Abuja.

2. There is no difference in the rates of alcohol use between students 
of different geopolitical regions of the country. Result: chi 
square analysis got p-value 0.055. though this is not statistically 
significant, participants from the North central zone used alcohol 
most. Based on the result, we accept the null hypothesis and 
state that there is no significant difference in the use of alcohol 
between students from different geopolitical zones.

3. There is no significant awareness of the harmful effects of 
alcohol use among the students who use alcohol. Result: 73.1% 
of participants who used alcohol are aware of its harmful effects 
but still use alcohol. We reject the null hypothesis and submit 
that there is significant reported awareness of the harmful effects 
of alcohol among the participants who drink.
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DISCUSSION
The data showed that there were more female than male 

participants. This reflected the proportion in the total students’ 
population. This is contrary to other studies on substance use among 
students in tertiary institutions which showed male dominances in 
populations (Daramola, 2004; Onofa, 2006). The admission policy 
of the university could account for this difference. The lifetime 
and current use of alcohol were found to be 56.5% and 33.3% 
respectively. Similar and slightly higher rates have been previously 

reported (Essien, 2010; O’Malley, 2002). The minor differences in 
the rates of alcohol use reported by the different studies could be due 
to differences in methodologies and study populations. However, 
they all indicate high rates of alcohol use among students of higher 
learning. Current alcohol use was higher among males. Some studies 
have also reported higher prevalence of alcohol use among males 
(Ukwayi et al., 2013; Okogbenin, 2008). Males are generally more 
daring and adventurous; as such, more likely to use alcohol and other 
psychoactive substances. Most respondents used alcohol for the first 
time between the ages of 11 and 18 years. Similar ages of onset have 
also been previously documented (Ukwayi et al., 2013; Okogbenin, 
2008). This is the adolescence age group when most people are very 
active, energetic and seeking new experiences. Adolescents are also 
prone to external influences as we found that most of them were 
influenced into using these substances by friends or watching adults, 
who also use these substances; this has also been previously reported 
(Akindutire & Adeboyega, 2012). This therefore emphasizes 
the importance of promoting positive influences especially on 
adolescents. However, current use of alcohol was found to be 
commonest among those aged 18 to 23 years. This was also reported 
previously (Ukwayi et al., 2013).

Participants from polygamous homes and dysfunctional families 
were found to be taking alcohol currently, more than those from 
monogamous and/or stable families. Another study had found higher 
rates of alcohol use in general among students from polygamous, 
unstable or broken homes than those from monogamous or stable 
homes with cordial family relationship (Essien, 2010; Fatoye, 1998). 
It is easily appreciated that children from monogamous and stable 
homes are likely to receive more care and attention than those 
from polygamous and dysfunctional homes who are exposed to 
diverse influences. No significant difference was found in the rates 
of current alcohol use between the 3rd and 4th year students. It 
could be because both share almost similar campus exposures and 
experiences. Perhaps there may be differences between them and 
students at lower levels. This has to be explored in others studies. 
Current alcohol use was highest among participants from the North 
central zone of the country. Possible reasons for this observation 
have to be further explored. They could be due to individual and 
collective attributes of these students and not necessarily due to 
academic burden/stress.

Figure 1. Factors Influencing Alcohol Use
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Variable Number (n) % 
Gender Male 295 49.2

Female 305 50.8
Age group 18 – 23 276 46.0
(In years) 24 – 29 287 47.8

30 – 35 26 4.4
36 – 41 11 1.8

Religion Christianity 447 74.5
Islam 141 23.5

Others 12 2.0
Geopolitical NC + FCT 189 31.5

zone NE 28 4.7
NW 54 9.0
SE 126 21.0
SW 85 14.2
SS 118 19.7

Marital status Single 593 98.8
Married 5 0.8

Divorced/
separated 1 0.2

Widow/widower 0 0
Others 1 0.2

Family 
background

Father’s 
education Primary  60 10.2

Secondary 93 15.8
Tertiary 364 61.9

No formal 
education 50 8.5

Don’t know 3.6 3.6
Mother’s 
education Primary 73 12.5

Secondary 91 15.5
Tertiary 333 56.8

No formal 
education 61 10.4

Don’t know 26 4.8
Father’s 

occupation Groups 1-5 442   73.6

Other groups 158 26.4
Family setting Monogamous 431 71.8

Polygamous 169 38.2

Family 
relationship

Parents 
separated/

divorced/dead 
parent(s)

22 3.7

Friendly/cordial 559 93.2
  Not friendly 12 2.0
  Missing data 7 1.1

Financial 
constraints Frequent 222 37.0

Seldom 77 12.8  
Never 282 47.0

Missing data 19 3.2
Abbreviations: North Central (NC), North East (NE), North West (NW), 
South East (SE), South West (SW), South South (SS)

Table 1. 
Socio-Demographic Variables

Variable Present N (%) Absent N (%) Missing dataN (%)
Alcohol use
Lifetime use 339 (56.5) 259 (43.2) 2 (0.3)
Last 1 year 273 (45.5) 321 (53.5) 6 (1)

Last 30 days 200 (33.3) 394 (65.7) 6 (1)
Age at 1st alcohol drink (in years)

Never drank 259 (43.2%) N/A N/A
10 and below 36 (5.9%) N/A N/A

11 to 18 208 (34.7%) N/A N/A
19 and above 88 (14.7%) N/A N/A
Missing data 9 (1.5%) N/A N/A

N/A: Not applicable

Table 2.
Prevalence of Use and Age at First Use of Alcohol
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Majority of students who have used or still using alcohol are 
aware of some of the major harmful effects. This study however did 
not focus on specific harmful effects. The questionnaire just asked 
if the students knew alcohol is harmful or not. It would have been 
more useful if knowledge of specific harms was documented. Most 
of the students also report to have difficulties stopping the habit as 
has been previously reported (Okogbenin, 2008). This underscores 
the importance of studying the extent of alcohol among students with 
the aim of instituting relevant and appropriate interventions to help 
them.

The limitations of this study as observed are that it was restricted 
to only full time and 3rd/4th year students. However, the reasons for 
these have been stated. The findings are reflective of what obtains 
among university students.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Alcohol use is very common among students, especially in 

universities and other higher institutions all over the world. The 
trends are increasing in Nigeria and other developing countries. Also 
students have difficulties stopping habitual use of alcohol. In view 
of the well-documented and avoidable morbidities and mortalities 
associated with the use of alcohol, it is important to extensively 
study the extent of use and associated factors among students of 
higher learning, as to have comprehensive data to enable planning 
and implementation of appropriate programmes and interventions 
to protect and improve their health and well-being. It is also 
recommended that mental health and counselling programmes be 
incorporated into the universities health care system to cater for 
these needs. 
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