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ABSTRACT
Objective: This study aims to investigate the prevalence of drug use and related factors in university 
students. Methods: This study was carried out in Mersin, Turkey. Data forms were filled in by 1767 
students.
Results: 905 (52.3%) of the 1767 participants were male. Their median age was 21.0, and 120 (6.8%) of the 
participants were found to have used drugs at least once in a life time; 77 (4.4%of them once in the 
last year. The coefficients of the increase rates for having used drugs at least once in a lifetime can be listed 
as follows: Presence of friends in the social environment who use drugs, 10.55 times (p < .001); being an 
active smoker, 4.78 times (p < .001); active alcohol consumption, 13.36 times (p < .001). The following 
variables appear to be the coefficients of increase rates for using drugs at least once in the previous year: 
having somebody who uses drugs around, 12.71 times (p < .001); being an active alcohol consumer, 
10.38 times (p < .001) and parental separation, 2.64 times (p < .01).
Conclusions: In this study it was determined that cigarette/alcohol use and the effects of social environ-
ment are the most important factors in drug use in university students.
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Introduction

College years include an added level of stress upon young people 
including uncertainties about leaving home and family, adapting 
to a new environment, being a candidate for a profession, and 
finding a job eventually. This stage of life is a period when the 
youth are much more inclined to engaging in risky behavior and 
exposure to their negative consequences. The use of drugs/sti-
mulants has an important place among the risky behaviors that 
threaten the stability of a young person’s life. An important 
public health problem arises due to the prevalence of drug use 
among the youth, causing job losses, social problems, and var-
ious economic burdens (Tulchinsky & Varavikova, 2019).

Substance addiction affects not only the biological, psycholo-
gical and mental state of the person, but also the social relation-
ships and professional career negatively. Previous research 
reports that substance addiction harms socio-cultural and eco-
nomic aspects of an individual’s life (Polat, 2014). In addition to 
this, it is reported that the rates of theft, wounding, suicide, and 
other types of violence resulting in arrest and conviction increase 
among addicts (Tulchinsky & Varavikova, 2019).

In a study conducted among university students in Iran, the 
rate of cannabinoid use at least once in a lifetime was 7.1%, 
opium 5.5%, sedative-hypnotic drugs 6.9% and tramadol use 
2.8% (Mozafarinia et al., 2017). In another study conducted 
periodically in Belgium in 2005, 2009 and 2013, it was reported 

that the rates of cannabis use at least once in a lifetime were 
50.4%, 51.9% and 53.3%, respectively. These rate of using can-
nabis at least once in the previous year were reported to be 24.5, 
23.0, and 19.2%, respectively (Van Wel et al., 2016). A study 
conducted with university students in Kosovo found that 16.0% 
of the students used drugs at least once in their lifetime 
(Gazibara et al., 2018). A similar study conducted with college 
students in Kırıkkale University, Turkey revealed that the drug 
trial rate at least once in a lifetime was 10.4%. In this study, drug 
use was found to be related with smoking, alcohol use and 
education level of the parents (Ulukoca et al., 2013). A study 
conducted in Ege University, Turney reported that 12.5% of 
university students used cannabis, 2.0% ecstasy, 0.6% cocaine 
and 0.1% heroin (Atlam & Yüncü, 2017). A similar study Aydın 
University reported that 7.5% of the students use drugs and the 
most used drug was cannabis (Güner, 2019).

This study aims to investigate the prevalence of drug or 
stimulant use and related factors in the students of Turkish 
universities in Mersin: Mersin University, Tarsus University, 
Çağ University and Toros University in the 2018–2019 
academic year.

Materials and methods

With the approval from Mersin University Faculty of Medicine 
Clinical Research Ethics Committee, research permits were 
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obtained from the Rectorship of Çağ University, Mersin 
University, Toros University and Tarsus University. The 
study population consisted of a total of 50,499 students 
enrolled in these universities (Mersin University: 40,859, 
Tarsus University: 2029, Çağ University: 4658, Toros 
University: 2953). When population size is taken as 50,499, 
confidence interval as 95%, prevalence as 8%, margin of error 
as ± 1.5 and design effect as 1.0, the minimum sample size was 
calculated to be 1227. Since the number of the students of 
Tarsus, Çağ and Toros universities was less than the others, 
the number of students included from these universities was 
determined to be twice as much as the total number calculated. 
Each university determined the schools and classes that would 
participate in the study randomly. Only volunteers in the 
selected classes were included in the study.

A total of 1767 people from the four universities mentioned 
agreed to participate in our research.The dependent variable of 
the study is determined as the state of using a drug or stimulant 
in the last year and the last month, and independent variables 
were determined as the sociodemographic characteristics of the 
participants and the characteristics of their parents.

A literature review was conducted to prepare the data form 
to be used in the study. In the light of the literature, a data form 
consisting of two parts was prepared. In the first part, there was 
socio-demographic information about the student’s age, gen-
der, place of residence, monthly expenditure and parents. In 
the second part, there was information on their drug use. The 
pilot study of the data form consisting of 29 questions was 
conducted in Mersin University was not be included in the 
study.

The data were collected between March 15 and April 15, 
2019. After the departments and classes to be included in the 
study had been determined randomly, the researchers 
informed the students about the study. The students who 
voluntarily accepted to participate in the study were given the 
data form and asked to fill in the forms themselves. Data 
control was performed after they were uploaded to the com-
puter. In data analysis, the compatibility of continuous vari-
ables to normal distribution was checked with the Kolmogorov 
Smirnov test. Since continuous data were not suitable for 
normal distribution, they were given as Median (Minimum- 
Maximum). Categorical data were given as numbers and per-
centages (%). Mann Whitney U test was used in comparison of 
groups in univariate continuous data that did not conform to 
normal distribution and chi-square and Fischer’s exact test 
were used to compare categorical variables. Binary Logistic 
Regression Model was used to determine risk factors. The 
significance level was accepted as p ≤ 0.05 in all statistical 
analyses.

Results

A total of 1767 students, 1114 (63.0%) from Mersin University, 
180 (10.2%) from Tarsus University, 189 (10.7%) from Toros 
University, and 284 (16.1%) from Çağ University participated 
in the study. It was determined that 52.3% of the participants in 
the study were male and the average age was 22.1 ± 3.2; 8.3% of 
the students were remedials; 86.2% of their parents were alive 
and lived together, and 13.2% of them worked in an income 

generating job (Table 1). In addition, the average number of 
siblings included in the study was 3.5 ± 2.0, and the monthly 
average expenditure was 1183 ± 940.2 TL.

It was determined that 120 (6.8%) of the students used drugs 
at least once in a lifetime and 77 (4.4%) of them once in the 
previous year. While 22.8% of the participants stated that it was 
impossible to access drugs and stimulants, 15.1% reported that 
it was very easy to access these substances. 24.6% of the stu-
dents stated that they had a friend who used drugs around 
them (Table 2).

Cannabis was the most frequently used drug among those 
who used drugs at least once in a lifetime and in the past year, 
followed by ecstasy and volatile substances, respectively. It has 
been determined that the rate of those who used cannabis 
10 times or more throughout their life was 33.9% and that of 
those who used ecstasy was 8.3%. The rate of those who used 
cannabis and ecstasy 10 times or more in the past year was 

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.

Variables n %

Gender (n = 1731)
Female 826 47.7
Male 905 52.3
University (n = 1767)
Mersin University 1114 63.0
Tarsus University 180 10.2
Toros University 189 10.7
Çağ University 284 16.1

Class (n = 1767)
1st Class 579 32.8
2nd Class 505 28.6
3rd Class 422 23.9
4th Class 261 14.8

Grade Retention (n = 1733)
Yes 143 8.3
No 1590 91.7
Parental Information (n = 1757)
Alive, together 1514 86.2
Alive, seperate 131 7.5
Others 112 6.4

With whom they live (n = 1717)
Dormitory 521 30.3
Alone 131 7.6
With their family 707 41.2
With friends 358 20.9

Income generating occupation (n = 1762)
Yes 232 13.2
No 1530 86.8

Mother’s educational status (n = 1763)
Illiterate 173 9.8
Primary school graduate 711 40.3
Secondary school graduate 302 17.1
High school graduate 409 23.2
University and above 168 9.5

Father’s educational status (n = 1754)
Illiterate 38 2.2
Primary school graduate 560 31.9
Secondary school graduate 342 19.5
High school graduate 512 29.2
University and above 302 17.2
Smoking habits (n = 1729)
Active smoker 558 32.3
Quitter 133 7.7
Nonsmoker 1038 60.0

Alcohol consumption habits (n = 1738)
Active alcohol consumer 678 39.0
Quitter 242 13.9
Non-alcohol-consumer 818 47.1
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18.0% and 4.2%, respectively. The frequency of using drugs is 
shown in Table 3.

In bilateral analysis, there was a statistically significant and 
reasonable relationship between the use of drugs at least once 
in a lifetime/in the past year and gender, university, grade 
retention, people with whom the participants lived, working 
in an income generating job, parents’ coexistence, the presence 
of a friend who used drugs around, smoking and drinking 
alcohol (p < .05, Table 4). A statistically significant correlation 
was found between age, monthly average expenditure, the age 
of starting alcohol and starting smoking, and drug use at least 
once in a lifetime/in the past year (p < .05).

Variables with statistically significant relation in binary 
analysis were included in Binary Logistic Regression Model. 
After the analysis, it was determined that drug use at least once 
in a lifetime increased 10.55 times (p < .001) with the presence 
of a friend who used drugs around students; 4.78 times 
(p < .001) and 3.36 times (p < .01) for the active smokers and 
quitters, respectively; 13.36 times (p < .001) and 6.76 times 
(p < .01) for the active alcohol consumers and quitters, respec-
tively; 2.55 times (<0.001) with friends living. The use of drugs 
at least once in the past year increased 12.71 times (p < .001) 
with the presence of a friend who used drugs around students, 

5.11 times (p < .001) for being an active smoker, 10.38 times 
(p < .01) for being an active alcohol consumer, 2.64 times 
(p < .01) with parents living separately and 6.27 times 
(p < .05) for being a student of Mersin University, 3.3 times 
(<0.01) with friends living (Table 5).

Discussion

In our study, the prevalence of drug use amongst university 
students at least once in a lifetime and in the past year was 6.8% 
and 4.4%, respectively. In a study conducted by Tot et al. 
(2004) with university students in Mersin in 2004, the preva-
lence of lifetime cannabis use was 4.7%, the prevalence of 
volatile substance use was 5.0%, and the use of other drugs 
was 3.9%. In studies conducted with university students in our 
country, the prevalence of drug use at least once in a lifetime is 
reported to vary between 1.8 and 13.4% (Atlam & Yüncü, 2017; 
Altıntaş et al., 2004; Gerçek et al., 2010; Görgün et al., 2010; 
Güner, 2019; Şimşek et al., 2007; Turhan et al., 2011). In studies 

Table 2. Participants’ attitudes and behaviors regarding drug use.

At least once in a lifetime (n = 1767) n %

Yes 120 6.8
No 1647 93.2

At least once in the past year (n = 1767)
Yes 77 4.4
No 1690 95.6

Accessibility (n = 1745)
Impossible 397 22.8
Very hard 92 5.3
Quite hard 107 6.1
Easy 261 15.0
Very easy 264 15.1
Don’t know 624 35.8

Presence of a peer who uses drugs (n = 1739)
Yes 424 24.4
No 1315 75.6

Education on drug harms (n = 1764)
Yes 434 24.6
No 1330 75.4

Table 3. Frequency of drug use by drug types.

Drugs Used

At least once in a lifetime 
(n = 109*)

At least once in the past year 
(n = 72**)

Never 
%

1–9 times 
%

10 and 
above 

%
Never 

%
1–9 times 

%

10 and 
above 

%

Cannabis 7.3 58.7 33.9 6.9 75.0 18.0
Ecstasy 81.7 10.1 8.3 83.3 12.5 4.2
Volatile 

substance
88.1 17.5 3.6 86.1 9.8 4.2

Cocaine 85.3 11.9 2.8 91.7 7.0 1.4
Bonzai and its 

derivatives
88.1 9.2 2.7 88.9 9.8 1.4

Amphetamine 91.7 6.4 1.8 88.7 9.9 1.4
Heroin 91.7 7.3 0.9 95.8 4.2 -
Others 87.2 10.2 2.7 86.1 9.7 4.2

* 11 students who have used a substance at least once throughout their life did 
not answer this question, ** 5 students who have used a substance at least once 
in the past year did not answer this question.

Table 4. Categorical variables related to substance use at least once in a lifetime 
and in the past year.

Variables

Drug/Substance

At least once in 
a lifetime

At least once in the 
past year

n % p n % p

Male (n = 826) 82 9.9 <0.001 49 5.9 <0.001
Female (n = 905) 35 3.9 25 2.8

University;
Mersin University (n = 1114) 83 7.5 <0.05 56 5.0 <0.05
Tarsus University (n = 189) 17 9.0 12 6.3
Toros University (n = 180) 11 6.1 5 2.8
Çağ University (n = 284) 9 3.2 4 1.4

Grade Retention
No (n = 1590) 95 6.0 <0.001 61 3.8 <0.01
Yes (n = 143) 22 15.4 13 9.1

With whom they live
Dormitory (n = 521) 21 4.0 <0.001 14 2.7 <0.001
Alone (n = 131) 12 9.2 8 6.1
With their family (n = 707) 29 4.1 14 2.0
With friends (n = 358) 55 15.4 38 10.6

Income generating occupation
Yes (n = 232) 30 12.9 <0.001 21 9.1 <0.001
No (n = 1530) 90 5.9 56 3.7

Parental Information;
Alive, together (n = 1514) 91 6.0 <0.01 55 3.6 <0.001
Alive, separate (n = 131) 18 13.7 15 11.5
Others (n = 112) 8 7.1 4 3.6

Mother’s educational status;
Illiterate (n = 173) 18 10.4 <0.05 13 7.5 >0.05
Primary school (n = 711) 34 4.8 21 3.0
Secondary school (n = 302) 22 7.3 16 5.3
High School (n = 409) 29 7.1 18 4.4
University and above (n = 168) 16 9.5 8 4.8

Presence of a peer who uses drugs;
Yes (n = 424) 94 22.2 <0.001 64 15.1 <0.001
No (n = 1315) 24 1.8 12 0.9

Smoking habits;
Active smoker (n = 558) 87 15.6 <0.001 61 10.9 <0.001
Quitter (n = 133) 12 9.0 5 3.8
Nonsmoker (n = 1038) 17 1.6 9 0.9

Alcohol consumption habits;
Active alcohol consumer (n = 678) 98 14.5 <0.001 66 9.7 <0.001
Quitter (n = 242) 15 6.2 7 2.9
Non-alcohol-consumer (n = 818) 4 0.5 2 0.2
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conducted abroad, it was reported that drug use among uni-
versity students varied between 4.5 and 51.1% (Ansari et al., 
2015; Gazibara et al., 2018; Gebremariam et al., 2018; De la 
Torre et al., 2019; Yi et al., 2017). When our results are com-
pared with other studies conducted in the country, it is evident 
that the use of drugs among university students in Mersin is at 
medium level (Tot et al., 2004). The fact that the limits of drug 
use among university students in studies conducted abroad are 
very wide and can be dependent upon socioeconomic and 
cultural differences in the countries involved.

Cannabis is reported to be the most used drug both in our 
study and national/international studies (Gazibara et al., 2018; 
Gebremariam et al., 2018; Görgün et al., 2010; Güner, 2019; 
Hynes et al., 2015; De la Torre et al., 2019; Tot et al., 2004; Van 
Wel et al., 2016). This result may be related to cannabis being 
both easily accessible and cheap. There may also be a tolerance 
of parents, society, or governments regarding cannabis, with 
the notion that it is “less harmful” to use than other drugs.

Ease of access to drugs is an important factor for drug use. 
30.1% of the students participating in our study stated that it 
was easy or very easy to access drugs. This result can be 
interpreted from different perspectives. Primarily, the presence 
of an environment where university students can easily access 
drugs can be considered as an important risk factor for drug 
use in our region. Despite the fact that approximately one in 
every three university students can easily access substances in 
our region, the use of drugs one in every 20 university students 

in the last year may show that university students are not 
sensible toward drug use.

There are plenty of national publications (Atlam & Yüncü, 
2017; Dayı et al., 2015; Görgün et al., 2010; Güner, 2019; Koca 
& Oğuzöncül, 2015; Turhan et al., 2011; Yalçın et al., 2009) and 
international (Ansari et al., 2015; Gebremariam et al., 2018; 
Hynes et al., 2015; De la Torre et al., 2019; Van Wel et al., 2016) 
in the literature about the relationship between being male and 
drug use. There is a great consensus that being male is a key 
risk factor for an increase in drug use. There is little evidence 
contradicting this view. For example, in a study conducted in 
Southeast Asian countries, it was reported that drug use was 
higher for women (Gebremariam et al., 2018). In our study, 
being male is in proportional and univariety analysis is 
a variable that increases drug use, while being male in multi-
variate analysis is not a risk factor on drug use. Our findings are 
contrary to the literature and show that male and female 
college students use drugs in similar levels. This result can 
also be evaluated as an indicator of an increase in drug use 
among women in Turkey.

Few studies have been found in the literature regarding the 
relationship between age and drug use among university stu-
dents. In a study conducted with university students in Spain, it 
was reported that the increase in age in both men and women 
increased the use of drugs (De la Torre et al., 2019). Similarly, 
a study conducted with university students in Aydın reported 
that the increase in age increased the use of drugs (Güner, 
2019). In our study, while age increases the use of drugs in 
univariate analysis, it was found that age increase has no effect 
on drug use in multivariate analysis. Unlike a small number of 
studies in the literature, our study findings support that age 
increase does not enhance the use of drugs in university stu-
dents. This result can be explained by the fact that university 
students are in the young adult (emerging adult) group. The 
age of starting using drugs generally coincides with the early 
mid-adolescence. Although an increase trend is expected with 
increasing age, entering into adulthood after twenties and adult 
responsibilities may stop this trend. Nevertheless, we recom-
mend that our age-related study results be evaluated with 
caution, as it includes 4 distinct age intervals.

Cigarettes and alcohol are the most commonly used legal 
addictive substances in the world among young people and 
adults, and are reported to increase drug use in the literature 
(Ansari et al., 2015; Gazibara et al., 2018; Görgün et al., 2010; 
Yalçın et al., 2009; Yi et al., 2017). It is even known that 
smoking and alcohol consumption are starting materials for 
the transition to drugs. In our study, our results support the 
literature and support that both smoking and consuming alco-
hol are important independent risk factors that increase 
drug use.

Koca et al. stated that drug use of the participants was higher 
when they had family members and friends who used sub-
stance. In a study conducted in Trabzon, the presence of a drug 
user in the family increased the use of drugs significantly 
(Görgün et al., 2010). In a study conducted in Hatay, it was 
reported that having a drug user among relatives increased the 
use of drugs (Turhan et al., 2011). In a study conducted in 
Ethiopia, it was reported that the strongest factor in an increase 
in drug use was a drug user friend that the participants had 

Table 5. Risk factors associated with drug use at least once in a lifetime and in the 
past year.

Variables

At least once in 
a lifetime

At least once in the 
last year

Exp(B) %95 Cl Exp(B) %95 Cl

Presence of a peer who uses drugs;
Yes 10.55c 6.11–18.22 12.71c 6.13–26.33
No 1.00 1.00
Smoking habits;
Active smoker 4.78c 2.49–9.17 5.11c 2.25–11.58
Quitter 3.36b 1.35–8.35 1.61 0.43–6.04
Nonsmoker 1.00 1.00
Alcohol consumption habits;
Active alcohol consumption 13.36c 3.92–45.56 10.38b 2.38–45.29
Quitter 6.76b 1.77–25.76 3.67 0.68–19.79
Never used 1.00 1.00
Mother’s educational status;
Illiterate 1.00
Primary school 0.35a 0.15–0.80
Secondary school 0.53 0.21–1.28 - -
High school 0.40a 0.17–0.95
University and above 0.69 0.26–1.81
With whom they live;
Dormitory 1.20 0.59–2.44 2.30 0.89–5.92
With friends 2.55c 1.43–4.53 3.37b 1.49–7.61
Alone 1.00 0.40–2.49 0.98 0.28–3.37
With their family 1.00 1.00
Parental Information;
Alive, together 1.00
Alive, separate - - 2.64b 1.18–5.90
Others 1.20 0.35–4.16
Mersin University 6.27a 1.29–30.44
Tarsus University - - 4.81 0.86–26.75
Toros University 2.63 0.41–16.59
Çağ University 1.00

ap < .05, bp < .01, cp < .001.
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(Gebremariam et al., 2018). This was also supported in the 
results of a study conducted in Iran (Taremian et al., 2018). 
Our study results support that the presence of drug-using 
friend is an important independent risk factor that increases 
drug use among university students. This is an expected result 
and the presence of drug users among friends or family mem-
bers can motivate young people to use drugs.

Atlam et al. reported that the risk of using drugs increased in 
young people whose parents are divorced. Yalçın et al. also 
reported a higher risk of drug use in those whose parents lived 
separately or got divorced. In a study conducted in Spain, the 
decrease in family support was reported to increase the use of 
drugs (De la Torre et al., 2019). In our study, the risk of 
substance abuse is found to be higher in students whose parents 
live separately. This result can be explained that the parents, 
when separated, lose their control over the life of the child.

In a study conducted in England, it was reported that 
accommodation of young people in the family home reduced 
the use of drugs (Ansari et al., 2015). In another study con-
ducted in Southeast Asian countries, it was reported that living 
away from the family reduced the use of drugs (Yi et al., 2017). 
A study conducted in Spain reported that, although there was 
no difference in boys, girls’ accommodation with their families 
reduced drug use (De la Torre et al., 2019). In our study, it is 
found that staying with friends in the same house is an inde-
pendent risk factor that increases drug use compared to other 
types of accommodation. When compared to other similar 
studies, our results show that living with the family reduces 
the use of drugs, yet that there are also opposite examples. Our 
results support that staying in the same house with friends 
increases the use of drugs. This result can be explained with 
the fact that the students find it easier to act more indepen-
dently without parental control and that friends motivate each 
other to experience risky behaviors. Also these results can 
explain that the parents, when separated from their child, 
lose their control over the child’s life.

In our study, low education level of the mother is deter-
mined as an independent variable that increases drug use. In 
a study conducted in Aydın, it was reported that a higher level 
of education of the father decreased the use of drugs (Atlam & 
Yüncü, 2017). In a study conducted in Iran, it was reported that 
higher economic standards of the family reduced the use of 
drugs (Jalilian et al., 2015). When the education level of the 
mother or father is considered as an indicator of the socio-
economic status of the family, our results and other studies 
support that better economic status of the family is a factor that 
reduces the use of drugs.

No study in the literature is conducted to investigate the 
correlation between being a student at a public or private 
university and drug use. In our study, it is found that being 
a student in Mersin University, a state university, increases the 
risk of using drugs. This result can be explained by the high 
number of students at the state universities, which increases the 
likelihood of contact with a potential drug user. However, we 
think that more studies are needed to corroborate this result.

Our study found out that the prevalence of drug use lifelong 
and in the past year among university students in Mersin is 6.8 
and 4.4%, respectively, and the most frequently used drug is 
cannabis. Having a friend who uses drugs, smoking and drinking 

alcohol, having parents living separately and living with friends 
have been identified as the main independent risk factors that 
increase drug use among university students.

The following precautions are recommended to prevent an 
increase in drug use among college students:

i) determining the places of drug supply and increasing the 
control of law enforcement forces to obstruct the possibilities of 
accessing drugs, ii) struggling against drug dealers and agents 
more effectively with the help of law enforcement agents iii) 
providing social and financial opportunities to university students 
with low socioeconomic status, iv) devoting more time for rele-
vant educational and social activities related to drug use in state 
universities, v) providing adequate support to drug users within 
the university which includes social and medical rehabilitation 
and treatment processes, and finally, vi) repeating a similar study 
periodically every 4 years to monitor drug use among university 
students.
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