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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: To determine the practices and reasons of usage of recreational drugs among college and university students of Islamabad 
and Rawalpindi.
STUDY DESIGN: A Descriptive cross sectional study

st stPLACE AND DURATION: 1 March 2015 to 1  August 2015 
METHODOLOGY: A total of 500 college and university students both males and females participated in this study, selected through 
simple random sampling technique. The close ended structured questionnaire included knowledge about recreational drugs, their 
harmful effects and reasons for consuming these drugs. Data was analyzed using SPSS and chi square was applied to establish 
relationship between different variables.
RESULTS: Majority (90.6%) of the students already had knowledge about the recreational drugs, the main source being friends and 
class fellow for male students and internet and media for females. About 92% males and 93% females knew that recreational drug use 
is prohibited on religious basis. Cigarette, shisha and recreational drugs use was more common in male students in comparison with 
female students, the main reason for using recreational drugs being peer pressure (p=0.051). The major prevalence of recreational 
drugs use was found between 16 to 20 years (p=0.003). The main obstacle of quitting the use of recreation drug was the influence of 
friends. The majority of students (63%) considered lung cancer and oral cancer as the most common hazard of recreational drug use.
CONCLUSION: The use of recreational drugs in both male and female students is soaring in our society. The main predisposing factors 
are peer pressure and parent's negligence which play an important role in promoting these practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Human beings started using abusing recreational drugs 
thousands of years ago. Unfortunately, addiction to such 
substances is one of the saddest tragedies of recent era 

1threatening one's life . A recreational drug (RD) can be defined 
as 'a legal or illegal psychoactive substance that is used 

2voluntarily for the satisfaction to be derived from it' .The 
practice of using such chemical substances to alter the way we 
feel is a well-established activity under taken by many people 

3within society . The use of recreational drugs has always been 
4prevalent within societies world over . Pakistan too is not 

immune to the ever increasing prevalence and acceptance of 
5recreational drugs among students .

Recreational drugs claimed an estimated 183,000 lives in the 
6year 2012 world over . Smoking remains a major player in 

morbidity and mortality worldwide, tobacco smoking alone 
claimed 6 million lives in 2014. In 2014 around 100,000 people 

7died due to smoking related diseases in Pakistan .Waterpipe 

smoking is also becoming prevalent among college and 
university students. Despite a widespread belief amongst water 
pipe (shisha) tobacco smokers that it is a low risk activity, water 
pipe tobacco smoke is known to contain significant levels of 

5,6toxins known to be carcinogenic (i.e. causes cancer) .Almost 
40% male and more than 20% female students addicted for the 

6use ofshisha .
Amphetamines, Cannabis, Cocaine, Heroin, Magic Mushrooms, 
Ecstasy, and Nitrates etc. are commonly used recreational 

8,9drugs . Sadly, trend of using these deadly substances is on the 
8rise, especially among students . The most common age group 

7,8to start these RDs is between 18 to 25 years . Amphetamines 
are also known as study drugs and becoming popular in the 

7students .It is important to make a distinction here that though 
the usage of above mentioned drugs is ever increasing, yet the 
usage of cigarette as a recreational drug is most prevalent due to 

10its relatively easy availability as compared to other drugs . 
Studies show that the most common reasons of drug abuse 
among students is peer pressure, social class, stress, curiosity 

7,9and style . Quitting these substances is complicated, 
expensive, tiring and often unsuccessful; preventing addiction 
is a better strategy instead of curing it. Tobacco smoking and 
recreational drug (RD) addiction is one of the major preventable 
causes of non communicable diseases and premature death 

8,9worldwide .
In Pakistan, it is estimated that the prevalence of tobacco 
smoking is 36% for males and 9% for females. Among young 
adults especially the university students in Pakistan, the 
prevalence of smoking is 15% with the majority being male 

11,12smokers . In addition, there is an increase trend in the use of 
recreational drugs among studentsdespite knowing this fact 
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5,6,12that it is religiously and culturally unacceptable . For the last 
few decades increase in the consumption of heroin and ectasy 
has complicated the situation of drug abuse in our country. 
The objective of this study was to determine the practices and 
reasons of usage of recreational drugs among college and 
university students of Islamabad and Rawalpindi.

METHODOLOGY

This descriptive cross sectional study was conducted over 6 
st st months from 1 March 2015 to 1 August 2015 at different 

colleges and universities of Rawalpindi/Islamabad (including 
medical, engineering, business, law and others). A sample size 
of 500 students between the age group 18 to 24 years of either 
gender were selected through simple random sampling 
technique after taking informed consent. The close ended 
structured questionnaire included knowledge about 
recreational drugs, their harmful effects and reasons why they 
have started these drugs. It was filled by the researchers 
through interviews. The sample size was calculated by WHO 
sample size calculator. The calculated sample size was 275 
students with an expected knowledge and awareness of 

recreational drugs to be 50%. However, a total number of 500 
students of different colleges and universities from Rawalpindi 
and Islamabad participated in the study.
Data analysis was done using SPSS version 22 and chi square was 
applied. P value of < 0.05 was considered as significant. All those 
willing to participate after informed consent in the selected 
colleges/universities. Approval was taken from Ethical review 
committee of Yusra Medical and dental college and from 
respective colleges and universities officials. Informed consent 
was taken from each participant ensuring confidentiality of 
data.

RESULTS

A total of 500 students participated in the study with mean age 
of 22.35 (+ 2.47) and a majority 392 (78%) were medical 
students. Around 90.6% (n=453) students, 230 (92.0%) males 
and 223 (89.2%) females had knowledge about the recreational 
drugs, the main source of knowledge for the male students was 
friends and class mates while for the females it was internet and 
media (Fig - 1). 

FIGURE -1 SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE OF
RECREATIONAL DRUGS IN EACH GENDER (N=500)

FIGURE-2 KNOWLEDGE OF HEALTH HAZARDS CAUSED
BY RECREATIONAL DRUGS IN EACH GENDER (N=500)

Most of the students 92% (n=230) males and 93% (n=233) 
females knew that recreational drug use is not allowed in our 

religion and its use is illegal (Table-I). Most of the parents were 
unaware of their child's drug abuse habit.

TABLE - I: KNOWLEDGE ABOUT RECREATIONAL DRUGS AND PREVALENCE OF SMOKING AND RECREATIONAL DRUGS. (N=500)
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The results showed that 16 to 20 years of age group is most 
vulnerable to recreational drug practice (p =0.003). The main 
reasons for starting RD are peer pressure in males and curiosity 
in the females (p= 0.051). Around 73% (n=32) male and 75% 
(n=15) of female drug using students were taking drugs on 
regular basis, daily or two to three times a week (p-value = 
0.032).Students prefer RD use at friend's place or hostel 

(0.017). Alarmingly around 45% (n=20) male and 50% (n=10) 
female drug users recommend others to use Recreational drugs 
(p=0.060). The main hurdle of quitting the use of recreation 
drug is friend's company (p-value= 0.003). Around 70% (n=31) 
male and 80% (n=16) female students (p-value = 0.005) are 
satisfied with their habit of drug use (Table - II).

TABLE II: RECREATIONAL DRUG PRACTICES (N=64)

7 (35)
4 (20)
4 (20)
3 (15)
2 (10)
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Only 8.6% of students are abusing the drugs which are provided 
for the treatment of depression but the use of these drugs is 
more in females (10.8%) as compared to males (6.4%). The 
recreational drugs are easily available for the students in the 
habit of using (p-value =0.004). A significant number of 
students n=44 (70%) do not adopt any illegal means for getting 
the drug but there are few cases n=9 (15%) registered of 

DISCUSSION

The main aim of our study was to determine the increasing 
prevalence of use of recreational drugs (RDs) among college 
and university students along with the associated factors and 
reasons behind their abuse.  Most of the students using these 
drugs were in the age group of 20-25 years. The study showed 
that these young students initially start cigarette smoking and 
end up using RDs without realizing their physical and mental 
damage.
Studies showed that education plays an important role and 
mostly uneducated are inclined more towards RDs use since 

13,14they lack the knowledge of side effects . However, this was 
not the case in our study as all were college/university students 
and most of them were medical students. Unfortunately, the 
satisfaction level of our students using RDs is alarmingly high 

7which was also seen in a study done on students in Iran . This 
stage of denial is more dangerous even after knowing the 
effects on their own health. 
Our study revealed that boys had more information about drug 

1,7abuse than girls which was not the case in a study done in Iran . 
Despite the fact that females have higher stress levels, this 
study explained that males were more vulnerable to the use of 
recreational drugs because of peer pressure followed by 
curiosity, experimentation, stress, anxiety and depression, 
almost the same reasons seen in studies done in different parts 

8-10,13,15of the world . Only a small number of students mostly 
females were abusing the drugs provided for the treatment of 
depression, anxiety, stress and personality disorders owing to 
the reason that the access of the females to the recreational 
drugs is less in our society and they have to rely upon on these 

16medicines .
The most vulnerable age group for becoming addict to this 
misfortune was between 16 to 20 years of age, the reasons 
being lack of confidence, boredom, escape and self-
medication, rebellion, instant gratification, misinformation and 

10,16media influence . Our study revealed that friends were the 
main source for offering these recreational drugs for the first 

6 time, findings similar to the study done by Sadiq et al and 

stealing things. Majority male and female drug users spend 
around 1000-5000 rupees on monthly basis for fulfilling their 
desire of recreational drug use.
As most of the students participated in this study were medical 
students, majority (64%) correctly answered about the most 
common health hazards caused by recreational drug use i.e., 
lung cancer/oral cancer followed by heart diseases.

9Levinson et al .  Very few studies showed that these drugs were 
offered for the first time by their parents, which was not seen in 

17,18our study because of the norms of our society .  
The common RDs used in Pakistan are cannabis, prescribed 
opioids (painkillers), tranquilizers and sedatives, and opiates 

19,20(heroin and opium) . Among the drugs of abuse, heroin is the 
most commonly abused drug followed by hashish, chars, 
bhang, opium, alcohol and psychotropic drugs. Studies done in 

17 20 21New Zealand  and Islamabad  and  also showed Washington
almost similar findings. The use of RD's is prohibited in our 
religion but most of the students being aware but not 
concerned about of this fact and abusing recreational drugs just 
for the sake of curiosity or experimentation and friend's 
company which was also seen in other studies done in 

11,22 7,23 10Pakistan , Iran  and Saudi Arabia .
The approach and availability of the drugs is not difficult for 

22-24drug abusers despite being illegal . The use of these drugs 
causes dependency which leads to adoption of unusual means 
and crimes like stealing, robbery, fraud and burglary, also seen 

16,20in our study . 
The present study showed that the trend of cigarette smoking is 
preferred by males and shisha smoking is becoming popular in 
females, similar findings were also seen in a study done in 

12Peshawar . Male to female ratio of Shisha smoking was found 
to be around 3:2in this study which was more than study done 

6,23in Karachi and Iran .However, a research done in university of 
Illinois in Chicago (USA) showed that the frequency of drug 
abuse among females was more than males which was not the 

18case in our study .
The most preferable place for using RDs was at home/ friend's 
home according to present study but another study conducted 
in Kerman, Iran the preferable place for using drugs was some 

23special occasions/functions . Our study also showed that the 
average amount spent by the students on recreational drug 
purchase was between PKR 1000 to 5000 (US $ 10- 47), much 

18,21less than amount spent by the teenagers in USA . 
Amazingly it was encouraging to see that most of the students 
whether drug abuser or non-abuser, like a study done by 
Hassan et al, did not recommend others to have any experience 

TABLE-III: COMMON TYPES OF RECREATIONAL DRUGS USED BY STUDENTS (N=64 {who use drugs})
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25of recreational drugs . 
The only limitation of this study was that students were 
hesitated to provide us with any information due to sensitivity 
of this issue. Some students including mostly females refused 
and were not cooperative enough to expose their habit of drug 
abuse. The results of this study cannot be generalized due to 
non-probability sampling technique. 

CONCLUSION

The use of recreational drugs in both male and female students 
is soaring in our society. The main predisposing factors are peer 
pressure and parent's negligence which play an important role 
in promoting these practices.
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