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ABSTRACT: BACKGROUND: Self medication is mainly symptomatic based and may lead to the 

masking of signs and symptoms of underlying disease. Medical students being exposed to the 

subjects in medicine are more prone for self medication. This raises the concerns of incorrect self-

diagnosis, drug interaction, and use of drugs other than for the original indication. AIMS: To study 

the pattern of self medication among medical students and to determine the factors affecting it. 

METHODS AND MATERIAL: STUDY DESIGN & SETTING: A cross-sectional descriptive study done 

in a medical college. Study Duration: March 15th to April 20th  2013. Participants: Out of 400 

students, 302 students who were willing to participate and available during study period were 

enrolled in the study. Representation from all phases/batches of MBBS course was ensured, 

accounting to 77, 84, 63 and 78 students from first, second, third and final phase of MBBS. Data 

collection: By self administered pre-tested & validated questionnaire. Statistical analysis was done 

by applying proportions/percentages. RESULTS: Out of 302 participants, 25.8% were males & 

74.2% were females.  Practice of self medication was reported by 64.9% students. It was 16.9% in 

first phase students which shoot to 100% in final phase. Practice of self medication was higher in 

males while the frequency of self medication was higher in females. Seniors (89.8%) and previous 

prescriptions (87.2%) were the most common sources for reference. Fever (70.4%), common cold 

(67.8%) and headache/bodyache (64.7%) were the common reasons for self medication. Analgesics 

(79.6%), antipyretics (79.6%) and anti-histaminic (72.4%) were the most common drugs used for 

self medication. 30.1% of them took antibiotics and 9.7% sedatives without prescription. 80.1% 

(157) of those who took self medication said that they prescribed drugs for others also 

(friends/relatives). None of them suffered any adverse effects. CONCLUSIONS: The practice of self 

medication is widely prevalent in medical students especially among third and final phase students. 

This may possibly mask the initial signs and symptoms of diseases and lead to making a wrong 

diagnosis and risk of using a wrong drug. This highlights the importance of impressing the students  

about the dangers of self medication, their misuse and their responsibility. 
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INTRODUCTION: Self-medication can be defined as the use of drugs to treat self-diagnosed 

disorders or symptoms, or the intermittent or continued use of a prescribed drug for chronic or 

recurrent disease or symptoms. (1,2) Since self medication is mainly symptomatic based and taken 

without evaluation by qualified practitioner, it may lead to the masking of signs and symptoms of 

underlying disease. This may complicate the problem, create drug resistance and delay the diagnosis 

and cause adverse drug reaction.(3, 4,5)  This raises the concerns of incorrect self-diagnosis, drug 

interaction, and use of drugs other than for the original indication. (6 ) 
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The advancement in the field of communication and availability of information on fingertip 

has lead to easy access to the knowledge of medicine even to general population. Other factors like 

internet, ready access to drugs, and influence of advertisements and previous experience of treating 

similar illness have influenced the practice of self medication.(2,7 ) 

Medical students being exposed to the subjects in medicine are more prone for self 

medication which may, at times leads to untoward consequences.  Medical students are more likely 

of taking self medication since they have easy access to information from drug indices, literature, 

and other medical students to self‐diagnose and self‐medicate. (8) In addition, they have easy access 

to the medication itself through physician samples provided by pharmaceutical representatives, and 

“The White Coat” guarantees trouble free access to drugs available in pharmacies.(8 ) 

Though several studies have been carried out in different populations to evaluate the 

practice of self-medication there is a paucity of studies on self-medication among medical 

students.(9) The present study was undertaken to identify the reasons for, and the patterns of, 

self‐medication among medical students  

 

OBJECTIVE: To study the pattern of self medication among medical students and to determine the 

factors affecting it. 

 

METHODS: 

Study type: Cross-sectional descriptive study 

Study tool: A structured questionnaire was designed by reviewing relevant literatures and 

questionnaires previously used in similar studies. The study questionnaire was first pre-tested and 

suitable modifications were done. The final version of the questionnaire was distributed.  

Methodology: This cross sectional descriptive study was conducted at Kannur Medical College, 

Kannur, North Kerala from March 15th to April 20th  2013. KMC has a total of 400 medical students 

out of which 302 students who were willing to participate and available during study period were 

enrolled in the study. It was a purposive sampling and students were selected randomly. The study 

sample had a representation from all phases/batches (first, second, third and final phase) of medical 

course, accounting to 77, 84, 63 and 78 students from first, second, third and final phase of MBBS 

course. A briefing was given about the nature of the study and informed consent was obtained. For 

the purpose of the study, certain operational terms were explained to the students and appropriate 

instructions about filling the questionnaire were given and confidentiality was ensured. The study 

subjects were informed that the information collected would be anonymous; and participation 

would be totally voluntary. History of self-medication in last 6 months was taken. The data was 

collected by using self administered questionnaire which included the various aspects of self 

medication. 

Ethical clearance: The study was approved by Institutional Ethical Committee of Kannur Medical 

College, Anjarakandy 

Statistical analysis: After collection of data, information gathered was entered into Microsoft excel 

2007 version & analyzed by using Percentage/proportions and presented in suitable tabular and 

graphical forms. 
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RESULTS: Table 1 shows that, 302 medical students participated in the study, of which 78 (25.8%) 

were males & 224 (74.2%) were females. Participants included from all the batches of medical 

course making to 37.9%, 27.8%, 20.8% & 25.8% of representation from first, second, third & final 

phase of course. 

It was found that out of 302 students, 196 (64.9%) students practiced self medication. 

Practice of self medication was 16.9% at first phase and rose to 57.1% by second phase followed by 

a steep rise reaching 90.5% by third phase to 100% of students practiced self medication at final 

phase. (Table 2)  

The practice of self medication was high both in male (66.66%) and female (64.3%) medical 

students, but it was slightly higher in males compared to females. (Table 3) 

The study revealed that, the most common source/ reference used for self medication are 

the seniors (89.8%), followed by previous prescriptions (87.2%). Textbooks and friends also 

contributed to a significant proportion (59.7%). (Figure 1) 

The most common reason quoted for taking self medication was fever (70.4%) followed by 

common cold (67.8%) and headache/bodyache (64.7%). (Figure 2). Figure 3 shows that females 

(77.8%) used to take self medication more frequently than males (65.4%) 

The study reflects that analgesics (79.6%) and antipyretics (79.6%) were the most common 

drugs used for self medication followed by anti-histaminic (72.4%) and antacids (65.3%). 30.1% of 

them took antibiotics and 9.7% sedatives without prescription. (Figure 4) 

Among those who took antibiotics (30.1%), only 11.9% (7) of them completed the course of 

antibiotic.  80.1% (157) of those who took self medication said that they prescribed drugs for others 

also (friends/relatives). None of them reported of experiencing any side effect. Most of them 

purchased drugs from private pharmacy shop near the college. (Not shown in table).  

 

DISCUSSION: This cross-sectional study conducted involving 302 medical students comprising from 

all the phases of medical course revealed that the overall prevalence of self medication was 64.9 %.  

The studies on self-medication have reported various prevalence figures, ranging from 

26.2%(10 ) to as high as 92% (8,11) 

This overall prevalence observed in our study may be because of the influence of prevalent 

lesser practice among first phase students. First phase students being not much different from 

general public in their knowledge about medicine, showed a lower prevalence of 16.9%. The overall 

prevalence in pre-final and final phase students accounts to 95.7%. 

The study also showed that the practice of self medication rose drastically from being 16.9% 

at first phase to 57.7% at second, 90.5% at third phase to 100% at final phase of medical course 

indicating that students tend to self medicate by gaining experience from their exposure to the 

medical subjects. 

It was observed in the study that the prevalence of self medication was more in males 

compared to female students as similar to study done by Badiger S et al (8 ), but females used to self 

medicate more frequently than males.  

Seniors, previous prescriptions and books were the commonly quoted sources of reference 

for drug information in similar to the observations made by Badiger S (8 ) and Sontakke SD.(12 ) There 

were several indications for self-medication the most common indications in our study were fever, 

cold & head/bodyache and most commonly used class of drugs were  analgesics, antipyretics and 
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antihistamines which was in concordance with observations made by Badiger S(8), James H(9) and 

Parikh D.(13) 

30.1% of students reported to self medicate antibiotics of which only 11.9% completed the 

full course of treatment.(8 ) 9.7% took sedatives/anxiolytics without proper prescription. 80.1% 

(157) of those students who practiced self-medication, suggested medication to relatives and friends 

which may put them to risk of inappropriate drugs.  The most common source for purchasing drugs 

was private pharmacies near the college in similarity to observations of James H.(9) This may be 

because of their influence and image of being medical students and easy procurement from 

pharmacist. 

 

CONCLUSION: This practice of self medication, without proper consultation from qualified 

practitioner is widely prevalent in medical students especially among third and final phase students. 

This may possibly mask the initial signs and symptoms of diseases and lead to making a wrong 

diagnosis and risk of using a wrong drug. Self medication increases the chances of illicit use of 

drug(14 ) 

The motivating factors for self medication could be; easy availability of prescription drugs 

across the counter without a valid prescription, lack of stringent controls over medical 

advertising.(13) 

This highlights the importance of impressing the students about the dangers of  self 

medication, their misuse and their responsibility. 
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Phase of medical course 
Males 

Number (%) 

Females 

Number (%) 

Total 

Number (%) 

First phase 25 (32.5) 52(67.5) 77 (100) 

Second phase 16 (19) 68 (81) 84(100) 

Third phase 22 (34.9) 41(65.1) 63(100) 

Final phase 15 (19.2) 63(80.8) 78(100) 

Total 78 (25.8) 224 (74.2) 302(100) 

Table 1: Distribution of medical students by gender and Phase of medical course  

 

Phase of medical course 

Practice of self medication 

Yes 

Number (%) 

No 

Number (%) 

Total 

Number (%) 

First Phase 13 (16.9) 65 (84.4) 77 (100) 

Second Phase 48 (57.1) 36 (42.9) 84 (100) 

Third Phase 57 (90.5) 6 (9.5) 63 (100) 

Final Phase 78 (100) 0 (0) 78 (100) 

Total 196 (64.9) 107 (35.1) 302 (100) 

Table 2: Distribution of medical students by the practice of self medication 
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Gender 

Practice of self medication 

Yes 

Number (%) 

No 

Number (%) 

Total 

Number (%) 

Male 52 (66.66) 26 (33.34) 78 (100) 

Female 144 (64.3) 80 (35.7) 224 (100) 

Total 196 (64.9) 106 (35.4) 302 (100) 

Table 3: Practice of self medication and gender 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1: Distribution of medical students by source of reference for self medication 

Figure 2: Conditions for taking self medication 
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Figure 3: Distribution of students by gender and frequency of self medication 

Figure 4: Showing the drugs that are used for self medication  
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