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ABSTRACT
Background: Self medication is an important component of primary health care.
It involves treatment of common ailments on ones own initiative or on the advice
of a pharmacist. With the easy accessibility to information regarding use of drugs,
there is an alarming increase in the self medication practices. Medical students,
during their course of study gain considerable knowledge of drugs and it may
have an influence on their self medication practices. The present study was
designed to gather the knowledge, attitude and behavior of medical students
towards self medication and whether an increased knowledge of drugs further
promoted self medication.
Methods: A questionnaire based study was carried out on students of 2nd semester
students relating to their knowledge, attitude and practice of self medication.
Results: Though the knowledge regarding drugs is quite comparable in both the
first and third year medical students, 39% students in group A took the medicine
without doctors’ advice in the last month whereas 58% 5th semester students in
group B did the same.
Conclusions: The frequency of self medication is higher among third year
students as they believe that the medical training makes them capable enough to
self medicate easily without any harm. Hence, there is need to promote rational
self medication practice to bring awareness about irresponsible self medication.
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INTRODUCTION
Self medication is an integral part of self care and involves
treatment of common health problems without consulting
a medical practitioner. WHO mentions that selfmedication involves the use of medicinal products by the
consumer to treat self-recognized disorders or symptoms
or the intermittent or continued use of a medication which
was prescribed by a physician for a chronic or recurring
disease or symptoms.1 The 'non-prescription' or 'over the
counter’ drugs (OTC) are commonly used in self
medication.2 Self-medication is a serious global issue as
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the irrational use of drugs is on the rise these days. A
number of factors that promote drugs intake by general
population, students, and potential risks associated with
such practices have come into light. Most commonly used
drugs are NSAIDS like ibuprofen and antipyretics like
paracetamol..3,4
There could be various reasons underlying this increasing
trend like illness is too trivial for consultation (common
cold, fever, headache), lack of time to see a doctor, high
treatment costs, previous experience with the use of drug,
easy availability of these OTC drugs, lax regulatory
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authorities etc. In today’s tech savvy era, Internet comes in
handy to get information regarding use of drugs for
common day to day ailments. Inappropriate use of these
drugs can bring about a brief symptomatic relief but in the
long term, may hinder the correct diagnosis, undermine the
contraindications and warnings of drug use, leading to
development of resistance as seen with antibiotics, or
many adverse effects.2,3,5 In a study conducted by Verma
,antibiotic resistance was found to be the biggest hurdle in
fighting bacterial infections and self medication was the
major factor behind this.2
On the contrary responsible self medication can help to
prevent and cure common illnesses that don’t require
medical consultation without much constraint on time and
ones pocket. But responsible SM is possible only with
appropriate health information.
Self-medication is more likely among medical students as
they have easy access to drug information sources, and
their knowledge to self-diagnose and self-medicate
increases as they progress through the course. In the first
professional year, they have gathered their knowledge of
drugs from family members or peers, earlier experience
with the use of drugs or advertisements on television or
internet. All this information leads to confidence to self
medicate. While pursuing their course, they attain vast
knowledge varying from pathophysiology of diseases to
therapeutics (about mechanism of action, dose, route of
administration, adverse effects, interactions with other
drugs and food etc.) of drugs in pharmacology in second
professional (here, 5th semester students).6,7
Thus, it has become crucial to know the prevalence,
attitude and practice of the medical students towards self
medication due to their knowledge in the same field. This
will give an insight about the correct adaptation of
knowledge acquired and its clinical application. The
practice of self medication if done in an appropriate way
can save medical resources, cost and time wasted on minor
conditions. 8Medical students by rational self-medication
could promote awareness in their patients and the general
public for responsible self-medication.9
The objective of this study was to gather information
regarding self medication practices in undergraduate
medical students. And to comparatively evaluate whether
the knowledge about drugs and diseases brings about any
change in these practices
METHODS
This study was an ICMR-STS project conducted at Gian
Sagar Medical College and Hospital. A descriptive crosssectional survey was carried out among 2nd and 5th
semester MBBS students. 90 students from each of the
above two semesters were enrolled in the study. A
questionnaire was designed to access the knowledge,
attitude and behaviour of the medical students towards self
medication and was validated. The students who were

involved in the validation of the questionnaire were not
included in the final analysis.
Informed consent was taken from the students and they
were told that their participation in this study is
anonymous, voluntary and they can withdraw from the
study at any time. The questionnaire consisted of 4
sections where the first section dealt with demographic
profile of the respondent. Second section consisted of 5
questions to gather the knowledge of respondent about the
drugs. Third section consisted of 5 questions to know the
reasons behind this practice of self medication. Final
section was about the behavior related to drug usage.
The students were divided into 2 groups
•
•

Group A - 90 students of 1st year (2nd semester)
Group B - 90 students of 3rd year (5th semester)

Through the Google Forms tool, the questionnaire was
converted in an online link form and this link was
forwarded in What’s App group of the students. Along
with the link, appropriate guidelines regarding how to fill
the form where duly mentioned. Students were given a
time of one day and the data was collected in the form of
an excel response sheet. History of self medication in
preceding one year from the day of study was noted.
Statistical analysis
All statistical calculations were done using computer
program Microsoft Excel Version 10. The results were
analysed as percentages.
RESULTS
The questionnaire was distributed to hundred students of
group A and group B each. 90 students of group A and 89
students of group B completed the questionnaire.
Table 1: Demographic profile of the students.
Group
Mean age
Sex
Is any of your
parent a doctor?

A (Total=90)
19.05 yrs
M= 40, F= 50
Yes = 14
No = 76

B (Total= 89)
21.02 yrs
M= 42, F= 47
Yes = 11
No = 78

When assessing the knowledge of drugs in both the groups
there was not much difference between the information
about dosage, side effects and route of administration of
drugs. But group A had inadequate knowledge about the
completion of course of antibiotics. 63% of group A
students correctly identified the sequence of how a drug is
metabolized in the body as compared to 74 % in group B.
94% students of group A and 97% students in group B
believed that all medicines like vitamins, paracetamol,
cough syrups and antibiotics have side effects when taken
in excess. On self medication, in Group A only a few
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respondents complained of sedation. On the other hand, the
major side effects experienced by group B were sedation,
nausea, gastrointestinal disturbances like acidity, diarrhea,
gastritis and vomiting.
The most common reasons for self medication in both the
groups were self-confidence regarding awareness about the
medication and prior experience of illness (Figure 1).

The most common ailments for which self-medication is
done are fever, headache followed by cough, common cold
and sore throat in both group A and B as given in Figure 4.
Self medication is acceptable to medical students was
agreed upon by 33.19% of students in group B as compared
to only 6.5% in group A.
group A

group A

group B

textbooks

old prescription

advertisement on TV ,
magazine, newspaper

advice from friends,
seniors, parents

Figure 3: Various drugs that are commonly
self medicated.

Figure 1: Reasons for self medication.
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Figure 2: Sources of information of
self medicated drugs.

Figure 4: Various symptoms for which drugs
are self medicated.

The most common sources of information of self
medication drugs was advice from pharmacist and old
prescriptions in group A and textbooks in group B (about
59% in each group) as shown in Figure 2.

Self medication is harmful if taken without proper
knowledge of drugs was opined by 88% and 85% of
students in group A and group B respectively. 39%
students in group A took the medicine without doctors’
advice in the last month whereas 58% students in group B
did the same. 65% students from (group B) opined that
knowledge of pharmacology has not only enhanced their
skills but has also led to an increase in frequency of self
medication.

Among the type of drug administered antibiotics,
antiemetics, native herbs and vitamins and minerals are
used extensively by group B as compared to group A
Antipyretics on the other hand were used more by group A
(80%) in contrast to group B (23%) as shown in Figure 3.
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DISCUSSION

are well aware about most of these which may be due to
easy access to information.13

In both the Groups A and B, the most common reason for
self medication was prior experience of illness which is
similar to findings reported by Gutema et al.6 Mild nature
of disease was quoted as another common reason.The
drugs commonly self medicated are antipyretics,
analgesics besides antibiotics, native herbs, vitamins and
minerals. Symptoms for which drugs are usually
administered are mainly fever, headache, cough, cold, sore
throat, and pain. Similar findings have been reported by
Kasulkar et al, Shankar et al, and Banerjee et al, in studies
conducted by them.3,5,10 Acidity and dysmennorhoea as
common symptoms apart from the above mentioned have
also been reported.6
The sources of information about the drugs were mainly
through pharmacists and old prescriptions in the first year
students, and textbooks including pharmacopeias’ or
pharmacology journals in the third year students. Gutema
et al, and Abay et al, in studies conducted by them reported
that Pharmacists play a key role in providing information
to the consumers about the proper use and adverse effects
of medicines.6,11
Regarding whether knowledge of drugs (Pharmacology)
has any influence on self medication practices of
undergraduate medical students, it was found that the
practice of self medication is present in both the groups,
but it is higher in group B students. These results are quite
expected due to higher knowledge of group B students in
pharmacology. 2nd semester students are not exposed to the
knowledge of drugs or diseases while at the end of 5th
semester, Pharmacology syllabus is complete as per the
Indian medical curriculum.
Kasulkar et al, in his study documented that the prevalence
of self medication varied amongst different years of
medical students and increased from first year to final year
owing to the knowledge acquired about drugs which is
comparable with the findings of previously conducted
studies.3,9,11

In a study conducted by Gyawali et al, it was found that
semester of study, gender, age, and profession of the
parents had little effect on the prevalence of selfmedication among basic science medical students.8 A study
done on first year medical students revealed that due to fear
of adverse drug reactions, risk of making a wrong diagnosis
or consuming a wrong drug, the first year students
refrained from self medication.14
Self medication is a double edged sword. If practiced
responsibly, it can improve health status of the community
and aid in cost effective treatment of common ailments. If
not, the danger of interactions and adverse effects could
increase. Hence proper awareness and education regarding
self-medication,
stringent
regulations
regarding
pharmaceutical advertising and availability are the need of
hour.
Medical students are going to be future doctors and will
carry this practice forward. So an awareness through new
modules, seminars and continuing medical education
should be spread about the wise and responsible use of self
medication.
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