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Abstract 
Introduction: The objective of this study was to elicit the self-medication patterns in second year medical students and to assess 

whether medical training results in any change.  

Methods: This was a cross-sectional study in which a self-developed, pre-validated questionnaire with both open and close-ended 

items on various aspects of self-medication was used. Study population consisted of 150 second year medical students, who were 

required to fill the questionnaire. Analysis was done by SPSS software and the frequency distribution and percentages of the 

variables were obtained.  

Results: A total of 150 students, 80 female and 70 male, were included in the study. Self‐medication was reported by 137 students 

(91.3%). The respondents who used self‐medication found it to be time-saving in providing relief from minor ailments. The most 

common ailments for which self‐medication was used were: fever (52.6%), URTI (51.1%) and headache (49.6%). The source of 

information regarding drugs and doses were previous prescription, package inserts, seniors & friends. NSAIDs (65.5%), 

antihistamines (50.3%) and antibiotics (13.8%) were the most common self-medicated drugs. Of the respondents, 63.4% were 

unaware of the adverse effects of the medication and 8% had experienced adverse reactions. 76% of participants feel that their 

knowledge in pharmacology has positively influenced their attitude towards self-medication.  

Conclusion: The prevalence of self‐medication among medical students is high, facilitated by the easy availability of drugs and 

information from textbooks and seniors. A significant number of students are unaware of the ethical issues and principles of rational 

drug use. Therefore it is essential that students be made aware of the potential problems of self‐medication and the principles of 

rational and ethical drug use. 
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Introduction 
Self-medication is the treatment of common health 

problems with medicines especially designed for use 

without medical supervision and approved as safe and 

effective for such use.(1) Self-medication is now 

increasingly being considered as a component of self-

care.(2) Unlike other aspects of self-care, self-medication 

involves the use of drugs and drugs have the potential to 

do good as well as cause harm. 

Several studies have shown that inappropriate self-

medication results in wastage of resources, increases 

resistance of pathogens and entails serious health 

hazards such as adverse drug reactions, prolonged 

suffering and drug dependence.(2,7,8) 

There are many reasons for the increased likelihood 

of self-medication among medical students.(4) They have 

easy access to information from drug indices, literature 

and medicines through physician samples provided by 

pharmaceutical representatives, and “The White Coat” 

guarantees trouble free access to drugs available in 

pharmacies.(5) 

There is a paucity of studies on self‐medication 

among medical students.(4) So the present study is 

undertaken to identify the reasons and the patterns of 

self‐medication among medical students and to study 

whether knowledge of drugs and diseases results in 

improvement in this practice. 

 

Methodology  
This cross‐sectional study was undertaken in 

Jawaharlal Nehru Medical College, Belgaum, 

Karnataka, India, with approval from the Institutional 

Ethics Committee. The study population consisted of 

second year medical students. The participants were 

briefed about the nature of the study, written consent was 

taken and a pre-validated questionnaire was 

administered to them. The information pertaining to 

knowledge, attitude and practice of self‐medication were 

included in the questionnaire. The investigators were 

present in case the respondents required assistance. 

The data was analysed using SPSS version 16.00 

and rates were expressed as percentage. 

 

Results 
The questionnaire was administered to 150 students 

and all the students (n = 150) responded to the 

questionnaire, of whom 70 (46.7%) were males and 80 

(53.3%) were females. Their mean age was 20.82 +/- 

0.35. 

 

Knowledge: All were aware and knew about self- 

medication. 146 students (97.3%) responded that there 

were several advantages of self-medication. The most 

important advantages were avoiding hospitals for mild 
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illnesses (65 students, 43.3%), time saving (52 students, 

34.7%), easy availability (29students, 19.3%) At the 

same time they were also aware of the disadvantages of 

self-medication such as adverse drug reaction (55 

students, 36.6%), drug interactions (49 students, 32.7%), 

wrong medication (25 students, 16.7%), disease 

aggravation (18 students, 12%), risk of drug dependence 

(2%). 

 
Table 1: Indications for medication use, common 

medications used and sources of drug information 

 No. of 

Students 

(Percent) 

Indications for Use 

Fever  

Upper respiratory infection  

Headache  

Aches & pains  

Menstrual symptoms  

Diarrhoea  

Gastritis  

Vomiting 

 

72 (52.6%) 

70 (51.1%) 

68 (49.6%) 

58 (42.3%) 

25 (18.2%) 

16 (11.6%) 

14 (10.2%) 

5 (3.6%) 

Medications Used  

NSAIDS (analgesics/ antipyretics) 

Antihistamines  

Antibiotics  

Antacids 

Antispasmodics 

 

90 (65.5%) 

69 (50.3%) 

19 (13.8%) 

15 (10.9%) 

10 (7.2%) 

Source of Information  

Previous experience  

Previous prescriptions  

Package inserts  

Consulting family members  

Consulting pharmacist  

Books, newspaper 

 

38 (27.7%) 

32 (23.3%) 

27 (19.7%) 

21 (15.3%) 

13 (9.4%) 

5 (3.6%) 

 

Attitude: A majority of the participants (110) favoured 

self-medication saying that it was acceptable, while 40 

students felt it was unacceptable and that drugs must be 

taken only under the supervision of a doctor.  

104 participants (69.3%) said that they could treat 

minor illness by themselves while 39 students (25.8%) 

were not sure and 7 (4.6%) said that they were not 

confident about treating themselves.  

114 participants (76%) felt that learning 

pharmacology had made them consider more issues 

before taking medications. They are more careful while 

selecting a drug, make sure they take the right dose and 

also keep in mind the adverse effects of the drug.  

Practice: Of 150 responders 137(91.3%) reported that 

they had practiced self-medication in the past one year, 

with a frequency of one to five times. Of these 66 

responders were male and 71 were female. The most 

important reasons quoted for not consulting a doctor 

were convenience (50.36%), mild illness (48.9%), time 

saving (20.4%), quick relief (16.05%) and cost saving 

(4.37%). There were several indications for self-

medication, the most common being fever, upper 

respiratory tract infection, headache.  

The most common drug groups used by the students 

for self-medication were analgesics and antipyretics, in 

which NSAIDS like paracetamol and ibuprofen were 

more commonly used. Other drugs are shown in Table 1. 

It may be noted here that all the users of antispasmodics 

were females. The majority of the students 65.6% (90 

students) obtained their medications from the pharmacy 

as over the counter drugs. The remaining obtained their 

medications from physician’s samples, medicine left 

over from previous prescriptions and friends and seniors 

medicines as shown in Fig. 2. 

 

 
Fig. 1: Sources of Medications Used 

 

While obtaining drugs 61 (44.5%) considered the 

indication, 42 (30.6%) brand of the drug, 25 (18.2%) side 

effect profile of the drug and 9 (6.5%) price of the drug. 

The source of information regarding drugs and doses are 

shown in Table 3. 

126 participants (91.9%) read the package inserts. 

Of these 66 were females, representing 92.9% of females 

and 60 males representing 90.9% of male subjects. 

125 students had not faced any adverse effect due to 

self-medication while 12 students experienced adverse 

effects in the form of gastritis, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea 

for which they stopped the medication by themselves. 

 

Discussion 
This study reveals that self-medication is very 

common among second year medical students (91.3%) 

as seen in previous studies with medical students.(13) 

Also they are well aware of the advantages and 

disadvantages of self-medication. The factors that 

preferred self-medication were avoiding hospitals for 

mild illness, time saving, easy availability, convenience. 

These perceptions are similar to those reported by the 

WHO and other studies.(3,2,12)  

This also indicates that health services have to be 

made more accessible so that patient’s waiting time is 

minimized. It has been identified that one of the 

predictive factors for self-medication is length of waiting 

time for medical consultation.(11) The most important 

deterrents for self-medication were fear of adverse drug 
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reactions, drug interactions, risk of making a wrong 

diagnosis and risk of using a wrong drug, similar to an 

earlier study.(2) 

Most students felt that self-medication was 

acceptable and that their learning of pharmacology had 

helped them to be more restrained and careful in their use 

of drugs. They have become more alert about adverse 

effects and dose of the drugs. However it is arguable that 

misplaced self-confidence may encourage inappropriate 

self-medication and expose the subjects and their family 

members to potential health risks. 

Compared to first year medical students (69.8%) 

practice of self-medication was more common among 

second year students.(13) The reason for this could be 

attributed to their knowledge in pharmacology. There 

was not much gender difference in the practice of self-

medication. The most common indications were mild 

illness like fever, URTI, headache and the most 

commonly used drugs were analgesics, antipyretics of 

which paracetamol was the most common. These result 

are similar to earlier studies.(4,5,13) 

Most of the students obtained drugs from the 

pharmacy as over the counter drugs and a few from 

physician’s samples. Unlike the general population 

medical students have an easy access to drugs. Even 

though they had access to all the information regarding 

diseases and drugs in their text books, only very few 

have referred to their books. Most of them relied on 

previous experience and previous prescriptions. This has 

implications, because many diseases have similar 

symptoms, and a person using previous experience may 

be exposed to the dangers of misdiagnosis and 

consequently wrong treatment. 

Irrational use of medicines is a major problem 

worldwide. WHO estimates that more than half of all 

medicines are prescribed, dispensed or sold 

inappropriately, and that half of all patients fail to take 

them correctly. Medical students need to be convinced 

about rational drug use, which is possible only under 

medical supervision. Inappropriate drug use can be 

reduced by imparting a good knowledge of the 

pharmacology of drugs and the provision of education 

and information on making a diagnosis and prescribing 

medication rationally after making a diagnosis. Some of 

the problems of self-medication that need to be made 

clear to the students include issues such as compromise 

of professional objectivity, poor or no clinical 

examination, over-treatment for quick relief and lack of 

clinical diagnosis and documentation. Many medical 

students are not aware of the ethical issues in treating 

oneself, so a huge responsibility lies on the teachers to 

provide education on safe self-medication and the value 

of consulting a doctor and taking medications under the 

supervision of a doctor. 

 

Conclusion 
After studying the pharmacology of drugs, second 

year medical students have become more careful to 

consider indications, doses and adverse effects of the 

drugs they take, with a majority of students restricting 

self-medication to treatment of minor ailments with over 

the counter drugs.  

Providing education on safe self-medication for 

minor ailments, increasing awareness of the benefits of 

taking medication under the supervision of a doctor, are 

proposed strategies for maximising autonomy and 

minimising the risk of inappropriate medication use by 

medical students. 
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