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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Psychotropic drugs are compounds that act on the central nervous system, mod-
ifying psychic functions and producing changes in behavior, mood and cognition. Their use has 
increased markedly in recent decades and non-prescribed consumption is very common. Objec-
tive: This study aimed to know the profile of medical and dental students who use psychotropic 
drugs without medical guidance, identify which drugs are the most used, understand the reasons 
for use, and analyze the perception of the students about the risks and impacts on academic 
performance. Method: This is a cross-sectional study with a triangulation mixed methods ap-
proach carried out with students regularly enrolled in the medicine and dentistry courses of two 
universities, one public and the other private. Data were produced in two distinct stages: the first 
consisted of a structured questionnaire applied as a screening method for the next stage, which 
consisted of an interview. The material produced in the interviews was transcribed in its entirety 
and analyzed. Results: It was observed that the practice of self-medication is common and trivi-
alized among the medical and dental students interviewed; there is easy access to psychotropic 
drugs; the perceptions of benefits and harms of psychotropic drug usage are distorted; and there 
is a false perception of risks. Improvement of academic performance and high self-expectations 
were the main reasons boosting and contributing the perpetuation of use and the knowledge of 
the students about the substances was superficial. It was observed that most students were us-
ing substances in a concomitant and harmful way and that they were resistant to seeking help. 
Conclusion: Further knowledge on the indiscriminate psychoactive drug usage among university 
students is necessary, especially because these students will become health professionals, gen-
erating a reflection on the risks of self-medication in their personal and social lives and in their 
future professional activities.
Keywords: Psychotropic drugs, Students, Education, Prescriptions. 

INTRODUCTION
Psychotropic drugs are compounds 

that act on the central nervous system, 
modifying psychic functions and producing 
changes in behavior, mood and cognition. 
They are used for the treatment of mental 
disorders such as depression, anxiety, psy-
chosis, affective disorders, and are also 
used for sedation in surgeries and painful 
medical procedures1. 

Psychotropic drug use has increased 

markedly in recent decades, what has been 
attributed to a higher frequency of diagno-
ses of psychiatric disorders in the popu-
lation, the introduction of new drugs in the 
pharmaceutical market, and new indications 
for symptom reduction in multiple disorders2. 

The consumption of different pres-
cription drugs without a doctor’s prescription 
has increased among young people due 
to both facilitated access and the mistaken 
idea that they do not pose risks to health3-5. 
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Non-prescribed psychotropic medi-
cation usage is very common. Stimulants 
and anxiolytics induce stability, relief and 
even pleasure, but the excessive use of 
these drugs can be harmful and their indis-
criminate use can cause physical depen-
dence or serious toxic side effects, inclu-
ding fatal overdoses6. 

University students are susceptible 
to psychological distress and development 
of mental disorders due to numerous fac-
tors, such as the distance from the family 
nucleus, new interpersonal and romantic 
relationships, decisions about priorities, 
insecurity during graduation, dissatisfac-
tion with professional choice, expectations 
of insertion in the labor market, difficulty in 
reconciling leisure and academic activities, 
and management of the financial life7,8.

Due to the full-time load of under-
graduate courses in the health area such 
as medicine and dentistry, students are re-
quired to dedicate much effort, which may 
compromise their social life and physical 
and mental well-being. These students also 
need to deal, in their practical activities, 
with the provision of care at an early mo-
ment in the course and the anxieties and 
distress of patients and their caregivers. In 
these professions, there is little tolerance 
for error, contributing to higher stress and 
anxiety, ultimately leading to the practice of 
self-medication9,10. 

The objective of this study was to 
know the profile of medical and dental stu-
dents who use psychotropic drugs without 
professional guidance in order to identify 
which drugs are most used, understand 
the reasons that lead students to use these 
drugs and, finally, analyze the perception of 
the students about the risks and their im-
pacts on academic performance.

METHOD
This is a cross-sectional study with 

a triangulation mixed methods approach11 
carried out with students regularly enrol-
led in the medicine and dentistry courses 
of two higher education institutions (HEIs), 
one public and the other private, between 
December 2018 and October 2019, on the 
campuses of Maceió, capital of the state of 
Alagoas.

For data collection, after authoriza-
tion from the coordinators of the courses, 
teachers were contacted in order to sche-
dule a date and time for application of a 
structured questionnaire to be answered by 
the students present at the moment, at the 
beginning or end of classes. Of the 1,874 
students enrolled in the courses of the two 
universities, 1,111 students accepted to 
participate and answered the questionnai-
re. Of these students, 33 met the inclusion 
criteria: they had used psychotropic drugs 
in the last month, on a daily or weekly basis 
or only during tests, without medical indi-
cation.

In the qualitative stage of the study, 
14 interviews guided by a semi-structured 
form were conducted and recorded in au-
dio. The participants were eight medical 
students and six dental students. The satu-
ration criterion for qualitative research was 
used to set the number of interviewees.

The material produced in the inter-
views was transcribed in its entirety and 
followed Yin’s five-phase analysis cycle for 
qualitative studies12. The first phase con-
sisted of the compilation of the database. 
The transcribed material underwent an 
analytical review and the first operational 
process of data organization was initiated. 
Then, in the second phase, the data were 
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decomposed from codifications by themes 
and memoranda, in which the records and 
even the field notes were conceptually con-
sidered and articulated with the research 
questions. In the third phase, the data were 
recomposed from the definition of themes 
at a deeper classification level, with hierar-
chical arrangements. Finally, after this, the 
last two phases, interpretation and conclu-
sion, took place. 

The research was approved by the 
Research Ethics Committee (REC) throu-
gh Opinion number 2.993.783 and CAAE 
99423618.2.0000.0039. All students who 
answered the structured questionnaire and 
participated in the interviews signed the 
Informed Consent Form. To safeguard the 
identity of the participants, they were identi-
fied by letters of the alphabet.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Regarding the academic profile of 

students who used non-prescribed psycho-
tropic drugs in the month preceding the in-
terview on a daily or weekly basis or only 
during exams, the study identified a slight 
predominance of use among students of 
the private HEI (54.5%) and enrolled in the 
medical course (54.5%), as shown in Table 
1. There was greater use among students in 
the eighth semester of the course (24.2%), 
followed by the second (21.2%) and third 
(15.2%). Regarding education prior to en-
rollment in the courses, it was found that 
most students (69.7%) had no other higher 
education degree.

It is noteworthy that the use of psy-
chotropic drugs without medical prescrip-
tion was not identified among the students 
of the last two semesters of the courses 
who participated in the study.

TABLE 1. Academic profile of students who used psychotropic drugs 
Variable Number Percentage

Institution

Private HEI
Public HEI

18
15

54.6%
45.4%

Semester of the course 

First
Second
Third
Fourth
Fifth
Sixth
Seventh
Eighth
Ninth
Tenth
Eleventh
Twelfth

1
7
5
2
1
4
2
8
0
3
0
0

3.0%
21.2%
15.2%
6.0%
3.0%

12.1%
6.0%

24.2%
0

9.1%
0
0
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Course

Medicine
Dentistry

18
15

54.6%
45.4%

Schooling prior to enrollment

Secondary education
Tertiary education
Specialization

23
9
1

69.7%
27.3%

3%
Source: Prepared by the authors

The most used pharmacological 
classes reported by the study participan-
ts are shown in Table 2. Herbal medicines 
(72.7%), anxiolytics (45.4%) and psychos-

timulants (36.3%) were the most cited. 
Antipsychotics were the least mentioned 
class and 5 students (15.1%) chose not to 
answer the question.

TABLE 2. Pharmacological class used by medical and dental students
Variable Number Percentage

Pharmacological class 

Herbal medicines
Anxiolytics
Psychostimulants Antidepressants
Mood stabilizers
Antipsychotics
Others
I prefer not to answer

24
15
12
4
2
1
2
5

72.7%
45.4%
36.3%
12.1%
6.0%
3.0%
6.0%

15.1%

Source: Prepared by the authors

Among the reasons for use, presen-
ted in Table 3, improvement of academic 
performance was listed as the main rea-
son for use among the students (60.6%), 
followed by focus enhancement (57.6%) 
and difficulty sleeping (48.4%). The use 
of psychotropic drugs was predominant 
during tests (51.5%), with the most com-

mon precipitating factor being the acade-
mic demands of the course (75.7%). It is 
important to note that 6 (18.2%) participan-
ts reported using these medications daily. 
Most students reported being aware of the 
risks related to self-medication (93.9%) and 
only 5 (15.1%) of the students reported a 
previous psychiatric diagnosis.
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TABLE 3. Data related to the use of psychotropic drugs by medical and dental students
Variable Number Percentage

Reason for use

Academic performance 
Concentration enhancement
Difficulty sleeping
Curiosity
Recreation
Other

20
19
16
7
4
5

60.6%
57.6%
48.5%
21.2%
12.1%
15.1%

Frequency of use 

Only in the week of exams
Every week
Daily

17
10
6

51.5%
30.3%
18.2%

Awareness of the risks

Yes
No

31
2

93.9%
6.1%

Precipitating factors

Demands of the course 
Family problems
Relationship problems
Others

25
8
5
9

75.8%
24.2%
15.1%
27.3%

Psychiatric diagnosis

No
Yes
I prefer not to answer

26
5
2

78.8%
15.1%
6.1%

Source: Prepared by the authors
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Self-medication has been a widely 
reported practice among university studen-
ts13-17. The present analysis corroborates 
other studies conducted with this popula-
tion, in which the psychotropic drugs most 
used in self-medication are anxiolytic and 
tranquilizer drugs, psychostimulants and 
antidepressants17-20.

The reasons for use of these psycho-
tropic drugs by university students are in line 
with literature data. They include academic 
performance enhancement, fight against the 
fatigue and stress recurrent in the context 
of higher education courses, recreation, or 
treatment of the difficulty to sleep20-23.

The data produced in the analysis of 
the interviews were classified into thematic 
categories and discussed below. To ensure 
the anonymity of the participants, the spee-
ches’ authors will be presented using the 
letter S (student) followed by a letter in the 
order of the alphabet.

Easy access to non-prescribed 
psychotropic drugs

When asked about the source of the 
psychotropic drug(s) used, the participan-
ts answered that they obtained them within 
the family nucleus or through friends and/ 
or acquaintances, as identified in the spee-
ch of the student SA: “it’s my father’s [...] he 
doesn’t even know that I use it”, or as in the 
speech below:

I got it from a girl in the class, she 
had no indication to take it, she 
would buy it, and she wasn’t even 
the one who would buy it, it was her 
boyfriend who got it. Then, that’s 
how, I would use it, she sells and 
resells it! She resells a packet for 
110 reais [Brazilian currency], she 
would split the packet in two parts 

and sell it, and would make some 
money from that (laughs). (SF)

It is important to stress that the dru-
gs were predominantly obtained outside 
the family environment, mostly from other 
colleagues who also use it without medi-
cal indication, drugstores that sell them 
clandestinely, and through social networks 
(Instagram, WhatsApp groups and web pa-
ges). Even drugs not marketed in Brazil, 
such as Adderall®, were mentioned by the 
interviewee SH:

I buy it on the black market [...] well, 
when you go digging, getting ref-
erences from others, you end up 
getting someone who can even get 
stronger drugs [...] this last month I 
got Adderall, which is an American 
drug. On some websites they use 
pseudonyms in ads, but now I see 
it more often in a WhatsApp group. 
(SH)

Some participants effectively de-
monstrated the paths taken on the internet 
to acquire the medications and the expen-
ses incurred in clandestine transactions. It 
is noteworthy that sale prices in the illegal 
trade are higher than the maximum prices 
for consumers practiced in the pharmaceu-
tical market20. 

Trivialization of the use of psy-
chotropic drugs

The indiscriminate intake of medici-
nes is pointed out as frequent among Brazi-
lian university students from different fields. 
In most Brazilian studies, self-medication is 
predominant in students of the health area 
who gain deep knowledge of the pharma-
cokinetics and pharmacodynamics of drugs 
during their academic training and use it as 
a basis for this practice24-26. 
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Before college, I didn’t even know 
that Ritalin existed. I told my mom 
that there was a drug that the guys 
in my class were using as water [...] 
I was shocked because there is a 
whole black market behind that, I 
know a friend who started inhaling 
Ritalin because it no longer had an 
effect on him. (SA)

The most commonly used psychia-
tric drugs were benzodiazepines (BZDs) 
and psychostimulants. The class of BZDs 
is among the most used worldwide for its 
remarkable effects and a wide therapeu-
tic index. However, individuals who abuse 
them do so to deal with everyday problems 
and stress reactions27-29.

I take Rivotril during the week I’m 
taking tests; I take it on the last day 
to balance my sleep of the week. I 
also use it when I have any stress, 
not only related to tests. (SC)
I often use Rivotril because I take 
two different courses, and some-
times I get so stressed in the clinic, 
with one thing and another. (SC)

The use of psychostimulants to 
enhance performance and cognition was 
an important and frequent finding: 

When the tests start [...] I think it is 
a very strong trigger [...] you get the 
habit of always taking it to study. I 
took it when I needed, I thought it 
was a need in that moment [...] I 
had a lot to do and little time. It’s 
more of a state of focus, you know 
[...] it’s a kind of despair! (SD) 

During the interviews, it was possib-
le to note that a significant part of the par-
ticipants believed that the consumption of 
psychotropic drugs without professional gui-
dance and the ways of distribution of these 
substances was a frequent and quite accep-
table practice in the academic environment. 

Distorted perceptions of benefits
The study showed a wide nature of 

experiences related to the use of psycho-
tropic drugs. It is clear that many drugs 
have been used as a magic formula to sol-
ve the anxieties and pains of life30. Using 
psychotropic drugs to negate displeasure, 
what sometimes masks the suffering and 
concerns of daily life, is strongly appealing. 
Health, then, becomes another consumer 
good to be acquired through medicines31.

The attempt to control unpleasant fee-
lings can be exemplified with the lines below. 

I had symptoms of depression; I felt 
I had no wish to do anything, my life 
kinda devoid of any meaning. Why 
should I study? Why should I do 
anything at all? Why get out of bed? 
I didn’t even have the energy to go 
to college. Anything. I took the med-
icine because I was trying to control 
something like that. (SH)

This urge to smoke, along with anx-
iety and binge eating [...] if I stop 
smoking I take Lexotan [...] I al-
ready know that I will be anxious, 
start eating, so I take sibutramine. 
I have no intention of taking every-
thing together, I see at the moment 
what will be better, Lexotan, sibutra-
mine or cigarette. (SC) 

Regarding the perception of benefi-
ts, some students experienced an increase 
in concentration when they used psychos-
timulants, while others said they used the 
drugs to cope with the large amount of sub-
jects to cover in times of tests, even though 
they did not perceive a real benefit in their 
performance. The use of BZDs was asso-
ciated with the objective of improving the 
anxiety related to different spheres of life 
and the restlessness after using psychosti-
mulants and to regularize the sleep.
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If I could describe the effect I felt, 
it would be a pleasure to be there, 
tired, but you have a certain plea-
sure in sitting there and studying... 
you put on some music and keep 
reading and when out of the sudden 
you realize you read a lot in 30 min-
utes, you read a book that you were 
not willing to read. (SD) 

When the effect started, I felt happi-
er, I felt confident studying, I felt that 
I was going to make it. It’s a subjec-
tive thing, it seems that when you 
take it, you feel not only cheerful, I 
don’t know, it takes away a kind of 
sadness or fear of the test, you feel 
confident, you feel that your time 
studying is paying off. (SH)

The speeches demonstrate a certain 
fascination with the positive effects of using 
these substances, indicating that they re-
sort to these effects not only when dealing 
with extreme situations such as depression 
or anxiety episodes, but also in trivial situa-
tions, such as when they need to read a 
book or face the fear of a test.

It is important to note that the studen-
ts who felt some benefit from the use of the 
medication also recognized detrimental ef-
fects on their health or even a placebo effect. 

Maybe more placebo than a real 
effect; you can concentrate for an 
hour, studying, but maybe I could 
do the same if I wasn’t so tired. And 
I did not perceive any benefit in re-
lation to the fatigue itself. (SD) 
By the time the effect was over, I 
would feel exhausted, which is why I 
preferred to use it at night, because 
then I would go straight to bed, and 
then in the next day, I would take the 
one of the day. (SH)

Negative results of use 
Although self-medication can provide 

relief from unpleasant symptoms, undesira-
ble effects can be experienced, including ia-
trogenic diseases, masking of evolutionary 
diseases, intoxications, adverse reactions, 
drug interactions, and allergic reactions32. 

All interviewees reported different ad-
verse effects with at least one of the psycho-
tropic drugs used and yet continued using 
them, persisting in the practice of self-medi-
cation, although with other drug classes. 

In the next day I wake up very 
sleepy, slow. As if things were hap-
pening and I see everything in slow 
motion. (SB)
The day I tripled the dose (30 mg), I 
felt a very strong sensation of anx-
iety, I felt restlessness, I lost all my 
appetite, I didn’t eat anything. After 
the effect wore off, it felt like I had 
been beaten [...] I got very tired, I 
don’t know if it was rebound, but it’s 
very strong, it’s impossible not to lie 
down to sleep. (SD)

The influence of friends or even 
curiosity, self-confidence, the easy ac-
cess, and the knowledge the students have 
about the drugs are factors listed as rea-
sons for the practice of self-medication15,20. 
The literature shows that students have an 
exaggerated positive perception of the use 
of drugs by their peers and this factor in-
fluences them, prompting them to practice 
self-medication33. 

I took Risperidone out of curiosity. 
They said: - I’m taking it, everything 
got better in my life, then I said: - ah, 
let me try it. (SH)

In the attempt to manage their aca-
demic life, resorting to self-medication to 
find a quick solution for their problems, so-
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metimes the students end up developing 
mental disorders17,34,35. The interviewee SK 
sought the use of psychostimulants to im-
prove his cognitive performance, but as he 
continued using the substances, symptoms 
compatible with a mental disorder of the 
mood spectrum and anxiety were triggered. 

As I went on using it, I couldn’t sleep 
[...] I started to have depression and 
very strong panic attacks. (SK)

It is important to highlight that the 
time when the person entry the universi-
ty is considered a phase conducive to the 
appearance of prodromes or precursors of 
mental disorders36. Thus, the proximity and 
ease of access to psychotropic drugs can 
mask more serious mental pathologies. 

Main reasons that boost and con-
tribute to perpetuate the use

Many interviewees reported that the 
continuous use of the drugs occurs due to 
the need to remain attentive and with good 
academic performance. 

When I am, for example, in a war 
mode, that is, during the tests [...] 
I mean, we were inserted at a mo-
ment when either you do it or you 
do it, no way out, you know? I be-
lieve that this high pressure on us, 
together with the strong stigma of 
the medical profession, which I feel 
is already imposed on us since the 
beginning of the course, creates 
a feeling that I should always be 
studying or producing something. I 
think this is due to the fact that if we 
stop to think in the huge amount of 
subjects necessary to have a mini-
mum knowledge applicable in sev-
eral areas, that would be enough 
content to study 24 hours a day for 
more than 6 years. (SD) 

Different studies have already in-
dicated that when entering college, stu-
dents students are exposed to a consi-
derable amount of stress, mainly due to 
personal demands, family expectations, 
high workload and content to study, among 
other factors7,8,16,33,37,38.

The self-demanding attitude asso-
ciated with the objective of achieving a 
good academic performance were the main 
reasons cited for the perpetuation of use of 
psychotropic drugs among the participan-
ts. Other consequent reasons include the 
distance from family life and friends, expec-
tations about the future after finishing colle-
ge, financial difficulties, and even the com-
promise of their physical and mental health. 

I am very tough with myself for not 
being able to achieve what I wanted 
to achieve [...] when I’m not going 
well in college, my self-esteem gets 
very low, I keep thinking that people 
think I’m not smart enough, I keep 
thinking that everyone is thinking 
that I am not able to do it. (SB)

Another factor that heightens the 
academic stress is the expectations of fa-
mily members regarding the professional 
future of these students. The need to meet 
the expectations of parents generates an-
xiety, what, in turn, is associated with the 
triggering of psychological disorders, espe-
cially in medical students39,40.

My mother is the one who expects 
a lot from me. She was an excellent 
student herself; she went from the 
second year of high school straight 
to medical school. She has very 
high standards. But even this high 
demands, she stopped, because it 
was not good for me. (SB)
My parents were always very strict 
with the issue of education, so that 
unintentionally in my head I was 
imagining this: - they want me to 
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become a doctor [...] after they no-
ticed that I was suffering and they 
saw something was different, they 
called me and said: - we don’t want 
you to take any specific course, we 
want you to do whatever you want 
and makes you happy. (SK)

The use at times the students dee-
med necessary to meet academic demands 
was another reason pointed out in the inter-
views. Students of health courses are one 
of the main groups vulnerable to abusive 
consumption of drugs because they have a 
greater curricular workload and a wide ran-
ge of information to absorb41,42.

 [...] I saw that for this test I need-
ed to use Ritalin, I am able to study 
with greater concentration. (SE) 
I bought it and used it during tests, 
I used to take it to prepare before 
the exams, but then later I grew in-
secure, and I started using it also to 
make the tests. (SF) 

Poor knowledge about the risks 
of using psychotropic drugs

Although many students reported 
being aware of the risks related to self-
-medication (93.9%) in the questionnai-
re (applied in the first stage of the study), 
during the interviews it was observed that 
most of them do not actually have good 
sense when it comes to these risks. Althou-
gh they are students of the health area, 
the little knowledge about the indications, 
mechanisms of action, side effects, and ad-
verse effects of psychotropic drugs was an 
alarming and significant finding. 

I know that Sibutramine inhibits ap-
petite, I know that it is bad for the 
heart [...] I know little [...], but about 
Lexotan I don’t know anything, if 
you can take Sibutramine and Lex-
otan, mix them with alcohol, I don’t 
know. (SC)

Well... I’ve read about it, but to be 
honest, I don’t remember [...] I’ve read 
everything, but I don’t remember now, 
at this moment, I’m not going to lie to 
you [...] and what I knew before using 
it was that it improved the oxygenation 
of the brain and you get more alert [...] 
through people who told me. Regard-
ing the risks, I am not aware [...] I’m 
even afraid to learn. (SF)
I knew it was a hypnotic drug and 
that it induced sleep, but harms?! 
[...] the package insert is gigantic, I 
haven’t read it. Is there a lot of bad 
stuff there?! I saw it in the pharma-
cology class, but I don’t remember 
much. (SI)

The findings in this study are different 
from those of others that report that most 
students who practice self-medication are 
aware of the risks, especially students of 
health courses who are more familiar with 
the mechanisms of action of the drugs20,43. 

One of the interviewees used several 
classes of psychotropics without professio-
nal monitoring, such as nootropics, antide-
pressants, antipsychotics, psychostimulan-
ts, sleep inducers, anticholinesterases, and 
oral BZDs in addition to intramuscular an-
tihistamines. Despite demonstrating scien-
tific knowledge, he minimized the adverse 
effects and risks of using psychotropic dru-
gs and continues consuming the various 
classes without medical guidance. He said 
he uses them to treat anxiety, depressive 
symptoms, or as cognitive enhancers, and 
even out of curiosity. 

I used it on a regular basis, but the 
side effects did not disappear as the 
package insert said they would [...] I 
would take Clonazepam at night and 
Ritalin in the morning to study [...] I 
would take Clonazepam when I felt 
I needed to sleep fast, or Ritalin at 
night, to study when I was feeling 
sleepy [...] antidepressants I would 
take when I was feeling depressed 
[...] I would even take Risperidone too 
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(laughs) [...] with Modafinil I did not 
feel concentrated, I felt very angry, it 
was horrible for me in every way... it 
was the opposite of what I had read 
people saying, that the drug calms 
the person down [...] with Donepezil, 
a drug to treat Alzheimer’s disease, I 
felt more side effects, blurred vision 
and nausea. (SH)  

The above statement indicates a 
very serious problem: many students who 
self-medicate do not know or ignore the 
fact that the concomitant use of psychotro-
pic drugs without professional supervision 
can potentiate the risks of intoxication and 
drug interaction, generating serious dama-
ges to health. 

Entering college may favor the adop-
tion of unhealthy coping mechanisms, such 
as the consumption of psychoactive subs-
tances (among other risk behaviors) which, 
in turn, may end up compromising the phy-
sical/mental health and academic perfor-
mance of the students36,44.

Most respondents reported having 
used more than one substance, and even 
simultaneously, depending on their objective 
at the time. The misuse or abuse of other licit 
substances, such as alcohol and tobacco, 
and of illicit substances was also observed. 

I have been a smoker for many years 
and I try not to smoke; whenever I 
stop smoking, I feel euphoria to the 
point of not recognizing myself. So I 
looked for a way to help me with this. 
I had too many problems, the stress-
ful academic routine, with my mouth 
so dry because of the cigarettes, 
impatient, so much so that I looked 
for a friend who uses marijuana, and 
asked him some [...] marijuana gives 
me peace of mind, it gives me a mo-
ment when I don’t need to smoke 
every half hour, as it happens with 
cigarettes. (SC) 

There was a time, I mean, that for 
not to take medicine (Clonazepam) 
all the time, at 8 o’clock in the morn-
ing I would take a beer in college [...] 
one, two cans. I’ve talked this over 
with psychiatrists [...] I’m pretty sure 
I’m a drug addict. There were times 
when I was even drinking to sleep 
[...] I was a little out of control. (SL) 

During the interviews, some spee-
ches brought the possibility that some of 
the students were in a situation of substan-
ce dependence and others showed eviden-
ce of this dependence. 

Today, I want to stop, but I can’t let it 
go. Today I know it’s addictive. (SC) 
I started using it, let us say, once a 
week, and today I take it practically 
every night. It’s been about 2 years, 
on weekends I can sleep better, I 
forget about the problems, I go out, 
then I don’t take it, but on week-
days... (SI)
I use it quite often; three to four 
times a week [...] I always took a lit-
tle, at most five drops. I’ve been us-
ing it since the middle of the course 
until now. (SJ)

Resistance to seeking help
Many of the participants realized 

that the psychological symptoms they felt 
caused negative effects on their academic 
and personal lives and agreed that the use 
of these medications should be prescribed 
and monitored by a qualified professional, 
yet they were resistant to seek professional 
help, whether psychiatric or psychological. 

According to Yiu45, one of the obsta-
cles that lead to minimize the seriousness 
of this situation is the fact that the studen-
ts themselves, especially those in medical 
schools, do not seek specialized help to 
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deal with their problems. Many would ra-
ther seek help and support from their family 
members and friends than seek support 
at their own university. The justification for 
this behavior is the feeling of discomfort 
in talking to strangers, who do not know 
them, in addition to the stigma associated 
with mental health in the teaching environ-
ment46. Another explanation is that becau-
se these are students from the health area 
who theoretically have knowledge of psy-
chotropic drugs, they feel more confident 
to self-medicate. Thus, they avoid seeking 
medical care because they think they are 
able solve their own health problems15.

Well, it is because the gym is like 
therapy for me, like going to the psy-
chiatrist, to the psychologist. Now I 
don’t see myself going to therapy, 
maybe I need it and I see myself do-
ing it professionally later, when I’m 
older, you know, but for now I think 
there is no need. (SD)
Honestly, it’s been a long time since 
I went to a doctor, to be honest [...] 
that thing, the cobbler’s children are 
the worst shod [...] I have been al-
ways receiving this suggestion, but 
I never tried to do it. (SH)

An important aspect to be highligh-
ted is that the two institutions in which the 
study was developed have psychological 
and/or psychiatric care services and, des-
pite of that, the participants did not feel the 
need to seek these services. 

Given the above, the intrinsic rela-
tionship between HEIs and processes of 
mental suffering that are installed upon 
entering the academic environment is an 
important subject that needs to be discus-
sed. From this perspective, other important 
questions emerge: What actions could be 
applied specifically to these students? How 
the detected reality can be prevented or mi-
tigated? What measures should be deve-

loped in the short, medium and long term 
that could become positive propositions? 
What are the effects of the indiscriminate 
use of psychotropic drugs on future profes-
sionals? What are the effects of this practi-
ce on professional performance, that is, on 
the care these professionals will provide to 
others? The present study does not bring 
the answers to these questions, but indica-
tes the need to look for them. 

CONCLUSION
The analysis of the interviews re-

vealed that self-medication is a common 
practice in the academic environment. Fac-
tors such as ease of access to psychotro-
pic drugs, trivialization of use, certain level 
of knowledge, self-confidence, distorted 
perception of risks, third-party counseling, 
need for quick relief, early responsibilities, 
possibility of enhancing academic perfor-
mance and, in some cases, the precariou-
sness of health services, significantly inter-
fere with the adoption of self-medication.

The study of the indiscriminate use 
of psychotropic drugs by health students is 
important because the perception and de-
tection of patients with similar problems can 
be influenced by the personal experiences 
of students who abuse these substances. 
It is necessary to understand the motiva-
tions for psychotropic drug misuse in order 
to fully understand the risks associated with 
this practice.

It is essential that college students 
become aware of the risks of self-medica-
tion while they are undergraduates so that 
they may become professionals who pro-
pagate health care among the population 
and are able guide their patients on the cor-
rect use of medicines. 
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The student assistance services of 
universities must be attentive to the risky 
behaviors addressed in this study, pro-
viding and stimulating the use of medical 
and psychological care, as well as creating 
preventive educational measures aimed at 
student stress and raising awareness about 
the rational use of drugs, bringing the the-
me into the classroom, so that the preva-
lence of self-medication is reduced.
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