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1. Introduction

Introduction: Main purpose of this study was to compare the pattern of self-medication in first 

and third year medical students and to evaluate whether medical training results in any change 

in this pattern. Methods: This was a cross-sectional study in which a self-developed, 

prevalidated questionnaire consisting of both open and close-ended items related to various 

aspects of self-medication was used. Study population consisted of two groups (Group I : 1st 

year and Group II : 3rd year) of medical students who were required to fill the questionnaire. 

Comparison between the two groups was done by Chi square test. Results: 77.98% 

respondents from group I and 74.71% from group II practiced self-medication. Awareness 

about OTC medicines, dose and ADRs of medicines and generic and branded medicines was 

statistically significantly higher in group II. Major advantages cited by respondents from both 

the groups were similar.  5.66 % of respondents from group I and 3.37% from group II felt that 

self-medication has no advantages. ADRs, lack of knowledge about dose, frequency of 

administration and chances of taking the wrong medicine were the major drawbacks of self-

medication reported. Drugs most commonly used by self-medication were analgesics and anti 

pyretics. Conclusion: Senior medical students have a better knowledge about certain aspects of 

self-medication which reflects the influence of medical training. But, even the junior students 

who are not exposed to the knowledge of drugs and disease are well aware about most of these 

which may be due to easy availability of information.

Self-medication is the treatment of common health problems 

with medicines especially designed and labeled for use without 

medical supervision and approved as safe and effective for such 

use.[1] Medicines for self-medication are often called 'non-

prescription' or 'over the counter' (OTC) and are available without 

a doctor's prescription through pharmacies. 

Self-medication is now increasingly being considered as a 

component of self-care.[2]  Encouragement of self-care is seen as 

giving patients' every opportunity to take responsibility and build 

confidence in their ability to manage their own health. 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. This is 

particularly relevant in countries where there is lack of 

enforcement of regulations leading to availability of prescription 

medicines over the counter. This results in widespread use of such 

medicines which is associated with serious adverse effects. Several 

studies have reported that inappropriate self-medication results 

in wastage of resources and entails serious health hazards such as 

adverse drug reactions, prolonged suffering and drug dependence. 

[3]

When practiced correctly, self-medication can save the time 

spent in waiting to see a doctor, may be economical and also offer 

savings for medical schemes and the national healthcare system. 

The WHO has also pointed out that responsible self-medication 

can help prevent and treat ailments that do not require medical 

consultation and provides a cheaper alternative for treating 

common illnesses.[4] With self-medication, the individual bears 

primary responsibility for the use of self-medication products. All 

parties involved in self-medication should be aware of the benefits 

and risks of any self-medication product. 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.[5] Medical students in their 

first year may not differ from the general population as far as the 
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Table.1: Awareness about various aspects of self- medication 

among respondents

Table.2:  Advantages and disadvantages of self-medication

a) Figures indicate number of respondents

b) Figures in parenthesis indicate percentage

     * p< 0.05,  ** p< 0.001 when compared to group 1

a) Figures indicate number of respondents

b) Figures in parenthesis indicate percentage

Regarding the disadvantages of self-medication, majority of 

respondents from both the groups cited ADRs, lack of knowledge 

about dose, frequency of administration and chances of taking the 

wrong medicine as the major drawbacks of self-medication.

The drugs most commonly used by self-medication were 

analgesics and anti pyretics (82.38% in group I and 100% in group 

2. Materials and Methods

3. Results

Question

Advantages

Disadvantages

Group 1
(n=159)

Group 1 (n=159)

Group 1 (n=159)

Group 2
(n=178)

Group 2 (n=178)

Group 2 (n=178)

Aware about OTC medicines

Time-saving

ADRs

05  (3.14)

55(34.59)

115(72.32)

77 (43.25)**

95(53.37)

85(47.75)

Aware about dose, ADRs of medicines

Easy availability, convenient

Lack of knowledge about dose, 
ADRs, frequency of

97 (61.00)

58(36.47)

16(10.06)

137 (76.96) *

72(40.44)

42(23.59)

Aware about precautions while using medicines

Economical

106 (66.66)

39(24.5)

111 (62.35)

35(19.66)

Read package insert

Useful for mild illness

administration

130 (81.76)

47(29.55)

33(20.75)

152 (85.39)

33(18.53)

21(11.79)

Aware about generic  and branded medicines 

Feeling of self-confidence

Wrong medication

65 (40.88)

04(2.51)

14(8.80)

135 (75.84)**

15(8.42)

27(15.16)

Aware about importance of completing course

 of medicines

No advantages

Disease aggravation

Don't know

Masking of underlying disease

Drug interactions

125 (78.61)

09(5.66)

04(2.51)

05(3.14)

01(0.62)

125 (78.61)

06(3.37)

07(3.93)

16(8.98)

10(5.61)
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practice of self-medication is concerned. But second year onwards, 

they may differ from the general population because they are 

exposed to knowledge about diseases and drugs. Hence, this study 

was planned with the objective of evaluating self-medication 

practices in medical students and to study whether knowledge 

about drugs and diseases results in any improvement in these 

practices.

A small number of respondents (2.51% from group I and 8.42% 

from group II) reported that practicing self-medication instills a 

feeling of self-confidence. 5.66 % of respondents from group I and 

3.37% from group II felt that self-medication has no advantages.

The study was carried out after approval from the Institutional 

Ethics Committee. This was a survey-based study in which a  self-

developed, prevalidated questionnaire consisting of both open-

ended and close-ended items was used. Study population 

consisted of medical students of Government Medical College, 

Nagpur India. They were divided into 2 groups:

Group 1 : 1st year MBBS students  (2nd semester)
Group 2 : 3rd year MBBS students (5th semester)

2nd semester students are not exposed to the knowledge of 

drugs or disease while at the end of 5th semester Pharmacology 

syllabus is complete as per the Indian medical curriculum.

Students were explained about the nature and purpose of the 

study and necessary consent obtained. Any event of use of OTC or 

prescription medicines without consulting a doctor was 

considered as self-medication.

The study questionnaire was first pre-tested in 5 respondents 

and suitable modifications done. The final version of the 

questionnaire was distributed to the two study groups. 

Appropriate instructions about filling the questionnaire were 

given. Identity of the students was not revealed. Data was 

expressed as counts and percentages. Statistical comparison of 

data between the two groups was done by Chi square test using 

Graph Pad prism version 5.0 and p value less than 0.05 was 

considered statistically significant. 

159 students from group I and 178 from group II completed the 

questionnaire. In group I 89(55.98%) were men and 70(44.02%) 

were women while in group II 106(59.55%) were men and 

72(40.45%) were women. Mean age (+ SD) of the respondents was 

20+1.23 years in group I and 21+2.13 years in group II.

124 (77.98%) respondents from group I and 133(74.71%) from 

group II practiced self-medication. The difference between the 2 

groups was not statistically significant.

Table 1 shows the awareness of respondents about various 

aspects of self-medication. Awareness about OTC medicines, dose 

and ADRs of medicines and generic and branded medicines was 

statistically significantly higher in group II as compared to Group I. 

In group II, 71 students favored using drugs by brand names in 

contrast to 39 who opted for generics. While awareness about 

precautions to be taken while using medicines, reading package 

insert and importance of completing course of medicines was 

found to be comparable in the two groups.

Table 2 shows the advantages and disadvantages of self-

medication as reported by the respondents. Major advantages 

cited by respondents from both the groups were similar such as 

time-saving, easy availability, convenient and economical. 



Figure 1: Indications for self medication

4.Discussion
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II). Significantly more number of respondents in group II reported 

the use of anti histaminics (46.06% versus 22.01% in group I, 

p<0.001)  and antimicrobials (34.83% versus 14.46% in group I, 

p<0.0001). Other drugs used were those for GIT diseases 

(antacids, antiemetics, antispasmodics, anti diarrheal), cough 

syrup and vitamins and hematinics.

Awareness about OTC medicines, dose and ADRs of medicines and 

generic and branded medicines was significantly higher in the 

senior students which were as expected. Surprisingly, even the 

first year students were well aware about the importance of 

completing the entire course of therapy but their knowledge about 

the medicines for which completing course is essential was 

inadequate. Knowledge about advantages and disadvantages of 

self-medication was adequate in both the groups.

Advantages reported were similar in both the groups such as 

time-saving, convenient, economical, useful for mild illness and are 

similar to those reported in other studies [5], [6].

These observations are similar to those reported by the WHO 

that self-medication provides a cheaper and convenient 

alternative for treating common minor illnesses [4]. Surprisingly, a 

small number of students from both the groups opined that self-

medication has no advantages. When enquired further they 

revealed that no medicine should be taken by self-medication as 

every medicine has some adverse effects and it is not possible to 

choose the correct drug for a particular illness without consulting 

a doctor. Such beliefs need to be discouraged as it is well known 

that many minor symptoms can be safely and effectively treated by 

self-medication and if one approaches a doctor for every minor 

ailment it would unnecessarily increase the workload on the 

already overburdened health services particularly in the 

government sector.  

Disadvantages of self-medication reported in both the groups 

were ADRs, lack of knowledge about dose, frequency of 

administration, chances of using wrong medication, risk of disease 

aggravation, drug interactions. More number of first year students 

considered ADRs of drugs as the major drawback of self-

medication, this reflects the fact that being unaware about the 

ADRs they are more concerned about them. Other studies on self-

medication also have reported ADRs as the major drawback  [5,6] . 

More number of 3rd year students considered disease aggravation 

as a drawback of self-medication. This indicates that having learnt 

about the Pathology of various diseases and about drugs they are 

well aware about how using a wrong drug by self-medication can 

lead to disease aggravation. 

Drugs most commonly used by self-medication in both the 

groups were analgesics and antipyretics. This has also been 

o b s e r v e d  i n  m o s t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  s t u d i e s  o n  s e l f -

medication.[5,6,10,12]

More number of respondents in group II reported the use of anti 

histaminics    and antimicrobials. Higher use of these drugs in 

senior students may be due to the fact that they are more aware 

about the proper use and adverse effects of these drugs. Conflicting 

reports are available about the use of antimicrobials by self-

medication.  Less use of antimicrobials in senior medical students 

has been reported by James H in 2008 [9] and the explanation 

offered by the authors is that senior medical students perceive 

drug resistance as a possible risk of self-medication and hence use 

them less often. The reason for   limited use of antimicrobials by 

self-medication in medical students reported in another study is 

that the governments in the countries to which the study 

respondents belonged have strict regulatory policies about the 

prescription and OTC sale of antimicrobials.[5] Some studies have 

reported a higher use of antimicrobials (46%) when the subject 

was a healthcare person. [13] Use of antimicrobials by self-

Figure 1 shows the indications of self-medication as reported by 

respondents in the 2 groups. Fever and pain were the major 

indications for favoring self-medication followed by GIT diseases, 

cough and cold, allergy and stress. In addition, significantly more 

number of respondents in group II reported practicing self 

medication for the treatment of infections  (51.12% versus 

10.06%  in group I, p<0.001) and significantly more number of 

respondents in group I practiced it for treating cough and cold 

(66.66% versus 20.22%  in group II, p<0.0001).

Significantly more number of respondents in group II 

mentioned textbooks and Pharmacopoeias' as sources of drug 

information (61.79% versus 5.03 % in group I, p< 0.001). Other 

sources reported by respondents in both the groups were internet, 

media, friends, package insert, teachers (doctors) and pharmacist.
47.75% respondents from group II reported that completion of 

entire course of treatment is most important for antimicrobials in 

contrast to 33.96% from group I (p<0.01).

Various studies have reported the practice of self-medication 

among medical as well as non-medical students. In the present 

study the prevalence of self-medication was comparable in both 

the groups. Another study has reported significantly greater 

prevalence of self medication in senior medical students (73.3%) 

compared to their junior counterparts (52.6%) [6] while yet 

another study has reported a prevalence of 44.8%  in first year 

medical students.[5] It is generally expected that the prevalence of 

self-medication would be higher in third year medical students as 

they are exposed to the knowledge about drugs and disease. But 

the results of our study do not support this. 

Prevalence of self-medication in non-medical students also 

shows a wide variation, ranging from 56.90% [7]  to 98% [8]    

Even in the general population a wide variation in the prevalence of  

self-medication ranging from 12.7% in spain [9], 59% in Nepal 

[10]  to 95% in Harare [11] has been reported. Hence, it is difficult 

to compare the results in different populations mainly due to the 

differing socioeconomic profiles and demographic characteristics 

and also because of different methodologies used in finding out the 

prevalence of self-medication. 

Sontakke SD et al. / Int J Biol Med Res. 2011; 2(2): 561-564



564

medication is higher only in countries where these drugs are freely 

available OTC as observed in the present study as well as in other 

studies.[12,13] Thus, it is once again observed that use of 

antimicrobials is always high when there is lack of implementation 

of proper regulatory control over the OTC sale of these drugs and 

the only measure that can be effective in tackling this problem 

would be enforcement of strict regulations and severe penalties for 

defaulters.

Similar to most other studies on self-medication [2,12]  fever 

and pain were the most common symptoms for which drugs were 

used by self-medication in both the groups.   This correlates well 

with the fact that analgesics and antipyretics are the drugs most 

commonly used by self-medication. Significantly higher number of 

senior students used drugs for treatment of infections which 

correlates with the higher use of antimicrobials in this group. 

Surprisingly, the use of drugs for the treatment of cough and cold 

was more in the junior students. 

As expected, more number of senior students were aware about 

textbooks and Pharmacopoeias' as sources of drug information in 

contrast to their junior counterparts who relied more on the 

internet, media and package inserts.

In this study, barring a few exceptions, the observations in the 

two groups are almost comparable which indicates that students 

nowadays are more exposed to various sources such as the 

internet through which they gather knowledge even before they 

are exposed to it in their academic sessions. Other reported studies 

on self-medication in medical students have compared various 

aspects like advantages, disadvantages of self-medication, drugs 

used and diseases for which drugs are used by self-medication, but 

no study has looked into other factors like awareness about OTC 

medicines and generic and branded medicines where the senior 

students have fared significantly better in this study. These factors 

are important not only for medical students but even for the 

general public which may be benefitted in terms of reduced 

expenditure on medicines by using generic medicines, decreased 

risk of adverse effects if only OTC medicines are used by self-

medication.

To conclude, results of our study indicate that senior medical 

students have a better knowledge about certain aspects of self-

medication which reflects the influence of medical training. But, 

even the junior students who are not exposed to the knowledge of 

drugs and disease are well aware about most of these which may be 

due to ready availability of information through various sources 

such as the media and internet.

Senior medical students have a better knowledge about certain 

aspects of self-medication which reflects the influence of medical 

training. But, even the junior students who are not exposed to the 

knowledge of drugs and disease are well aware about most of these 

which may be due to easy availability of information.

5. Conclusion
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