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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Self-medication is a highly prevalent practice in Brazil, driven by ease of access, prior
experiences, and family influence, with high rates among students in the health field. Although
common, this practice involves significant risks, such as poisoning, allergies, and inappropriate use of
medications, reinforcing the need to understand its associated factors and impacts on public health.
Objective: To identify self-medication among university students as a possible new public health
problem. Methods: This is a quantitative cross-sectional study conducted with university students from
any course. The sample was investigated regarding the prevalence of self-medication, its frequency,
reasons, and influences, using an electronic form. The data were analyzed using Jamovi software, and
the study was approved by the Ethics and Research Committee. Results: There was a prevalence of
females (67.5%) and a median age of 20 years, in addition to a predominance of self-medication among
students not belonging to the health field (88.88%). Furthermore, 99.5% of the sample kept medications
at home, and 94.7% reported having used medication in the last 12 months. Also, 69.2% of participants
purchased medication without a prescription, and the main sources of guidance for self-medication
were friends or family (48.6%). Conclusion: The study confirmed that self-medication is prevalent
among university students, including those in health sciences, influenced by cultural factors, home
storage of medications, and common symptoms such as pain and flu. The results point to the need for
educational and institutional strategies that promote the rational use of medications, reducing this
practice in academic environments.

Keywords: Self-Medication; Public Health; Epidemiology.

RESUMO

Introducio: A automedicagdo ¢ pratica altamente prevalente no Brasil, impulsionada pela facilidade de
acesso, experiéncias prévias e influéncia familiar, com indices especialmente elevados entre estudantes
da area da saide. Embora comum, tal pratica envolve riscos relevantes, como intoxicagdes, alergias e
uso inadequado de medicamentos, refor¢ando a necessidade de compreender seus fatores associados e
impactos na satde coletiva. Objetivo: Identificar a automedicagdo em universitarios como possivel
novo problema de saude publica. Métodos: Trata-se de um estudo transversal quantitativo realizado
com universitarios de qualquer curso. A amostra foi investigada acerca da prevaléncia da
automedicagdo, sua frequéncia, motivos e influéncias, por meio de formulario eletrénico. Os dados
foram analisados no software Jamovi e o estudo foi aprovado por Comité de Etica e Pesquisa.
Resultados: Houve prevaléncia do sexo feminino (67,5%) e mediana de idade igual a 20 anos, além de
predominio da automedicagdo entre estudantes ndo pertencentes a area da satude (88,88%). Além disso,
99,5% da amostra mantinha medicamentos em casa e 94,7% relataram ter utilizado farmacos nos
ultimos 12 meses. Também, 69,2% dos participantes compraram medicamentos sem prescri¢do médica
e as principais fontes de orientagdo para a automedicagdo foram amigos ou familiares (48,6%).
Conclusio: O estudo confirmou que a automedicagdo ¢ altamente prevalente entre universitarios,
inclusive entre estudantes da area da saude, influenciada por fatores culturais, armazenamento
doméstico de farmacos e sintomas comuns como dor e gripe. Os resultados apontam para a necessidade
de estratégias educativas e institucionais que promovam o uso racional de medicamentos, reduzindo
essa pratica em ambientes académicos.

Palavras-chave: Automedicagdo; Saude Publica; Epidemiologia.

RESUMEN

Introduccion: La automedicacion es una practica ampliamente prevalente en Brasil, favorecida por la
facilidad de acceso a medicamentos, experiencias previas y la influencia familiar, con tasas
especialmente elevadas entre estudiantes de areas de la salud. Aunque frecuente, implica riesgos
importantes, como intoxicaciones, reacciones alérgicas y el uso inadecuado de farmacos, reforzando la
necesidad de comprender sus determinantes y su impacto en la salud publica. El objetivo de este
estudio fue identificar la automedicacion entre estudiantes universitarios y discutirla como un posible
problema emergente de salud publica. Métodos: Se realizd un estudio transversal cuantitativo con
estudiantes de diversas areas académicas. Se investigaron la prevalencia, frecuencia, motivos e
influencias relacionadas con la automedicacion mediante un cuestionario electronico. Los datos fueron
analizados con el software Jamovi, y la investigacién cont6 con la aprobacion del Comité de Etica.
Resultados: La muestra presenté predominio femenino (67,5%) y mediana de edad de 20 afios. La
automedicacion fue mas frecuente entre estudiantes no pertenecientes a la salud (88,88%). La mayoria
guardaba medicamentos en casa (99,5%) y los habia utilizado en los ultimos 12 meses (94,7%).
Ademas, el 69,2% adquirié farmacos sin receta, siendo amigos y familiares las principales fuentes de
orientacion (48,6%). Conclusién: La automedicacion mostr6 alta prevalencia entre universitarios,
influenciada por factores culturales, disponibilidad doméstica de medicamentos y sintomas comunes.
Los hallazgos refuerzan la necesidad de estrategias educativas e institucionales que promuevan el uso
racional de medicamentos en contextos académicos.

Palabras clave: Automedicacion; Salud Publica; Epidemiologia.

https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2026-v.100-n.3-art.2707 Rev Enferm Atual In Derme 2026;100(3): 026086 1

©0


https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2026-v.100-n.3-art.2707
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-1097-0018
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-1097-0018
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-1243-2967
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-1243-2967
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-6042-4051
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-6042-4051
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-0412-3996
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-0412-3996
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5250-4773
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5250-4773
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4966-3633
mailto:rodrigohiroakimatuzaki@gmail.com

ORIGINAL ARTICLE I';::-‘_ :
\-{' “REVISTA
ENFERMAGEM ATUAL

INTRODUCTION

According to the 2021 report on adverse
drug events by ANVISA, health can be defined
as a “state of complete physical, mental, and
social well-being and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity”'. This definition is broad
and often difficult to achieve. In this context,
self-medication has emerged as a common habit
among the Brazilian population, who do not
hesitate to recommend medicines to friends and
family, making the country one of the leading
consumers of non-prescribed medications?.

Furthermore, although self-medication
can offer individual benefits, the risks associated
with the practice are undeniable, necessitating a
careful assessment of the cost-benefit ratio.
Notable among the issues involved is the
incorrect  application  of  polypharmacy,
characterized by the inappropriate use of
medications and drug combinations, as well as
inappropriate  self-medicationl. Thus, it is
evident that self-medication, despite being easily
accessible and simple to carry out, is becoming a
common and sometimes indiscriminate practice,
potentially posing risks to public health®.
Moreover, while it often works and yields the
expected results, self-medication is linked to
serious adverse effects such as poisoning,
allergies, drug resistance, and a false sense of
cure; it is also directly associated with the
worsening of medical conditions and, in some
cases, can lead to death®.

It is also well known that self-medication

is highly prevalent, particularly among the adult

IN DERME

population®. Illustrating this, indicators show that
8 out of 10 Brazilians practice self-medication
routinely®. However, figures for young people
and students, especially those in healthcare
fields, are similarly high, reaching over 90% of
this demographic; a study of medical students at
an educational institution in Alagoas found that
only 1.4% of respondents reported not practicing
self-medication’. Thus, given the observed rise
in this practice in recent years®, it is evident that
investigating  factors  causing  significant
demographic impacts is crucial’.

At the same time, various reasons may
lead to the use of medications in this manner.
These include prior experience with the
symptoms or the condition, uninformed opinions
about the illness, a lack of access to medical
care!, and family influence regarding which
medications to use,a common occurrence that
highlights the prevailing culture of self-
medication®. An analysis of medical students'
motivations revealed a confidence in self-
medication rooted in the knowledge acquired
during their studies'!.

Ultimately, various factors can drive
self-medication; this study explored the practice

among university students with the aim of

identifying a potential new public health issue.

METHODS

This is a cross-sectional study involving
university students from any field of study. The
study was approved by the Research Ethics
Committee of the University of Mogi das

Cruzes.
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Data collection was conducted virtually
using a self-medication questionnaire hosted on
Google Forms and distributed via closed
WhatsApp groups. A non-probability sample of
203 participants was recruited wusing the
"snowball" sampling method. Participants were
undergraduate students aged 18 or older from
any public or private higher education institution
who agreed to complete the questionnaire and
signed the Informed Consent Form (ICF).
Individuals using chronic medication or
undergoing continuous prescribed medical
treatment were excluded, as these factors could
interfere with the analysis of self-medication
patterns.

The questionnaire began with the
mandatory acceptance of the ICF, followed by
simple questions regarding self-medication
practices during the previous semester and
details on medication use. This quantitative,
cross-sectional study relied on the analysis of
data collected via the forms. This analysis
provided insights into self-medication habits
within the study group and allowed for the
profiling of the medications being used.

Data were organized and tabulated in
Google Sheets and analyzed using Jamovi
software. Initially, the normality of the
distribution of quantitative variables was
assessed using the Shapiro-Wilk test. For
categorical variables, Pearson's chi-square test
was employed, supplemented by Fisher's exact
test when necessary (particularly in cases where
expected frequencies in any cell were < 5). A

significance level of 5% (p < 0.05) was adopted.

IN DERME

The study is registered under the Certificate
of Presentation for Ethical Appreciation (CAEE)
number 76028723.5.0000.5497.

RESULTS

A total of 203 responses meeting the
inclusion criteria were obtained. Regarding
gender (Ql), 137 participants were female
(67.5%) and 66 were male (32.5%). Concerning
age (Q2), the mean age was 21.7 years for
women and 21.0 years for men. The overall age
distribution did not follow a normal distribution
(Shapiro-Wilk: W = 0.642; p < 0.001), with a
median age of 20 years (Table 1).

Regarding the educational institution (Q3),
187 participants (92.1%) were students at the
University of Mogi das Cruzes, and 17 (7.9%)
were from other universities in the State of Sdo
Paulo. As for the field of study (Q4), a higher
prevalence of self-medication was observed
among students outside the health sciences
(88.88%) compared to health sciences students
(64.55%). The most represented health-related
majors were Medicine (48.3%) and Psychology
(14.3%) (Table 2). A difference was also
observed based on the semester of study (Q5):
first-semester students reported higher rates of
self-medication (38.7%) compared to seventh-
semester students (23%).

The majority of the sample kept
medications at home (99.5%), and 94.7%
reported having used medication within the last
12 months (Q6—Q7). The most common
complaints associated with medication use (QS8)

were pain (41.7%), flu-like symptoms (19.9%),
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and fever (4.7%).
acquisition (Q9), 135 participants (69.2%)

Regarding medication

reported purchasing medication without a
medical prescription. The main sources of
guidance for self-medication (Q10) were friends
or family (48.6%), previous prescriptions
(30.8%), and

non-physician  healthcare

IN DERME

professionals (11.6%). Only 5% reported that the
medication used did not resolve the initial
complaint (Q12).

The majority stated they knew what self-
medication is (97.5%), and 88% reported being

aware of the risks associated with the practice

(Q13-Q14).

Table 1 - Sociodemographic and behavioral characteristics of the sample participants

Variables ‘ n(%)
Gender
Q 137(67,5)
d 66(32,5)
Age
Medium 21,4
Average 20
Fashion 20,0
Standard deviation 4,61
Minimum-Maximum 18-46

Educational Institution

UMC 187(92,1)
Others 17(7,9)
Keep medicines at home
Yes 202(99,5)
No 1(0,5)
Was this medication prescribed by a doctor?
Yes 60(30,8)
No 135(69,2)
How did you find out about the medication?
Friends/Family 71 (48,6)
Previous prescription 45 (30,8)
Another healthcare professional 17 (11,6)
Media 534
They are aware of the risks of self-medication.
Yes 178(87,7)
No 25(12,3)
Do you know what self-medication is?
Yes 198(97,5)
No 5(2,5)
Source: Matuzaki et al., 2025
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Table 2 - Main courses in the sample
Healthcare Sector n(%) Other courses n(%)
Self-medication 103(64,77) Self-medication 32(88,88)
Medicine 98(59,3) Architecture and Urban 7(18,4)
Planning
Psychology 29(17,5) Systems Analysis and 6(15,7)
Nursing 15(9,0) Law 5(13,1)
Other health-related courses | 23(13,9) Others 20(52,6)
Total 165(100) Total 38(100)

Source: Matuzaki et al., 2025

DISCUSSION

Self-medication, that is, the use of
medications without a medical prescription—is a
common practice among university students'?.
The study revealed that, of the 203
undergraduates who responded to the survey,
69.2% use non-prescribed medications; this trend
was also observed in a study'? that identified the
practice in 88.3% of the students interviewed.
Anti-inflammatories and antihistamines were
among the most frequently used classes of
medication, consistent with the 45.97% rate
reported in studies conducted with university
students in Alagoas’.

The research also highlighted that only
30.8% of the medications used had been
prescribed by a physician, underscoring the high
prevalence of self-medication. Social influence
from friends and family was identified as the
primary driver for using medications without a
prescription—a finding that corroborates recent
studies®.  Guidance based on previous
prescriptions also emerged as a significant
factor. Conversely, sources such as the media,

non-physician healthcare professionals, the

Whitebook tool (a prescribing aid), and
knowledge acquired during academic training
played a significantly smaller role in triggering
this practice.

Among participants who reported self-
medicating, the influence of digital media (3%)
and decision-making based on personal research
or scientific inquiries (4%) occurred at similar
rates. Although actively seeking information and
consulting scientific sources reflects a more
critical and  potentially  better-informed
approach!'®, the data show that, in practice, this
influence on medication choice is comparable to
the impact of digital media. This finding
suggests that in the current landscape,
characterized by the widespread circulation of
health-related content on digital platforms'°both
individual research and media exposure exert
similar levels of influence on the decision to self-
medicate. It is important to highlight that the
academic environment fosters physical and
emotional illness among students—particularly
those in health-related fields'* due not only to
heavy workloads but also to the difficulty of the

curriculum and intense peer competition, all of

https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2026-v.100-n.3-art.2707 Rev Enferm Atual In Derme 2026;100(3): 026086 5

©0



https://doi.org/10.31011/reaid-2026-v.100-n.3-art.2707
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

ORIGINAL ARTICLE I';::“-T \
\-{' “REVISTA
ENFERMAGEM ATUAL

which generate anxiety and stress. Furthermore,

the university years involve profound
transformations as individuals transition from
adolescence to the responsibilities of young
adulthood!®; these changes, combined with
academic demands, family issues, learning
difficulties, and psychological conflicts, can
encourage or reinforce the practice of self-
medication.

Consistent with this, the literature
indicates that antidepressants'’ medications that
act directly on the central nervous system—are
the primary class of drugs used by students to
alleviate the distress caused by the fatigue
inherent in the transition to higher education. In
the present study, out of the 203 students who
responded to the survey, 13 (6.4%) stated they
had used psychotropic medications, including
anxiolytics, hypnotics, antidepressants,
antipsychotics, psychostimulants, and opioids.
Of these, only 4 individuals reported using the
medication under medical prescription, and 9, in

addition to using central nervous system-acting

drugs, also self-medicated with drugs from other

IN DERME

Thus, it is undeniable that this approach
to treating anxiety and depressive disorders
requires caution; alongside the use of these
medications, non-pharmacological treatments,
such as psychotherapy, are also necessary.
Furthermore, these drugs can cause side effects
and pharmacological interactions that may be
harmful to the user!), especially when combined
with self-medication for other conditions or
symptoms.

Among the symptoms cited, generalized
body pain was the most prevalent, accounting for
approximately 46.7% of the total reported
symptoms (Table 3). This aligns with findings
from a study' involving higher education
students in health-related fields, which showed a
prevalence of 29% within the sample,
demonstrating that generalized symptoms like
pain are the most common reasons for this
practice. Additionally, in that same study,
symptoms such as fever and inflammation
(associated with the flu) showed a prevalence of
24.4%, consistent with the 23.4% reported in the

present research, a finding that warrants further

classes. analysis.
Table 3 - Main complaints and medications reported
Complain n(%) Medicine n(%)
Pain 177(46,7) Analgesics and 151(32,9)
Fever 13(4,7) Antipyretics
Rhinitis 24(6,2) Antihistamines 19(4,1)
Flu 30(7,8) AINEs 25(5,4)
Allergies 18(4,7) Others medications 263 (57,4)
Other symptoms 114(29,9)
Total 381(100) Total 458(100)
Source: Matuzaki et al., 2025
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Finally, while certain aspects of self-
medication, such as the incidence and influence
of using medications not prescribed by
healthcare professionals, remain consistent with

previous studies*!?

, other factors have changed
over time, such as the primary complaint
prompting  self-medication!’, as previously

noted.

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrated that self-
medication is a highly prevalent practice among
higher education students, regardless of their
field of study. It was observed that the majority
of the sample reported using medications without
a medical prescription in the past 12 months, and
a prevalence of home medication storage, a
factor directly linked to the practice of self-
medication,was identified®’.

Furthermore, the data reveal that health
science students exhibit similar, and in some
cases even higher, rates of self-medication,
despite possessing greater technical knowledge
regarding the associated risks. The primary
complaints prompting self-medication in the
sample were pain, flu-like symptoms, and fever,
reinforcing the pattern described in the literature
for young populations, as previously discussed.
Additionally, a large proportion of students
obtained medications due to the influence of
friends, family members, or old prescriptions,
highlighting the persistence of cultural and
behavioral factors that sustain this practice?!.

Moreover, the research showed that self-

medication among university students remains a

IN DERME

frequent practice, influenced both by exposure to
digital media and by the active search for
personal scientific information, with both factors
appearing in similar proportions. This balance
between  different  information  sources
underscores the impact of the contemporary
digital environment, where health-related content
circulates widely and influences decisions
regarding medication use.

In addition, emotional and academic
factors specific to the university experience,
particularly among health science students—play
a significant role in this behavior. Heavy
workloads, the pressures inherent in professional
training, and the changes typical of the transition
to adulthood contribute to stress, anxiety, and
psycho-emotional distress, fostering a search for
quick solutions such as self-medication. The
increasing use of psychotropic drugs, such as
antidepressants, is a significant indicator of this
scenario and reinforces the need for greater
attention, given that such medications require
professional monitoring and integration with
non-pharmacological interventions. Thus, the
findings align with the literature on the subject?"
22 and reinforce the need for institutional and
educational strategies that promote the rational
use of medicines and raise awareness regarding
the risks associated with self-medication,
particularly in university settings. Interventions
targeting the early stages of academic programs,
as well as ongoing guidance initiatives, can
contribute to reducing self-medication and

promoting safer health practices among

students?.
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