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Abstract 
Background: To explore the various perceived causes and solutions for substance abuse among the nursing 
students in Mangalore, Karnataka, India. 

Methods: Group of nursing students belonging to the second year participated in the study. A method of free 
listing and pile sorting was employed to discover the causes and solutions for substance abuse.

Conclusion: The primary cause of substance abuse was found to be peer pressure with a salience value of 
(0.945) followed by enjoyment (0.614), family problems (0.486). Cognitive mapping revealed the causes 
of being grouped under three major headings: psychological imbalance, adaptation to modern lifestyle, and 
unhealthy family environment. The solutions suggested by the students were counseling and rehabilitation 
with the highest salience value (0.751), awareness about the adverse effects at an early age (0.637). Cognitive 
mapping portrayed the solutions grouped into headings like therapies and treatment, external sources, family 
care, and support. Factors such as peer pressure, academic pressure, and easy availability of drugs can be 
looked into by external institutions to root out the evils of substance abuse
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Introduction
Substance abuse disorder is one of the significant 

concerns globally. World health organisation (WHO) 
defines the term substance abuse as “Persistent or 
sporadic use of a drug inconsistent with or unrelated 
to acceptable medical practice” 1. Substance abuse 
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indicates the use of dangerous psychoactive substances 
such as tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs like heroin, 
amphetamine, and cannabis 2. Use of substance has 
caused intolerable sufferings in terms of mortality and 
financial crisis causing menace to social life around the 
world 3.

The initiation of drug abuse is observed in the 
period of adulthood, which significantly increases the 
probability of more severe drug problems later in life 
4. Globalization, urbanization, deteriorating cultural 
values, conflicts, and violence force young adults to 
use substances 5. Studies conducted to determine the 
prevalence of substance abuse among the various 
streams, including the medical stream, were found 
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to be 20-40 % 6. Research shows that indulgence in 
substance abuse can be a result of exposure to violence 
and post-traumatic stress 5. The prevalence of substance 
use among health care students ranges from 5% to 67% 
7-12, with higher percentages (67%) being reported in 
developed countries like the United States 8. Among 
developing countries such as Iran 9, 10, Ethiopia 11, Nepal 
12, and India 6, substance uses among health care students 
varies from 5% to 48%. 

Taken together, there is a strong need to assess 
substance use among health care students as they hold 
greater responsibility in society. The present study was 
undertaken for the qualitative exploration of perceived 
causes of substance abuse and possible solutions for 
the same among nursing students from selected nursing 
colleges of Mangalore. 

Methodology
The present qualitative study was done among 15 

second-year students from selected nursing colleges 
of Mangalore, Karnataka. The sample size of 15 was 
reached after applying the rule of saturation for the 
qualitative study. Study was conducted after obtaining 
the ethical clearance from the institutional ethics 
committee. (No: 19050).  Permission was obtained from 
the heads of the nursing institutes, and consent was taken 
from the nursing students before the commencement of 
the study. A method of free listing and pile sorting 13, 

14 were employed to discover the perceived causes for  
initiation of substance abuse and possible solutions 
to address these problems among students of nursing 
colleges in Mangalore. 

Free listing: For the free listing, students were asked 

two probe questions:

(1) In your opinion, what do you think are the 
causes for substance abuse among your age group of 
students in your field? (2) Suggest the possible solutions 
to eradicate the use of substance abuse among this age 
group of students in your field?

Students were asked to provide a list of various 
perceived causes and possible solutions for substance 
abuse individually. Statistical program ANTHROPAC 
was used to compute Smith’s Saliency Index and 
frequency for free list data. Smith’s saliency index refers 
to the “importance, representativeness, or prominence of 
items to individuals or the group.  Twenty responses as 
causes and fifteen solutions were taken for pile sorting. 
Obtained results were subjected to analysis using Visual 
Anthropac 

Pile sorting: First, the identified salient items 
were written on cards with their respective numbers. 
Participants were then allowed to group; selected 
perceived reasons and solutions based on their own 
criteria. Participants were asked to explain the reason 
for piling. Successive pile sorting was done with similar 
causes and solutions, followed by items with less 
similarity. Process continues until all the groups are 
clustered into a single pile. 

Ressults & Discussion
Table 1 shows the perceived causes of substance 

abuse among nursing students. The most predisposing 
factor for substance abuse is peer pressure with the 
highest salience value of 0.945, followed by just for 
temporary enjoyment with the salience value of 0.614. 

 Perceived causes for substance abuse among the nursing students: TABLE 1

Causes Salience value

Peer pressure 0.945 

Just for enjoyment 0.614 

Family problems 0.486 

Socio-economic status 0.334 

Parental influence 0.254 

Stress 0.224 

Break-up 0.222 

Loneliness 0.214 

Curiosity 0.171 
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Easy accessibility 0.165 

Anxiety 0.164 

Emotional trauma 0.149 

Ignorance 0.120

Social media influence 0.120

Temporary happiness - effect of substance abuse 0.118 

Inadequate parental supervision and care 0.117 

Adaptation to modern lifestyle 0.105 

Social gatherings 0.102 

Migration from rural to urban area 0.101 

Depression 0.085 

Cognitive mapping reveals the distribution of various reasons into three major categories.Figure 1 shows the 
cognitive mapping of the causes of substance abuse done by nursing students. 

Figure 1 : Cognitive map-causes of substance abuse among nursing students: 

Cont... 
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Pile 1 includes causes like anxiety, depression, 
emotional trauma, loneliness, breakup, stress, 
and curiosity, which were piled up under the title 
psychological imbalance.

Pile2- Students classified reasons such as peer 
pressure, temporary happiness, just for enjoyment, easy 
accessibility, media influence, social gathering, adapting 
to modern lifestyle, migration from rural to urban areas, 
and socioeconomic status as social factors tempting the 
students towards drug abuse.

 The rest of the causes, such as ignorance, parental 
influence, family problems, inadequate parental care, 
and support were assorted under pile 3 with headings 
like family influence, lack of parental support, care, and 
unhealthy family environment.

 From the assorted groups in figure1, it is observed 
that the major reasons for substance abuse are 
psychological imbalance, curiosity, and environmental 
factors such as peer influence and other social factors.

Table 2: Perceived solutions for substance abuse among the nursing students: 

Solutions Salience value

Counseling 0.751

Awareness about the side-effects at an early age 0.637

Rehabilitation centre 0.394

Parental support and care 0.369

Behavioral therapy 0.302

Extra-curricular activities 0.211

Limit the availability of drugs near college institutions 0.186

Identify the cause and treat accordingly 0.167

Diversional therapy 0.085

Proper treatment 0.067

Socializing with the right people 0.065

Choose the right friends 0.061

Emotional support 0.033

Set goals and work towards achieving them 0.019

Self-control 0.010

Solutions enumerated by nursing students are 
depicted in Table 2 in the order of decreasing salience 
value. It is observed from Table 2 that counselling, 
rehabilitation centres, awareness about the side-effects at 
an early age, parental support, and care were commonly 
suggested solutions. Students also stated that trying 

out therapies such as behavioural therapy, diversional 
therapy, and socializing with the right people will help 
in preventing the use of substances. 

Cognitive map - solutions for substance abuse 
suggested by nursing students: Figure 2
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Figure 2 portrays the cognitive mapping of the solutions given by the nursing students.

Nursing students assorted reasons such as 
diversional therapy, behavioral therapy, rehabilitation 
centre, counseling, proper treatment, extracurricular 
activities and identify the cause and treat accordingly 
into Pile 1 named therapies and treatment, diversion from 
substance abuse. Solutions like limiting the availability 
of drugs near college institutions, awareness about the 
side effects at an early age, socializing with the right 
people, self-control, and choosing the right friends were 
grouped into Pile 2 under the headings self-help best 
help, help from an external source and social remedies. 

Pile 3 consists of two solutions, emotional support 
and parental care and support, which were grouped 
under the title family care and support. 

From Figure 2 it is evident that recreational 
activities, surrounding yourself with right and positive 
people, parental care and supervision, and limiting the 
availability of drugs to students can emerge to be of 
immense aid to reduce the prevalence of drug abuse 
among the students. 

The present study shows that the predominant 
perceived cause for substance abuse among nursing 

students is peer pressure. The present finding is consistent 
with the study conducted in Nepal by Bimala Panthee et 
al.(2017) 15 among the health care students. Cognitive 
mapping depicts reasons such as peer pressure, social 
media influence as the current trend in the modern era. 
Few nursing students reported that they used substances 
for pleasurable purposes in a study conducted by 
Jashmid Ahamdi et al(2004)16. It was also observed that 
parental influence 17 and inadequate parental support and 
care were major governing factors in substance abuse 
initiation. The study conducted by Gouri Kumari Padhy 
et al.(2014) 18 supports this reason. Family problem was 
found to be a determining reason for drug abuse. Study 
conducted by Mohan .D(1980)  21 reveals that students 
belonging to nuclear families had the least prevalence of 
drug abuse.  

In addition to this, easy accessibility to drugs was 
found to be a major cause. It was reported that heavy 
alcohol drinking and cigarette smoking were the 
significant predictors of substance use among Nepalese 
health care students 15. In the present study, students 
opined that curiosity is also one of the factors to indulge 
in alcohol abuse. Peer pressure, academic stress, and 
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social media influence were also found to be the main 
reasons for initiating drug use in a few published studies 
20, 22. 98% of substance abusers were aware of the adverse 
effects of substance abuse but were continuing the same. 
This showed carelessness towards self- health and a 
lack of proper health education. Previously published 
studies shows that the college environment favoured 
substance abuse since many have initiated the use of 
drugs after joining medical colleges 19, 23. The most 
common reasons reported in the present study for using 
such substances were a relief from psychological stress, 
occasional celebration followed by to reduce tiredness, 
peer pressure, easy availability, experimental use and 
community acceptance 18

 The majority of the students believe indulging in 
extracurricular activities and exploring your hobbies 
alleviate stress levels and help them choose healthier 
options over drugs, which was consistent with the 
previously published study26. The nursing students had 
suggested therapies such as diversional therapy and 
behavioural therapy. They also agreed that parental 
care and attention, healthier family relations would 
decrease the use of substance abuse, as reported in other 
studies 18, 24. Other possible solutions suggested by 
the students were choosing the right friends circle and 
attending counselling sessions 25. Other predominantly 
stated solutions were limiting the availability of drugs 
near college institutions and spreading awareness about 
the toxic effects of substance abuse at an early age. 
Benegal.V et al. (1998) 20 conducted a study that depicts 
the commonly reported solutions as similar to these.

 Present qualitative study explores the causes of 
substance abuse among the health professional students. 
Psychological imbalance and stress due to various 
external factors forced the students to use various 
forms of drugs. In addition to this, easy accessibility to 
drugs was found to be an essential factor in substance 
abuse initiation. Solutions enumerated by the students 
include parental support and guidance, help from 
private organisations, having self-control, indulging in 
various co-curricular activities, and choosing the right 
friends. Limiting the availability of drugs near college 
institutions is a commonly reported solution. 

Conclusion
The present qualitative study explores the causes 

and solutions for substance abuse among nursing 
students through a method of free listing and pile sorting. 

It is clearly evident that the most predisposing factor is 
peer pressure. Limiting the availability of drugs near 
college institutions was a commonly reported solution. 
In addition to this, students suggested therapies like 
diversional therapy and behavioral therapy.
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