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The prevalence and risk factors of substance use among
university students in Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus

Ebru GAKICI,* Mehmet GAKICI,* Ayhan ES,? Deniz ERGUN?

ABSTRACT

Objective: As the age starting using drugs decrease and drug use among young people increase, the prevention
programs start to focus on young people who has become most important risk group. The purpose of this study is
to determine the characteristics and risk factors for cigarette, alcohol and other psychoactive drug (OPD) use
among university students in Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Methods: A survey was administered
to 1323 university students randomly chosen. The questionaire was designed to obtain data about socio-
demographic characteristics of the students, the frequency of their cigarette-alcohol and OPD use and beliefs and
attitudes of the students about substance use. Results: 398 (30.3%) of the students were from TRNC, 824
(62.7%) from Turkey and 92 (7.0%) from other countries. The life-time use of cigarette was 69.5% and boys
smoked more than girls. Students from Turkey smoked cigarette significantly more often. Life-time use of any
alcoholic beverages was 81.0% and the students from TRNC used alcohol significantly more than others. Life-
time use of any illicit drug was 10.9% and the ratio was higher for boys. Life-time use of cigarette and life-time use
of OPD and gender (being male) were found to be positively associated with the tendency to use illicit drugs.
Conclusion: Repeating prevalence studies for substance use among university students at certain intervals will
be helpful to follow the changes of substance use rates and determine the substances mostly preferred so that
prevention programs can be planned more efficiently. (Anatolian Journal of Psychiatry 2014; 15:108-115)
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Kuzey Kibris Turk Cumhuriyeti Universite ogrencileri
arasinda madde kullanim yayginliklari ve risk etkenleri

OzZET

Amag: Madde kullanimina baslama yagsi dlstligi ve gencler arasinda madde kullanimi arttigi icin, énleme
programlari 6nemli bir risk grubu haline gelen gencler lizerine odaklanmaktadir. Bu ¢alismanin amaci, KKTC deki
liniversite 6grencileri arasinda sigara, alkol ve diger psikoaktif madde (DPM) kullaniminin ézelliklerini ve ilgili risk
etkenlerini belirlemektir. Yéntem: Rastgele segilmis 1323 (liniversite égrencisine anket uygulanmistir. Soru formu
6grencilerin sosyodemografik 6zellikleri, sigara, alkol ve DPM kullanim sikligi ve 6grencilerin madde kullanimi ile
ilgili inang ve tutumlariyla ilgili bilgi toplamak amaciyla hazirlanmigtir. Sonuglar: Ogdrencilerin 398 (%30.3)
KKTC, 824’0 (%62.7) Tiirkiye ve 92’si (%7.0) diger (lkelerdendi. Yasam boyu sigara igme orani %69.5t ve
erkekler kizlara gére daha sik sigara iciyordu. Tiirkiye'den gelen égrenciler arasinda sigara icme orani anlamli
olarak daha yliksekti. Yagam boyu herhangi bir alkollii icecek kullanimi %81.0°di ve KKTC'li 6grenciler digerlerine
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g6re anlamli olarak daha yliksek oranda alkol kullanmaktaydi. Yasam boyu herhangi bir yasa disi madde kulla-
nimi %10.9'du ve erkekler arasinda bu oran daha yliksekti. Yagsam boyu sigara icme, erkek olmak ve yasam boyu
DPM kullanimi yasa digi madde kullanimini yordayici etkenler olarak bulunmustur. Tartisma: Belli aralik-larla
liniversite égrencileri arasinda madde kullanim yayginlik calismalarini yinelemek madde kullanim oranlarin-daki
degisimin izlenmesi ve en ¢ok kullanilan maddelerin saptanmasinda faydali olabilir, bu da énleme program-larinin
daha etkin bicimde planlanmasini saglayacaktir. (Anadolu Psikiyatri Derg 2014; 15:108-115)

Anahtar sézclikler: Psikoaktif maddeler, (iniversite 6grencileri, risk faktorleri, Kuzey Kibris Tiirk Cumhuriyeti

INTRODUCTION

Substance use is a biopsychosocial problem
and because of all different dimensions effec-
tive on it, there are many difficulties to control
this problem.™ Cyprus is on Balkan pathway of
drug transit. Balkan pathway starts from Afgha-
nistan, Pakistan and Iran which is called the
‘Golden Crescent’ and passses through Turkey
to West Europe. More than 75% of the heroin
seized in Europe comes from Balkan pathway
and Turkish and Cypriot smugglers are effective
on this pathway.5 Cyprus is an island and this
makes it a suitable place for drug transit.® Like
Cyprus,7 all the countries on the drug transit
way are negatively effected from drug traffic.®®
lllegal drug traffic has increased in TRNC
recently.™

The recent increase in drug use among young
people has caused a focus on university stu-
dents. Though there has been no prevalence
study about psychoactive drug use among uni-
versity students in TRNC, the report prepared
by the ‘Comission Against Substance Use’ of
Ministry of Education put forward evidences
indicating substance use among university stu-
dents in TRNC.'" At a qualitative research, the
interviews revealed that substance use in-
crease among young people because of the
negative effects of large number of university
students coming from Turkey, Cypriots re-
turning back to Cyprus after living for long
periods in England and tourists coming from
different countries."

Recent high school studies by using ESPAD
(The European School Survey Project on
Alcohol and Other Drugs) methodology showed
that drug use was a problem also for TRNC as
in many other countries but compared to other
European countries’®'* it could be concluded
that it was less prevalent. Only life-time alcohol
use which was about 85-90% was at a mode-
rate rate compared to European countries. In
1996 life time use of any OPD was 5.5%,"
which increased to 8.3% in 1999"° and 8.0% in
2004."

The prevalence studies conducted in TRNC

show an increase at the rate of drug use like
the tendency in many parts of the world."®
Although there are more than forty thousand
university students in TRNC, data is not
available about the dimensions of drug use at
the universities. The goal of this study is to
determine the characteristics and risk factors
for cigarette, alcohol and OPD use among uni-
versity students and provide data for preparing
prevention program at the universities.

METHODS

Study population and sample

This study is made for the ‘Higher Education
Planning, Evaluation, Accreditation and Coordi-
nation Council’ of TRNC by Psychology Depart-
ment of Near East University. There were six
universities in TRNC and the study was con-
ducted in three of them (Near East University,
Eastern Mediterranean University, International
Cyprus University). Data of the research was
obtained from the three universities where
77.7% of total of all 43709 university students in
TRNC at 2007-2008 spring semester attended.
The sample size was determined to represent
the population with 95% confidence interval and
3% margin of error. Stratified sampling was
planned as some variables like grade, depart-
ment and nationality could be effective on
prevalence of substance use. The survey was
applied to a sample of 1323 students randomly
derived from a total of 43709 students attending
to universities of TRNC.

To represent each grade, one or two courses
were randomly chosen among all the courses
opened for English preperatory class, grade 1,
2, 3 or 4" students through out the university.
Each course was chosen from a different
faculty. The data was collected by the ‘Psycho-
logical Guidance and Counselling Center’ of the
related universities.

The instrument

The questionnaire consisted of questions about
sociodemographic characteristics of the stu-
dents and questions about cigarette, alcohol
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and OPD use. The questions about cigarette,
alcohol and OPD use were prepared according
to the survey questions of ESPAD.*' The
guestions about sociodemographic variables
were prepared by the authors.

The survey form was prepared as a multiple
choice self-report questionnairy. To apply the
guestionnaire to foreign students, the question-
naire was translated to English by two psycho-
logists and a common version was taken. The
final version was edited by an English Langu-
age teacher who was a native English speaker.

Reliability and validity

To evaluate the reliability of the survey form, a
method is to evaluate the consistency of the
results. The students who answered that they
had never tried a type of drug, should answer at
the other question asking at which age they first
tried certain drugs as ‘never’. The ratios of in-
consistent answers given to these two ques-
tions were compared. The rate of inconsistent
answers for cigarette was 3.4%, for alcohol
3.8%, for volatiles 0.8%, for sedative-hypnutics
0.6%, for marihuana 0.7%, for amphetamin
0.3%, for ecstasy 0.3%, for heroin 0.2%, for
cocaine 0.2%, for LSD 0.3%, for steroids 0.6%.
These results suggest suggest high reliability of
our study. In ESPAD study the mean of in-
consistent answers were found as 3% and
ratios under 10% were evaluated as ac-
ceptable.”

The validity study of the survey form at ESPAD
study was either done by comparing the results
with that of another instrument or by the logical
consistency of the answers of the questions.
When the rates of drug use of the countries that
took part at the drug prevalence study of both
World Health Organization and ESPAD study
were compared, consistent results were
found.*® For the countries that did not take part
at WHO study, to evaluate the validity of
ESPAD questionaire the logical consistency of
the answers were evaluated. The rate of use of
any of the drugs during life-time should be more
than during the last 12 months or last one
month and the rate of use during the last 12
months should be higher than the rate during
the last one month. The logical consistency of
the answers at our study for cigarette was
98.5%, for alcohol 98.7%, for each OPD it was
more than 99%. These ratios when compared
to that of ESPAD study are quiet high.13
Another measure for validity is about the pre-
valence of a substance which does not exist in
reality but asked at the questionaire. Its
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prevalence is found to be 0.4% at this study
which also supports the validity of the results.

Statistical analysis

Frequency tables were formed with the per-
centages derived from the data. Groups were
compared regarding a number of characteristics
using chi-square. Multiple regressions were
used to examine the associations between the
independent variables and cigarette, alcohol,
OPD and illicite drug use (dependent variables).
Independent variables were: gender, age, na-
tionality, income level, school success, cigarette
use, alcohol use, and years in university.

RESULTS

There were 544 (41.1%) female and 774
(58.5%) male students. The mean of their age
was 21.9+3.2. The sample was formed by 398
(30.3%) Turkish Cypriot students, 824 (62.7%)
students from Turkey and 92 (7.0%) students
from other countries. Among the students that
participated the study 140 (10.6%) were from
English preparatory school, 245 (18.5%) were
from grade 1, 350 (26.5%) were from grade 2,
263 (19.9%) were from grade 3 and 316
(23.9%) were from grade 4. 1195 (90.3%) were
single, 18 (1.4%) were married, 103 (7.8%)
were engaged, 1 (0.1%) was divorced and 3
(0.2%) were widows.

Cigarette use

Life-time use of cigarette was 69.5% among all
students and males smoked more often than
females (Table 1). Life-time use of cigarette
among students from Turkey was more often
than students from TRNC or other countries
(Table 2). 10.7% of the students reported to use
cigarette earlier than 11 years old. Most of them
reported to start smoking at age 18-20 (29.5%)
and at age 16-17 (27.0%). 42.9% of the fe-
males and 31.3% of the males reported to have
used cigarette after age 18. Males started using
cigarette at earlier ages (x*=36.28, p=0.000).

Alcohol use

Life-time use of any alcoholic beverages among
all students was 81.0%. Males used alcohol
more often than females (Table 1). Students
from TRNC consumed alcohol more often than
the students from Turkey or other countries
(Table 2). 8.5% of the students reported to use
alcohol under age 11. Most of the students
repoted to use alcohol at age 16-17 (30.6%)
and at age 18-20 (26.6%). 42.5% of the fe-
males and 25.7% of the males reported to have
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Table 1. The frequency of use of psychoactive substances by gender

Female Male Total

n % n % n %
Tobacco 345 64.0 566 73.3 911 69.5
Alcohol 419 77.7 643 83.3 1052 81.0
Marijuana 19 3.6 129 17.3 148 11.6
Volatiles 6 1.1 25 3.4 31 25
Sedatives 36 6.8 51 7.0 87 6.9
Cocaine 2 0.4 19 2.6 21 1.7
Heroin 2 0.4 5 0.7 7 0.6
LSD 1 0.2 11 15 12 1.0
Amphetamine 2 0.4 10 14 12 1.0
Ecstasy 4 0.8 45 6.1 49 3.9
Steroid 1 0.2 14 1.9 15 1.2

Table 2. The frequency of use of psychoactive substances by nationality

TRNC Turkey Others

n % n % n %
Tobacco 221 55.5 629 77.0 58 63.0
Alcohol 349 88.4 649 79.1 63 68.5
Marijuana 31 8.0 99 12.3 17 10.7
Volatiles 6 1.6 3 2.9 1 1.3
Sedatives 13 3.4 71 8.9 2 2.6
Cocaine 7 1.8 11 1.4 2 2.6
Heroin 1 0.3 4 0.5 1 1.3
LSD 4 1.0 4 0.5 3 3.8
Amphetamine 4 1.0 6 0.8 2 1.3
Ecstasy 11 2.9 30 3.8 7 8.9
Steroid 4 1.0 9 1.1 1 1.3

Table 3. Risk factors predictive of cigarettte use

Standard

B Error B B t p
Constant -1.299 0.866 -1.500 0.13
Gender -0.081 0.195 -0.018 -0.41 0.680
Age 0.035 0.031 0.052 1.13 0.258
Nationality 0.848 0.166 0.215 5.10 0.000
School success 0.194 0.113 0.072 1.72 0.086
Income 0.165 0.143 0.048 1.15 0.249
Alcohol use 0.226 0.038 0.252 5.91 0.000
OPD use 0.167 0.402 0.025 0.42 0.677
Illicite use 1.275 0.518 0.145 2.46 0.014
Years at the university 0.248 0.076 0.148 3.26 0.001
R=0.395, R°=0.156, F=46.38, p=0.001
used alcohol after age 18. Males started using Life-time prevalence of OPD use among univer-
alcohol at earlier ages (x*=63.84, p=0.001). sity students was 15.6% and illicit drug use was

10.9%. Students from TRNC when compared to
students from Turkey and other countries were

Anadolu Psikiyatri Derg 2014; 15:108-115
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Table 4. Factors predictive for alcohol use

Standard
B Error B B t p

Constant 3.056 0.964 3.171 0.002

Gender 1.200 0.213 0.236 5.64 0.000
Age -0.042 0.027 -0.050 -1.58 0.114
Nationality -1.133 0.185 -0.258 -6.14 0.000
School success 0.146 0.127 0.049 1.15 0.249
Income 0.235 0.161 0.061 1.46 0.144
Tobacco use 0.284 0.048 0.255 591 0.000
OPD use 0.427 0.451 0.056 0.95 0.344
Illicite use 0.267 0.585 0.027 0.46 0.649
Years at the university 0.105 0.054 0.059 1.93 0.054

R=0.418, R°=0.175, F=53.38, p=0.001

Table 5. Factors predictive for psychoactive drug use

Standard
B Error B B t p

Constant -0.115 0.096 -1.196 0.23

Gender -0.031 0.022 -0.046 -1.44 0.150
Age 0.005 0.003 0.046 1.34 0.180
Nationality 0.014 0.019 0.024 0.74 0.462
School success 0.011 0.012 0.029 0.91 0.362
Income 0.000 0.016 0.000 -0.01 0.989
Tobacco use 0.029 0.005 0.177 5.89 0.000
Alcohol use 0.004 0.004 0.031 0.95 0.344
llicite use 0.923 0.040 0.713 22.84 0.000
Years at the university 0.016 0.008 0.066 1.91 0.057

R=0.313, R°=0.098, F=21.43, p=0.001

Table 6. Factors predictive for illicite drug use

Standard

B Error B B t p
Constant -0.028 0.074 -0.373 0.71
Gender 0.040 0.017 0.078 2.44 0.015
Age -0.003 0.003 -0.033 -0.96 0.340
Nationality -0.011 0.015 -0.025 -0.76 0.447
School success 0.000 0.010 0.000 -0.02 0.981
Income 0.003 0.012 0.007 0.24 0.813
Tobacco use 0.009 0.004 0.081 2.46 0.014
Alcohol use 0.002 0.003 0.015 0.46 0.649
OPD use 0.549 0.024 0.711 22.84 0.000
Years at the university -0.003 0.007 -0.016 -0.46 0.649
R=0.336, R°=0.113, F=25.43, p=0.001
found to have lower ratio of OPD use (TRNC 11.6%, others 20.5%) (x*x°=61.25, p=0.028).
10.8%, TC 17.4%, other 21.8%) (x°=67.69, Frequency of OPD use is shown at Table 1.
p=0.007) and illicit drug use (TRNC 7.3%, TC Males (15.9%) were more likely than females
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(4.1%) to have used illicit drugs (x*=51.02,
p=0.001). Marihuana was the most commonly
used OPD. The age to start using marihuana
was mostly 16-17 (30.5%) and 18-20 (40.5%),
whereas the age to start using volitile sub-
stances was mostly earlier than age 10 (26.5%)
and age 11-13 (20.6%). University students
reported to use OPD mostly within a group of
friends and at their homes.

To find the risk factors for cigarette, alcohol,
OPD and illicit drug use, life-time use of those
drugs were taken as the dependent variable
and the predictive variables were investigated
with multipl regression analysis (Table 3, 4, 5,
6).

DISCUSSION

The results of this study provide detailed data
about prevelence and characteristics of sub-
stance use among university students in TRNC
which can be used at future studies and pre-
vention programs. A similarly structured survey
form that was used at high school studies in
TRNC was used at this study and this enables
the comparison of characteristics of substance
use among high school and university students
and follows the change in the preferences of
substances.

Life-time use of cigarettes at our sample was
69.5% among all students, and it was found
that male students (73.3%) smoke more than
female students (64.0%). When we compare
our results with other studies made among
university students at TRNC™ and different
cities of Turkey, we can find that the rates of
smoking changes at a wide range.?>?* This
wide range depends on the definition of
smoking and the characteristics of the sample.
We found that life-time use of cigarette among
students from Turkey (76.4%) was more often
than students from TRNC (53.2%) or other
countries (64.1%). This finding is concordant
with the results of previous high school stud-
ies.”>*® Prevalence studies made in Turkey
among adolescents have shown that cigjarette
is the most commonly used substance.”**

The life time use of any alcoholic beverages
among students from TRNC is (88.3%) more
than the students from Turkey (77.6%) or other
countries (59.0%). When we compare this
result with other studies conducted at different
universities in Turkey,zo'zs'28 it is seen that the
university students from Turkey use alcohol
less than Turkish Cypriot students. Studies

about alcohol use among high school students
give similar results.”**" In south Cyprus life time
alcohol use at least once at similar age group is
found to be 85% among Greek Cypriot high
school students.* The low rate of alcohol con-
sumption in Turkey may be related to religion
as alcohol is banned in Islam.'® Although the
religion is also Islam in TRNC, being a touristic
island, alcohol consumption is high in both
sides of Cyprus and alcohol use is an ac-
ceptable behavior and way of entertainment in
Cyprus.'®

Though lifetime prevalence of OPD use is
15.8% among university students, it is 8.0%
among high school students.”® These findings
show that prevalence of OPD use increase
almost two times more with transition from high
school to university. Compared to studies con-
ducted in USA?® and Europe® show that both
OPD and illicit substance use are much lower in
TRNC. Among all OPD, the substance used
most commonly was marihuana with a ratio of
8.8%. The ratio of marihuana use amon

college students in USA is more than 50%,”
and in Europe in Czech Republic 53%, in
France 42% and in Spain 39%.% Like in this
study, all reports related to substance use in
TRNC, prevalence studies among high school
students, studies made on addicts show that
marihuana is the most commonly used illicit
drug.'****>1%3 yolatile substances are found to
be used more than other OPD at high school
studies in TRNC,™"" whereas marihuana is the
most commonly used OPD among university
students. Volatile substances are reported to be
a transition substance to marihuana use among
young people.* This study shows that the risk
for using OPD is higher among students who
use cigarette or alcohol. Different studies show
a strong relation between OPD use and being
drunk, high alcohol intake and smoking.**%

Study limitations

This study gives information only about univer-
sity students and does not include young
people who do not attend to university. To have
a broad picture of psychoactive drug use char-
acteristics of young people in TRNC, studies
including young people who do not continue
their education should be made.

CONCLUSION

The increased prevalence of substance use
among university students compared to high
school students show that prevention programs
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should start at an early age and should con-
tinue during university education. Besides ciga-
rette and alcohol use, among OPD, special
emphasize should be given to marihuana, vola-
tle and seedative use for the prevention
programs in TRNC. Repeating prevalence

studies for substance use among university
students at certain intervals will help us to
follow the changes at substance use rates and
determine the substances mostly preferred so
that show us which subjects should be
emphasized at prevention programs the more.
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