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Abstract

Background: Adolescence is a critical developmental stage during which health behaviours with long-
term consequences are often established. Psychoactive substance (PAS) use commonly begins during 
this period, necessitating continuous monitoring and understanding of associated risk factors.
Objective: To compare the prevalence, perceptions, and social determinants of PAS use among 
adolescents in public and private secondary schools in Uyo, Nigeria.
Methods: A comparative cross-sectional mixed-methods study was conducted among 844 adolescents 
selected through multistage sampling from public and private secondary schools. Data were collected 
using a pretested, interviewer-administered questionnaire adapted from the WHO Global Assessment 
Programme. Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS version 25, with descriptive and inferential 
statistics applied. Statistical significance was set at p<0.05. Qualitative data were thematically analysed. 
Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Uyo Teaching Hospital Ethics Committee.
Results: A total of 416 private-school and 428 public-school students participated. Mean ages were 13.1 
± 2.0 years (private) and 13.7 ± 2.2 years (public). Lifetime alcohol use was significantly higher in public 
schools (4.7%) than private schools (2.2%) (p<0.05). Other PAS use was low and occurred only among 
students with prior alcohol use. Key predictors of PAS use included family substance use and peer 
influence in both school types.
Conclusion: PAS use was generally low but higher among public-school students. Alcohol appears to act 
as a gateway substance. Family and peer influences are significant determinants, highlighting the need 
for targeted school-based and community interventions.
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Introduction 
Psychoactive substance (PAS) use is a major global public health concern that often begins during 

1adolescence, a period marked by experimentation and vulnerability to risk-taking behaviours.  Early 
exposure to gateway substances such as alcohol and tobacco increases the risk of progression to more 

2harmful substances.  PASs affect brain function and may lead to dependence and long-term health and 
3,4

social consequences.
Adolescents represent a large proportion of the global population, particularly in low- and middle-

5-7
income countries.  The burden of PAS use remains high globally, prompting its inclusion in Sustainable 
Development Goal Target 3.5.8 Alcohol is widely used among adolescents, while cannabis is the most 
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9
common illicit substance.
Africa bears a high burden, with increasing misuse 

10,11
of substances such as tramadol and opioids.  In 
Nigeria, PAS use is a growing concern with 
significant health and social implications for 

12-15adolescents.
Percept ions ,  cu l tura l  norms,  and  soc ia l 



Ogbebor CE et al Prevalence, Perceptions, and Social Determinants of Psychoactive Substance...

determinants-including family, peer influence, and 
socioeconomic factors-play key roles in shaping 

16-19
substance use behaviours.  Understanding these 
factors is essential for effective prevention 
strategies. Hence, this study was conducted to 
compare the prevalence, perceptions, and social 
determinants of PAS use among adolescents in 
public and private secondary schools in Uyo, 
Nigeria.

Materials and methods
Study Design
A comparative cross-sectional mixed-methods 
study was conducted, comprising quantitative 
(questionnaire-based) and qualitative (focus group 
discussion) components.

Study Area and Population 
The study was conducted among adolescents in 
public and private secondary schools in Uyo, Akwa 
Ibom State, South–South Nigeria. The state has over 
five million people across 31 Local Government 
Areas, with Uyo as its rapidly urbanizing 
administrative and commercial centre.

Sampl ing  Technique  and Sample  S ize 
Determination
A multistage sampling technique was used to select 
participants and involved the following stages. 
Stage One (Selection of Schools):
A sampling frame of 69 co-educational secondary 
schools (15 public and 54 private) was obtained 
from the Akwa Ibom State Ministry of Education. 
Using probability proportionate to size (PPS), 
schools were selected to reflect the population 
distribution, resulting in the selection of public and 
private schools in an approximate ratio of 2:7.
Stage Two (Selection of Classes):
Classes were stratified into Junior Secondary 
School (JSS 1–3) and Senior Secondary School 
(SSS 1–3). One class from each stratum was 
selected using simple random sampling by 
balloting.
Stage Three (Selection of Students):
Students were selected using proportionate 
allocation based on school population. The number 
of participants per school was determined by 
dividing the student population of each school by 
the total population of selected schools and 

multiplying by the minimum sample size (n = 431).
A total of 844 students were recruited from selected 
public and private secondary schools. 

The minimum sample size for the quantitative arm 
of the study was determined using the formula n = 

2 2(Zα+Zβ)  [P1(1-P1)+P2(1-P2)] 20 / d

for comparing two independent proportions. The 
calculation assumed a 95% confidence level (Zα = 
1.96), 80% statistical power (Zβ = 0.84), and an 
expected difference of 10% in the prevalence of 
psychoactive substance use between public and 
private secondary school students.
Prevalence estimates were obtained from a previous 

21study conducted in Benin City , Nigeria, which 
reported a prevalence of 43.3% among private 
secondary school students and 53.0% among public 
secondary school students. Using these estimates, 
the minimum calculated sample size per group was 
388 students. This was adjusted upward by 10% to 
account for possible non-response, resulting in a 
minimum required sample size of 431 students per 
group. Thus, a total sample size of 862 students (431 
from public and 431 from private secondary 
schools) was targeted for the study. For the 
qualitative arm, focus group discussions were 
conducted until thematic saturation was achieved. A 
total of eight focus group discussions were held, 
comprising four groups each from junior and senior 
classes. Each discussion group consisted of at least 
six participants, yielding a minimum of 48 
participants in total, with equal representation from 
public and private secondary schools.

Data Collection Instruments and Procedure
Quantitative data were collected using a pretested, 
interviewer-administered questionnaire adapted 
from the WHO Global Assessment Programme. 
Qualitative data were obtained through FGDs using 
a validated guide; sessions were audio-recorded, 
transcribed, and coded.

Data Processing and Analysis 
Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS version 
25. Categorical variables were summarized as 
proportions, while continuous variables were 
expressed as means ± standard deviations. 
Associations between categorical variables were 
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assessed using the Chi-square test, and comparisons 
of means were performed using the Student’s t-test. 
Multiple logistic regression analysis was used to 
identify predictors of lifetime psychoactive 
substance use. Statistical significance was set at p < 
0.05. Qualitative data were analyzed thematically 
using both inductive and deductive approaches. 
Codes were generated and grouped into themes 
reflecting participants’ perceptions of psychoactive 
substance use.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the University 
of Uyo Teaching Hospital Ethics Committee 
(UUTH/AD/S/96/VOL XXI/546). Participation 
was voluntary, with informed consent and 
confidentiality ensured.
Results
Sociodemographic characteristics 
A total of 844 students participated (416 private, 428 
public), with response rates of 96.5% and 99.3%, 
respectively. The mean age was lower among 
private school students (13.14 ± 1.99 years) than 

public school students (13.66 ± 2.15 years; 
p<0.001), with most aged 10–13 years. Sex 
distribution was similar (p=0.409). A higher 
proportion of private school students lived with both 
parents and came from monogamous families 

Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of 
respondents

Ta b l e  2 :  S o c i o - E c o n o m i c  S t a t u s  o f 
Respondents

Figure 1: It shows the wealth quintiles
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(p<0.001) (Table 1).
Socioeconomic Characteristics
Parents of private school students were significantly 
more educated, with a higher proportion attaining 
tertiary education, compared with parents of public 
school students (p < 0.001) (Table 2). Most private 
school students belonged to the highest wealth 

quintile (83.7%) (Figure 1).
Business was the predominant occupation among 
parents of public school students, whereas civil 
service employment was more common among 
parents of private school students

Awareness and Prevalence of Psychoactive 
Substance Use
Awareness of psychoactive substances was high 
(>90%) in both school types, mainly through 
teachers, with no significant difference between 
groups (p=0.742). Awareness of alcohol was 
highest, while knowledge of less common 
substances was generally higher among private 
school students.
Lifetime alcohol use was significantly higher 
among public school students than private school 
students (4.7% vs. 2.2%; p=0.045). Coffee use was 
also higher in public schools (2.6% vs. 0.2%; 

Table  3:  Lifet ime Use of  Individual 
Psychoactive Substances

Table 4: Current Use of PAS in Private and 
Public Secondary Schools

Table 5: Comparing Psychoactive Substance 
Use in Private and Public Secondary Schools 
in the Last 12 Months
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p=0.006), while no significant differences were 
observed for cigarette, marijuana, or tramadol use 
(Table 3).
Current alcohol use remained significantly higher in 
public schools (p = 0.025), and use of kola nut/bitter 
kola in the preceding 12 months was also higher 
among public school students (p = 0.038) (Tables 4 
and5).
A significantly higher proportion of public school 
students reported psychoactive substance use 
among family members (16.4% vs. 10.3%; p = 0.01) 
and peers (8.6% vs. 1.9%; p < 0.001) (Table 6).
Commonly perceived effects included dizziness and 
lack of perceived physical benefit, with most users 
expressing a desire to quit (Table 7).
Factors Associated with Psychoactive Substance 
Use
Lifetime PAS use was significantly associated with 
age ≥14 years, senior class level, and family and 
peer substance use. Logistic regression identified 
family and peer PAS use as strong predictors in both 

private (OR = 86.67; 77.33; p=0.001) and public 
schools (OR = 5.46; 4.30; p<0.05) (Table 8).

Qualitative Results
Twenty-two students participated in FGDs. Alcohol 
and cigarettes were the most recognized substances, 
with limited awareness of less common drugs. Peer 
pressure, family influence, stress, and poor parental 
supervision were key reasons for use, with 
substances perceived as easily accessible. Reported 
effects included poor academic performance and 
behavioural problems, while deterrents included 
religion, parental guidance, and fear of punishment. 
Suggested controls included stricter regulation, 
public education, and parental involvement.

Triangulation of Findings 
Findings showed low overall PAS use, higher 
among public school students. Peer and family 
influence and accessibility were key drivers, with 
awareness gaps highlighting the need for combined 
regulatory, educational, and family-based 
interventions.

Table 6: Comparing Substance Use among 
Family Members of Students in Private and 
Public Secondary Schools

Table 7: Comparing the Perceived Effects of 
Psychoactive Substances on Lifetime Users in 
Private and Public Secondary Schools
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Table 8: Associations between selected Factors and the Lifetime Use of PASs in Both 
Private and Public Secondary Schools
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Discussion
This study found comparable mean ages and a near 
equal male-to-female ratio among public and 
private school adolescents, consistent with findings 

22 23 3
from Tanzania , Rivers State , and Gombe State , 

24while variations reported in other regions,  may 
reflect methodological and cultural differences.
The lifetime prevalence of PAS use was low in both 
types of school, with alcohol, cigarettes, and 
marijuana as the most commonly used substances, 

25 26
aligning with studies from Nigeria  and Botswana . 
However, higher prevalence rates reported in 

27
Ethiopia  and Benin Republic may be due to 

28differing sociocultural and legal contexts . Alcohol 
and cigarettes were identified as gateway 
substances, with varying prevalence across 

29
regions .
Awareness of PAS was high, mainly driven by 
teachers, consistent with CDC and other studies⁶. 
However, knowledge was limited to common 
substances, with poor awareness of less common 
drugs. Public school students reported higher PAS 
use, likely due to greater accessibility and 
socioeconomic factors, as supported by qualitative 
findings.
Age and academic level were significant predictors 
of PAS use, particularly among private school 
students, consistent with findings from Benin 

28 30Republic  and Brazil . Family history of substance 
use and peer influence were strong predictors across 

21,7both school types , while neighbourhood exposure 
was particularly significant among public school 

30
students .
Perceptions varied by class level, 
w i t h  y o u n g e r  s t u d e n t s 
emphasizing harm and older 
students focusing on legality. 
Repor t ed  e ff ec t s  i nc luded 
absenteeism, poor academic 
performance, and behavioural 
problems, consistent with global 

25
evidence .
Overall, PAS use is shaped by a 
complex interplay of individual, 
familial, peer, and environmental 
factors. Despite high awareness, 
sociocultural acceptance of 
g a t e w a y  s u b s t a n c e s  a n d 
soc ioeconomic  d i spa r i t i e s 

highlight the need for targeted, context-specific 
29interventions and stronger policy regulation .

Strengths and Limitations
The mixed-methods design and inclusion of both 
school types strengthened the study. However, the 
cross-sectional design and self-reported data limit 
causal inference and generalizability.

Conclusion
PAS use was low, with alcohol, cigarettes, and 
marijuana most common, particularly among public 
school students and older adolescents. Peer, family, 
and environmental factors were key determinants. 
Strengthened prevention, parental involvement, and 
regulated access are essential.
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