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Abstract 

he pervasive level of substance abuse 

among youths has generated heightened 

concern among public health advocates. 

An avalanche of studies has documented an 

upsurge in the intake of psychoactive substances 

by youths. A section of the society has attributed 

this disturbing trend to celebrities’ depiction of 

these substances on social media while others 

trace it to peer-influence. In this study, non-

numeric data harvested using focus group 

sessions in three separate universities suggested 

that motivations ranging 

from the inclination to be 

sociable, to maximize 

sexual pleasure, to 

measure up to idealised 

standard among others 

that featured 

prominently in 

respondents’ discussion.    

 

Introduction 

igeria is currently witnessing an alarming increase in the rate 

of substance use and dependency among the youths and 

emerging adults. Data from school surveys revealed a rising 

prevalence and a decreasing age at onset of substance use. They have 

also shown not just a rise in consumption, but also increasing female 

involvement and a trend toward multiple substance use among 
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adolescents. Suicides, homicides, and accidental injuries have all been 

linked to drug use among students. The World Health Report (2010) 

revealed that 8.9 percent of the total burden of disease emanates from 

the use of psychoactive substances. The report further shows that 

tobacco accounted for 4.1 percent, alcohol 4 percent and illicit drugs 

0.8 percent of the burden of disease in 2010. Much of the burden 

attributable to substance use and dependency is the outcome of a wide 

variety of health and social problems. Data from the World Health 

Organization (2011) show large-scale seizures of cocaine, heroin, 

cannabis and amphetamine-type stimulants in different parts of the 

world. In Europe, the average age of death from drug use is in the mid-

30s. In addition to drug-related mortality, estimates indicate that of the 

14 million drug abusers worldwide, 1.6 million are living with HIV, 7.2 

million are living with hepatitis C, and 1.2 million are living with hepatitis 

B (Han, Compton, Blanco, Crane, Lee, & Jones (2017).  

Media attention on drug-taking by celebrities has been widely criticised in 

recent years by organizations as diverse as the Girl Guides and the United 

Nations, whose International Narcotics  

Control Board has claimed that “celebrity drug offenders can 

profoundly influence public attitudes, values and behaviour towards 

drug abuse, position on drug issues” (INCB, 2008, p.11). In simple terms, 

there is a concern that young adults might model their attitude on 

celebrity personalities they have been exposed to on the social media, 

thereby increasing the chances that they themselves will indulge in 

health risk behaviours such as taking psychoactive substances. The 

topical exponential advancement of the internet, and specifically of 

social media, and the impact it has had on the use of substances as well 

as the society is infinite. There are many factors that contribute to this 

use or misuse of substances amongst the adolescents. The most 

notable of them is the Internet (Chassin, Presson, Pitts & Sherman 

2000). Findings on the possible determinants of drug use or misuse 

among adolescents have been mixed. While some attribute the 

problem to peer pressure and family background (Allen, Donohue, 

Griffin, Ryan, Turner 2003, Lonczak, Fernandez, Austin, Marlatt &, 
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Donovan 2007), others ascribe it to internet enabled social media 

(Ismail, Affandy & Basir, 2014).   

A surfeit of empirical enquiries has demonstrated that teenagers’ 

exposure to celebrities’ lifestyle on Instagram increases the possibility 

of substance use or abuse amongst teenagers (Hilliard, 2019, Salomon, 

2013, Alhabash & Ma, 2017, Napier-Bell, 2002). However, these studies 

have failed to mention if this extends to young adults. Beyond these 

revelations, the findings did not cover the social media consumption 

pattern among the young adult and even the Instagram participation 

of this generation. The studies have also failed to identify if there is any 

relationship between the lifestyle of these celebrities and that of the 

young adults. The present study is set within the context of the concern 

that adolescents’ exposure to celebrities depiction of psychoactive 

substance on Instagram can bring about likeability which could 

translate into accepting and eventually yielding to celebrities’ lifestyle. 

Anxieties over adolescent’s modelling of celebrity behaviour stem 

partly from the application of social learning theory to ‘media effects’ 

(Bryant and Zillmann, 2002), with its origins in Bandura’s doll’ studies 

(Bandura, Ross and Ross, 1961, 1963). To guide the focus of the study, 

two research questions were raised. They are:  

What are the roles of celebrities in initiating the 

phenomenon of psychoactive substance use in South East 

universities?  

What are the roles of celebrities in sustaining the 

phenomenon of psychoactive substance use South East 

universities?  

  

LITERATURE REVIEW  

UNDERGRADUATES’ ATTITUDE AND SUBSTANCE USE  

Before the 60s, social psychology had failed to understand the 

attitude–behavior relationship; in 1963, however, Fishbein addressed 

this issue in a very progressive manner. His subsequent presentations 

of theory of reasoned action in 1980, and the theory of planned 



 

 

 
73 

MEDITERRANEAN PUBLICATION 
AND RESEARCH INTERNATIONAL 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL – ASD  
VOL. 13 NO.2 MAR-2021 ISSN: 2760-4106 

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
Prof. A.I. Mteiye [MALAWI] 

behavior in 1985 were an attempt to explain the impact of attitude on 

behavior (Barber, Bradshaw & Walsh, 1989).  

The term “attitude‟ has a long history and can be traced back to various 

definitions. In everyday discourse, attitude is a term used by an individual to 

express views, concerns, perceptions, opinions or group of opinions, about 

a specific object or entity (Howarth, 2006). According to Eagly and Chaiken 

(1993), attitude is a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating 

a particular entity with some degree of favour or disfavour. According to 

Fishbein & Ajzen (1975), attitudes can be described as a learned 

predisposition to respond in a consistently favorable or unfavourable 

manner with respect to a given object. Attitude is important because of its 

effect on purchase intention and behavior. To understand the constitutive 

role that the social media plays in what is seen as ‘individual’ behavior, we 

need a more radical change in terms of perspective. Lalljee,  

Brown and Ginsburg’s (1984) notion of ‘communicative acts’ does move 

away from an individualistic focus by challenging two main assumptions of 

traditional attitude theory:   

 Attitudes are internal dispositions that strongly influence 

behavior  Attitudes are fixed and enduring (Howarth, 2006).  

 

According to Rosenberg & Hovland (1960), attitude has three 

components, affect, behavior, and cognition, and these components 

are essentially the anatomy of an attitude. Affect refers to the positive 

or negative feelings that a person holds toward an attitude object. 

Here, attitude object refers to the entity being evaluated. Behavior 

refers to the actions and responses to the attitude object. And 

cognition refers to beliefs that a person has about an attitude object 

(Rosenberg and Hovland, 1960; Katz, 1960).Core to most definitions 

has been that attitudes reflect evaluations of objects on a dimension 

ranging from positive to negative. Thus, this study characterised 

attitude in terms of their valence and extremity.  

Factors related to undergraduates use or abuse of substance is many 

and diverse. They include individual predispositions, family 
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characteristics and complex social and environmental determinants. 

Quite a number of researchers and authors have shown that there are 

many contributing factors to drug abuse among students. Masibo, 

Mndeme and Nsimba (2013) indicated that in a school setting, drug 

abuse affects the children of the rich as well as those from poor 

families. Shoemaker (1984 as cited in Okamoto, 2010) argues that drug 

abuse is caused by a blend of environmental, genetic, and psychological 

factors. Under environmental factors, the most influential elements 

include the family, peer association, school performance and social 

class membership. Whether peer pressure has a positive or negative 

impact depends on the quality of the peer group. Unfortunately, the 

same peer pressure that acts to keep a group within an accepted code 

of behavior can also push a susceptible individual down the wrong 

path, (Hassanpour, Tomita, DeLise, Crosier & Marsch, 2018).  

Most of the studies that have been conducted on the issue of drug use 

and abuse agree that there is a significant relationship between drug 

using behaviour and the involvement with friends. If an adolescent 

associate with other adolescents who use drugs, the risk of 

involvement with drugs is further increased. Another survey of youths 

in southern Nigeria also concluded that the source of drugs for drug 

using-students was friends in the same or neighbouring schools, and 

students who reported using drugs had more drug using friends than 

abstinent friends (Nevadomsky, 1982). Confirming this finding, Kiiru 

(2004), argues that peer pressure influences youth to use substances 

under the false impression that some drugs stimulate appetite for food, 

increase strength and give wisdom as well as courage to face life.  

The National Teen Survey of the Washington, D.C (2011) found out that 

the American teens ages 12-17 who in a typical day spent any time on 

social networking sites were at increased risk of smoking, drinking and 

drug use. The survey included questions on whether they spend time 

on Facebook, MySpace or other social networking sites in a typical day. 

Seventy percent of them reported spending time on social networking 

sites in a typical day compared to 30% of teens who say they do not. In 

another study, Galvani (2015) found out that high school is not only a 
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place where students can use drugs; but that many high schools have 

become supermarkets where students can buy drugs. Almost half of 

high school students (44 percent) know of a student who sells drugs at 

their school. Nearly all of them (91 percent) know someone at their 

school who sells marijuana, a quarter (24 percent) know someone who 

sells prescription drugs, one in 10 (nine percent) knows someone who 

sells cocaine and seven percent know someone who sells ecstasy.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

This qualitative study was executed using multiple focus group 

discussions. Three universities in south eastern Nigeria were selected 

as settings for the research. A face validated interview guide 

constituted the instrument of data gathering. A magnetic audio tape 

was used in recording the session. Ethical clearance was issued by 

Babcock University Health and Research Ethics Committee (BUHREC). 

The non-numeric data were processed and presented thematically.   

 

Research setting and Participant   

Three focus group discussions were conducted in three different 

selected tertiary institutions of south east Nigeria. These universities 

were selected to account for the different types of operations in the 

sector: The federal government, state government and private 

proprietors. The universities are: University of Nigeria (UNN), Ebonyi 

State University (EBSU), and Godfrey Okoye (GO). Godfrey Okoye (GO) 

University where the first focus group discussion was held is situated at 

Jideofor Street, thinkers corner, Emene, 40001, Enugu State. The 

school was founded in 2009 by the Very Reverend Father Professor Dr 

Christian Anieke for the Catholic Diocese Enugu. The school is a private 

institution and has 4000 students. The second school where the focus 

group discussion took place was University of Nigeria, Nsukka. UNN is 

a federal university in Enugu State Nigeria. It was founded by Nnamdi 

Azikwe (Governor General of Nigeria from 1963 and first president of 

Nigeria from 1963 to 1966) and formerly opened in 1960. UNN operates 

102 academic departments across 15 faculties with their student 
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population, over 36,000. The state university which was randomly 

selected for this study is Ebonyi State University, popularly known as 

EBSU. EBSU is an institution situated in Ebonyi and managed by the 

Ebonyi State government since its establishment in the year 2000.   

In all, thirty three (33) drug dependent males were recruited across 

departments of the selected institutions. As a strategy for enhancing 

participation, homogeneous focus groups were formed. The first group 

of the FGD comprised eight (8) male participants, the second group 

was made up of thirteen (13) males, while the third group was also 

made up of twelve (12) male participants.  

Incidentally, all those who volunteered to be part of the study turned out to 

be males.   

  

Research Procedure   

With the help of a research assistant, potential participants were 

contacted physically and through mobile phone to determine 

willingness to participate in the study. Meetings were later arranged 

with individuals who showed interest in the study, during which the 

purpose and modality of the study were discussed. To be included in 

the study, participants must be an undergraduate, be familiar with the 

Instagram platform and be a user of at least one psychoactive 

substance, and able to communicate in English language. The focus 

group discussion was conducted using semistructured guide. Open 

ended questions were asked and an atmosphere where opinions can 

be freely expressed was created by the researcher at the 

commencement of the discussion. Participants requested for 

anonymity and that commitment was given to them.  

The FGD in Godfrey Okoye lasted for 1hour/7 minutes, that of University 

of Nigeria lasted for 28 minutes while the one in EBSU lasted for 1hour 

50 minutes. Detailed statement of informed consent that contained the 

purpose, procedures, potential risk(s) (if any)and benefits of 

participating in the study was given and explained to each of the 

participants who met the inclusion criteria and consented to participate 

in the study. The FGD was transcribed verbatim. An initial line-by-line 
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open coding was used to categorize and summarize the data (Glaser, 

1978), followed by more focused coding centred on the significant 

codes and categories that tended to be more conceptual. This 

facilitated comparative analysis, aimed at comparing data to data, and 

data to codes and categories in order to identify similarities and 

differences, if any.  

 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS  

After content analysing the transcripts of the focus group discussions, the 

following overarching themes emerged.  

 

Curiosity  

Participants indicated that one of the main reasons why they are 

involved in substance use was out of curiosity and for the thrill of it. 

They noted that the reason why they have regular ones they 

consistently use was because they want to know how it really feels to 

be on such substances. One participant stated;  

“I got interested in the use of psychoactive substance like 

cocaine  because of the display on lil-wayne Music video called 

lollipop.  

 I never had access to the ones displayed.  

 I have had a taste of cannabis but at the same time I wanted 

to know how it feels like to take cocaine.  Other substances 

that requires puffing out the smoke  and all other stuffs I 

wanted to …ahh…  I feel this thing go make sense that kind 

stuff.  So one day I went out with my friends and  

 I had the opportunity to see a substance that  I had wanted 

to try coupled with the fact that  I know some rap songs of Lil-

Wayne. So, we started playing the song,  smoking alongside 

and doing his face,  mimicking him, do a lot of crazy stuffs.   

So that was how I started”.  

FGD2/NSUKKA/B  
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Another participant further states that…  

“I started taking psychoactive substances not  because of the 

celebrity’s portrayal of it  but as a result of the news I was 

hearing about it  and the effect on anyone that takes it.   

I am a type of person that likes to try out new things;  I like 

experimenting things on my own.   

However, after the first try, the feelings I was catching  

sustained my intake of it”  

FGD2/UNN/D Peer Pressure  

 

All through the three focus groups, participants reported peer or social 

pressure as drive for their substance use both at the initial stage and 

for continuous use. Many of the participants expressed that their first 

drug use was in the company of their peers where they were offered 

and encouraged to use. A sub-theme identified within this overarching 

theme is low assertiveness, because the participants further argued 

that use in situations where drugs is usually offered, it is almost 

impossible to say no because they would want to feel among. One 

participant (FGD3/EBSU/9) offered statement that was representative 

of the comments of the group participants:  

People always have friends associate with in many areas,  

someone you can play together, party together, visit places 

together… and some of them have encouraged and 

supported you to do some pretty good stuffs. Obviously you 

don’t want to lose them, so when you find out some do drugs 

and you are offered, of course you want to feel among, feel 

cool and keep your friends.  

(FGD3/EBSU/9)  

  

Another participant from UNN has this to say…  

“In J.S.S 3, I started testing the stuff   

with my friends that was in the year  2008, we normally come 

to school  and we would scale things, they give  us school fees 

and we don’t pay because  we don’t like to go school, then we 
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move  around the street after being chased out of school.  

Now on this fateful day my friend called Obiozor  brought out 

cannabis from his wallet, he tested  it and also gave it to me 

to have a taste describing  how I would use it. After the first 

drag and puff,  I was, you know, so excited, the joy was so 

much,  the feeling was so good that you’d like to keep taking 

it”  

  

In contrast, a participant from GO says… I am hardly 

influenced by anyone,  

 celebrity or no celebrity  

Like I love this guy Davido  

The way he portrays the use of alcohol.  

I love it cos I take alcohol too  

But he never influences my action to take alcohol  

Most times what controls people is their mind  

Anyone that wants to be bad would be bad  

In fact, some of these celebrities do not support bad behavior.  

For example, Burnaboy, in his songs will always encourage 

hard work  

(FGD1/GO/2)  

  

Enhance performance  

The discourse of the group participants was similar under this theme. 

The participants from each of the groups acknowledge that 

performance enhancement is a credible reason for use of psychoactive 

substances. They noted that whatever one’s interest is, substance use 

can help one to achieve better performance whether in academics, 

sports or sexual intercourse. One of the participants from EBSU 

expresses himself in these statements:  

The point here is that men and boys  love to practicalize these 

things  

Because it works  
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If you are a man and after two seconds,  everything don 

burst,then just try the use  of substance, either tramadol or use 

anything Like origin bitters and you will  be like oyen mere mifa 

(an Igbo language translated to mean ‘who did this to me’?).  

what am I doing? chai…chineke-nna (Igbo language translated 

to mean …oh my God) You will be hyperactive in doing things   

(FGD3/EBSU/8)  

  

Another participant from GO puts it this way…  

Actually, these substances help when you want to stay long in 

bed   

Tramadol for example can hold you from ejaculating  for three 

days if you take the pink capsule  

Some ladies even love it when their guys don’t release on time 

So, it’s fun taking these substances especially  when you know 

the right combination of substances to use  

(FGD1/GO/B)  

  

From a different point of view, another participant from 

EBSU group discussion says…  

Guys believe that when they don’t take hard drugs   

They can’t satisfy a woman  

I don’t understand,  

I have never taken tramadol and if I want to last one year, I will 

do it, I am, serious, I control my ejaculation.   

The only thing I take is alcohol.  

Some ladies take substances for regular sex.  

Those who take substances for sexual enhancement are 

learners  

(FGD3/EBSU/6)  

  

Self- confidence boost  

Boosting self-esteem/confidence surfaces one of the overarching 

themes of the focus group discussions. The participants reported that 
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one of the reasons why they would find it difficult not to use substances 

again is the issue of confidence to deal with some situations especially 

in social interaction. They argue that being uncertain substances just 

get you more confident, in fact the feeling you have is that you feel 

important at that point such that you know that you are on top of 

situations without having to feel embarrassed. One participant shared 

an experience that summarized the general feeling and opinion of the 

groups:  

Sometimes, when I feel depressed and I want to elevate my 

mood   

I smoke weed and I will be having this reflection like what my 

favourite celebrity  

- JayCho- (an American Artist) usually say  

I will be like…  

I want to feel what this guy feels  just like the saying goes that:   

if you want to reason like someone,  you would have to do 

what the person does so, sometimes, when I smoke it,  I see 

things that JayCho talks about   

I will see that he is speaking reality   

So, for me, the display is in the positive way  Because JayCho 

talks about the reality of life   

and encourages you unlike some others who do not really 

make sense  

(FGD2/UNN/K)  

  

A participant from EBSU expresses himself this way…  

Actually, it all depends on some factors  

For me, I am a student who work alongside  Schooling. I am a 

soldier and I take substance  due to the nature of my job  

Because without it, I won’t reason fast  and I won’t be able to 

fight at the battle front  So, taking substances simply 

normalizes me  to fight and remove fear from me Because, it’s 

certain that no soldier  fights with a clear eye. So, you need to  
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take something that would energize you to stay active  

Substances boost my morale and I can never be demoralized.  

Because already I have filled myself with highness  

(FGD3/EBSU/12)  

  

Another participant from GO makes clear his own reason for 

taking weed and alcohol. He  

says…  

As a matter of fact, I am the type that feel shy Speaking in 

public especially with girls  

This was because I went to ‘only boys’ school But when I 

started taking weed,  

I became open to people and could speak with girls. And I feel 

most celebrities take weed   

to avoid shyness during their music video performance to me, 

I feel taking weed helps in diverse ways even though we are in 

a community  where people who take weed are considered 

bad people.  

(FGD1/GO/1)  

  

From the perspective of another participant…  

Some students smoke weed  because it helps them 

academically When you try some substances,  you can stay 

awake for long  and active so that you can  study hard and 

pass your exams For example, I am a medical student  

And at the back of one of my textbook The author posed with 

his cigarettes  which to me connotes that smoking  cigarettes 

help in studying   

especially some difficult ones like mine   

(FGD3/EBSU/7)  

  

Alter negative/unpleasant emotions  

Across the selected institutions, many of the respondents admitted 

that they engage in substance abuse because it helps them achieve a 
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desirable good feeling especially when they are emotionally down, 

most especially for depression and anxiety. Precisely, they describe the 

feeling they get from taking drugs as euphoria and a strong motivation 

for continuing use of substances. Two participants emphasized this 

point by saying:  

For me, I know that doing substances is bad  And not 

admirable by our parents  whose desire and constant prayer  

for us is to prosper and do well in life but I engage in this act 

because  it is sometimes needed as a major way of escaping 

from my worries and lightening my burdens.  

FGD2/GO/6  

  

This point was strengthened by the expression of another respondent 

from a different institution…  

The incentives gotten from those substances  is what keeps 

me going   

Each time I feel like the world is too congested,  

 I take substances to ease all those tensions  And errm it is 

good. Some people think those who  take substances are bad 

but in the real sense,  it stabilizes you,   

Actually, when you go close to a substance user,   

you find out that he is a priest…and that is the fact  

FGD2/UNN/F  

  

 Get High   

To have time passed because of boredom: this is as a result of no 

meaningful engagement. The Participants expressed that most of the 

activities they engaged in are not those that actually make meaning to 

them. According to them, it is frustrating having to just participate in 

activities lined up by the school authority when they don’t even seem 

to derive any sense of fulfilment or satisfaction. So, in order to appear 

as a law abiding students, it then becomes a norm to be on a substance 

such as codeine androhypnol which can make them to be physically 
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present but absent… drugs can help you have good time and be happy, 

no dull moment  

FGD1/GO/5  

  

Another participant added this information…  

There is a celebrity that I like so much  

His name is Take-off. He is non-Nigerian And sings rap music. I 

like because he is consistently high and when  he is at the last 

rocket and getting his groove, he would tell words that would 

help you in life words that would build you up  and give you 

wisdom… and he is got be high to make sense actually, his 

personality influences me but I will say it is to an extent  

I love to be high like him so that I can also   

make sense  

and when am high, what I would be imagining ehn… Chineke 

(which means God in Igbo language)  is usually beyond my 

imagination  

FGD3/EBSU/8  

  

A participant from UNN has this to say on getting high…  

You know I used to take a particular substance  

But at a certain time, I realized that I needed  

To increase my dosage because  I wasn’t getting the feeling I 

wanted  

And I was less high than I would have loved to  

So, I started mixing tramadol with codeine  

To get the euphoria I wanted  

And in order to remain high,   

I remember I used to go to class with 200 MG  

FGD2/UNN/D    

 

Celebrity’s Influence  

The discourse of the group participants also acknowledges the 

influence of celebrity on their use of substances. Since the focus of this 
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study is to detect the association between celebrities’ depiction of 

psychoactive substance and undergraduates’ disposition towards the 

depicted images, the researcher wanted to find out if the portrayal of 

these substances in any way influences undergraduates attitude. One 

participant shared an experience that summarized the general feeling 

and opinion of the groups:  

For me now, am a big fan of Nairamrley   

We call him marlian and he is one of the   

Best known for the display of substances on Instagram   

I love him because he smokes and drinks   

And most especially because he takes his fans out and   

Makes them feel at home with him  

I love his lyrics and everything about him is okay for me  

Meanwhile, these celebrities make you know that you have 

just one life to live  and is very important you enjoy yourself.  

FGD1/GO/7  

   

Discussion of findings of the qualitative analysis  

With a focus on the celebrities’ depiction of substances, the present study 

explored factors influencing substance dependency amongst 

undergraduates of South East Nigeria. Results of the focus group 

discussions conducted exposed some essential factors that encourage 

initial involvement in substance use as well as factors that contribute to 

dependency. Curiosity, peerpressure, performance enhancement, self-

esteem booster, coping with negative emotions, frustration, and bid to get 

high together with celebrity’s influence emerged as the key themes from 

the analyses of the FGD transcripts. It was established that willingness to 

experiment with substances in a bid to satisfy curiosity about drugs is one 

of the major factors that reinforce substance dependency among 

undergraduates. Some of the respondents noted that accessibility and 

obtainability of some substances, as well as their involvement in other 

drugs and information about drugs typically encourage them to 

experiment with new drugs which often lead them to regular use and 

sometimes develop dependence on the drugs.   
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The period of adolescence and young adulthood has been identified as a 

time when people have high tendency to explore and try diverse things 

including unhealthy behaviour such as substance use. This is in line with the 

assertion of Davies, Elison, Ward and Laudet (2015) as well as Thanki and 

Frederick, (2016) that youth is a period full of desire to want to experiment, 

try and look for dynamic answers to issues which is implicated in the high 

prevalence of drug dependency among people of this age group. This 

implies that significant people in the lives of undergraduate should step up 

efforts in helping them redirect their inquisitiveness and energy towards 

productive and healthy activities in order to reduce the prevalence of risky 

and destructive behaviours among these groups.  

From the findings of the focus group discussions, it was also captured that 

peer influence is a strong factor leading undergraduates to engage in 

substance use and eventual dependency. This is expressed as desire to be 

like others and freely associate with peers. There was a consensus among 

the participants about their drug use being reinforced or sustained by their 

idol celebrities, especially drug-using ones. While some of the participants 

indicated that their first drug use was introduced by their peers or a family 

member e.g. father or brother, others affirmed that they were encouraged 

to continue using substances because their favourite celebrity displays the 

use of substances as something pleasurable and cool. More so, to maintain 

relationship with their peers, they noted that they have got to conform to 

the standard of behaviour in such group. Identity formation and crisis have 

been postulated as part of the main features of youth. A period of 

adolescence and youth are also described as the phase in life when 

individuals often break away from parental identity and shift towards 

identifying with peers (Salomon, 2013, Alhabash & Ma, 2017). In essence, 

there is a high tendency for young ones to easily yield to perceived and real 

pressure from peers at this stage of their life, which at times means 

participating in same behaviour with peers they associate with, and daring 

the consequence of such behaviour. In the year 2000, Michell, expressed 

that through the process of peer group structure, young people may easily 

get influenced by their contemporaries/peers to use or abstain from 

alcohol and drugs.  
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Results of the study also showed that psychoactive substances are used by 

the young individuals to enhance performance. According to the 

participants of the discussions, it is a general knowledge and belief among 

their population that using some forms of substances such as cannabis and 

prescription drugs would help them attain a higher level of performance in 

various activities including academic. For instance, many of the participants 

expressed the belief that taking drugs help them stay awake for longer 

hours to study. Another major performance enhancing activity that drugs 

are commonly used for among young individuals as revealed in the findings 

of the present study is sexual performance in terms of boosting energy and 

sex drive to last longer in bed. Other common activities that drugs are used 

for include musical purposes, sporting activities, and partying. One 

probable explanation for this finding is repeated and indiscriminate 

exposure of the young individuals to substance use and abuse via the social 

media such as Instagram and other advertising outlet whereby alcohol and 

drugs are usually associated with performance and fancy lifestyle of 

celebrities and artists.  

Previous studies have also established that increase in drug abuse among 

the youths is associated with how substances are being portrayed in media 

such as music videos. This finding is corroborated by the report of Chikere 

and Mayowa (2011) that substance abuse by young individuals are to meet 

up with the standard of their peers and to enhance sexual performance. In 

a similar vein, participants of the FGDs argued that substance use 

behaviour provides a huge boost to their self-esteem. In the course of the 

discussions, it was found that undergraduates engage in use drugs because 

they believe that using drugs make them become more confident 

especially in social interaction, feel good about themselves, and gain 

respect from others. According to the findings, using drugs is perceived by 

youths as solution to certain inadequacies in social interaction such as not 

being able to firmly express one’s need, opinion or desire to others. This 

suggests that young people who are substance dependent may at the 

same time have problem of nonassertiveness and poor self-concept. 

According to Blomfield and Barber, (2014), low self-esteem is a potent 

contributor to adolescent alcohol and drug abuse. This implies that helping 
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young individuals with problem of drug abuse may require helping them to 

develop assertive communication style and positive self-image. 

Furthermore, it was established from the outcome of the discussions that 

young individuals engage in substance use behaviour because they seek to 

find a quick fix to certain stressful and emotional problems they 

experience. Coping with negative and unpleasant emotions which could be 

in form of easing off daily stress, feeling calm, dealing with 

provocations/anger, and forgetting one’s problems constitute some of the 

good sides of drug abuse identified by the participants of the FGDs. This 

finding is plausible because most of the participants abuse substances that 

stimulate calming sensation in the brain and body such as sedatives and 

opiates, and thus have been associated with good feeling in the face of 

stress or threat. This implies that young people often engage in drug abuse 

as a coping mechanism for their problems. This form of coping mechanism 

is however, unhealthy, only complicating their problems and creating new 

ones in the long run.  

 

Conclusion  

Results of the focus group discussions made known some key factors that 

contributed to substance use or dependency among undergraduates in 

South East Nigeria. Factors that influence both initial in-take of substances 

as well as factors that contribute to its dependency syndrome were 

explored and seven key themes (curiosity, peer-pressure, performance 

enhancement, self-confidence booster, coping with negative emotions, 

celebrity’s influence, and bid to get high) emerged. With regards to these 

findings, it was concluded that the major reasons for becoming drug 

dependent include the need to be sociable, to measure up to the standard 

of undergraduates’ idol celebrity, and for some, to reduce academic 

pressure. Some of the respondents started the intake of substances with 

pawpaw leave, at the age less than 10 years, alcoholic beverages at the age 

of 1112 years while others at the age of 15-19 years without the notice of 

parents. More so, the lack of counselling units which are invigorated with 

counsellors that are experts in the substance dependent withdrawal 

process was a major gap that could have possibly led to addiction to 
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substance consumption among undergraduates.  Based on these findings, 

the study recommends that media practitioners and personnel should 

consider measures of regulating contents depicted by celebrities’ 

especially the substance related ones. There should also be adequate 

awareness among mental health practitioners on how celebrities on social 

media influence adolescent substance use.  
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