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ABSTRACT

Background: Moderate and Heavy/binge alcohol drinking among medical college students
have become a major public health problem. There is consistent evidence suggesting that
young adults in college are drinking more than their non—college-attending peers, but it is
still not clear whether they are more likely to suffer from clinically significant alcohol use
disorders. This article reports the first national assessment of patterns of drinking habit
among Medical Colleges. The aim of this study was to monitor the use of alcohol and to
search for intervention and prevention strategies in Medical college communities.

Methods: This is a cross-sectional study. Young adults students (n = 342) in four Medical
College in Hawler Medical University were studied from the period between 20th Feb 2007-
20th April 2007 regarding use of alcohol, they were between 17-29 years old, 36% female,
64% male. A semi structured Questionnaires were distributed to students living in the four
Medical colleges. The questionnaires asked for information on age, residency (how long
they had lived in the college) and what substances they had used in the 6 months prior to
the study (cigarettes, alcohol). The students also asked about academic and social activi-
ties. The data were expressed as descriptive frequencies and percentages.

Results: 19.3% of college students (18, 4% of men, 0.9% of women) has occasional alco-
hol drink in the in the past 6 month, 4.4% has moderate to binge drinking which was com-
pletely among male students, students from College of Medicine form the higher rate of
alcohol users (12.8%), while College of Nursing form the lowest rate (0.6%). Bars and res-
taurant form the major drinking context for the students (44.5%)

Conclusions: The problem of alcohol use is increasing among students from medical col-
lege / Hawler University. College-based interventions seem desirable, especially in boys.

INTRODUCTION: driving often co-occur with alcohol use in
Alcohol use and abuse among college stu- these populations®. Studies from different
dents form a growing concern for research- parts of the world have shown that college

ers and clinicians for many years now. Sev- students have a higher prevalence of alco-
eral researchers have begun examining hol drinking and alcohol-use disorders,
relationships among students' drinking pat-  than non-college youth. This could be at-
terns and problems consequent to alcohol tributed to the well established develop-
use. National surveys of adolescents, mental phase college students go through,
college students, and other young adults in in which they are away from home, family
many countries reveal high rates of alcohol and longstanding friendships. Throughout
use among these age groups as well as  their college years, students pass through
high rates of dangerous drinking practices a phase of vulnerability (intellectually, emo-
such as binge drinking and daily drinking. tionally and socially), in a new environment
Additional health-compromising behaviors characterized by considerable peer influ-
such as tobacco use and drinking and ence, and often aggressive promotion of
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alcoholic beverages) 2. Early and contem-
porary theorizing about college drinking is
still unclear as to whether the quantity, fre-
quency or problems associated with drink-
ing either replicates the patterns estab-
lished by the student's gender, religion, pa-
rental social class and other demographics
variables® .Four major categories were de-
veloped that reflected students® comments:
! ideas, beliefs and patterns of alcohol con-
sumption are socially defined and enforced
on the college; ? drinking peaks on the
weekends and subsides during the middle
of the week in order to balance consump-
tion with student's concerns over academ-
ics; ® alcohol was not found to be used as a
mechanism to deal with anxieties, but
rather to allow one to "loosen up" and to
"relax”, and * alcohol was used as a means
of celebration and as an expression of
group solidarity *. Research has shown that
both individual and environmental factors
are associated with increased risk for alco-
hol use and misuse. Among college stu-
dents, individual factors such as a person’s
family history of alcoholism, cognition (i.e.,
alcohol expectancies, drinking motives,
perceived norms), and personality (i.e., im-
pulsivity, extraversion, emotionality) are
associated with alcohol use °. Although the
problem of alcohol use is evident in most
countries of the world, there is a compara-
tively small amount of research from a few
European countries. Until recently little was
known about the patterns of college stu-
dent drinking in many parts of the world,
most notably in the Arab region, where cul-
tural and religious affiliations of students
have theoretically an important impact on
alcohol use: not only does the religion of
Islam (most common in the Arab region)
forbid the use of alcohol, but in addition
many Arab countries forbid alcohol use by
law. Despite these norms and legal restric-
tions, studies have revealed the presence
of problems related to alcohol use among
college students in Arab countries, espe-
cially in men, such as the use of other sub-
stances, unsafe sex, low academic
achievements and conduct problems °.

Drug and alcohol abuse among university
students is a major cause for concern. Use
of illegal substances may be associated
with deterioration in personal and social
life. Drug and alcohol use also disrupts
other students who are not themselves us-
ers; one study in North America showed
that 60.5% of college students had their
study or sleep interrupted by others who
drink alcohol, 53.6% had taken care of a
drunken student, 29.3% had been insulted
or humiliated, 18.6% had had a serious
argument or quarrel, 13.6% had property
damaged and 9.5% had been pushed, hit
or assaulted ’. Heavy or “binge” drinking
for this age group could result in broken
relationships, academic difficulties, acci-
dents (related to driving and otherwise)
and legal and administrative problems,
which could affect the student’s future ®.
The purpose of this study is to encourage
the development of science guided college
policy. To accomplish this goal, we will ex-
amine the prevalence and characteristics
of alcohol -related policies in a scientifically
selected sample of Hawler Medical Col-
leges (HMU) colleges. We will not include
illicit drug policies in this analysis because
illicit drug use is illegal for both adults and
young people; these illegal behaviors fall
under the purview of state and law that su-
persedes college policy.

MATERIALS AND METHODS:

PARTICIPANTS: Participants in this study
were students currently enrolled at Hawler
Medical University including four colleges:
College of Medicine, Dentistry, Pharmacy,
and Nursing). A study was administered to
various classes at the college in the period
between 20th Feb 2007 - 20th April 2007.
Total number of subjects was 360; (110
college of Medicine, 85 college of Den-
tistry, 85 college of Pharmacy, 80 college
of Nursing), 342 of them completed the
questionnaire; 219 subjects were male and
123 subjects were female. The median age
of the study sample was 21 (range 17-29)
years.
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PROCEDURE: The administrator of the
test informed students that the primary goal
of the research project was to identify
drinking patterns among College students.
Participants were told that their participa-
tion and responses would be completely
anonymous, and confidential; there were
no identifying questions on the question-
naire. Participants were asked to carefully
read the instructions written at the top of
the questionnaire and were given a verbal
reminder by the administrator. Participants
were asked to keep in mind that their an-
swers should reflect their own personal be-
liefs and practice. Upon completion of the
guestionnaire, participants were asked to
bring their questionnaire to the front of the
room and place it face down on the table.
Questionnaires were distributed to students
living in the four colleges. The question-
naire used a number of multiple-choice
guestions in order to reduce the answering
time, to elicit more objective responses and
to preserve confidentiality. The question-
naire asked for information on age, resi-
dency (how long they had lived in the col-
lege) and what substances they had used
in the 6 months prior to the survey
(cigarettes, alcohol). The survey also asked
about academic and social activities. Re-
gardless of whether they used substances
or not, the participants were asked about
whether they have problems in the college
environment. Students were given clear
instructions about the goals of the research
and how to complete the questionnaire. To
encourage them to answer more openly,
they did not write their name or any sym-
bols showing their identity and they were
assured about the responses being kept
confidential. The data were expressed as
descriptive frequencies and percentages.

RESULTS:

Out of 360 questionnaires distributed, only
342 (95%) were returned completed. The
mean age of participants was 21.3 years.
Participants were from both genders; Male
comprised 219 (64%), while female were
123 (36%) of the study sample, (Table 1).

Most students were between 21-24 years
(57%), 17-20 years form (34.2%), and al-
though there were older students aged 24—
29 years (8.8%), (Table 2). Majority of the
study sample were unmarried 317 (92.7%),
while married students comprise only 25
(7.3%) with no drinking habit ,(Table 3).
The results for alcohol use shows that 261
participants (76.3%) reported that they had
not drunk alcohol in the last 6 months,
whereas 66 students (18.5%) had tried al-
cohol at least once in this period, while 15
participants (4.4%) indulge in moderate to
binge drinking behaviour in the past (6)
months period, (Table 1). Table 4 shows
the distribution of the sample on the four
colleges; college of Medicine, Dentistry,
Pharmacy and Nursing (104, 84, 82, 75)
respectively, with variable rate of alcohol
use among them, the highest rate detected
among students from college of Medicine
(12.8%) and the lowest rate (0.6%) were
noticed among students from college of
Nursing. Table 5 shows the response of
the participants regarding the reason of
alcohol use, (51.9%) was to get pleasure
and enjoyment, while (44.4%) was to get
relief from stress. Table 6 revealed the
relation ship between the context and pat-
tern of drinking; Bars or restaurant form the
most suitable place for 36 (44.5%) of the
alcohol users, out door setting comprise
(25.9%), while home only comprise for 6
(7.6%) for them.
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Table (1): Relationship between age of study sample and alcohol use

Age of sample Never drink Occasional Moderate- Total
drink Binge drink
17-20Years 102 29.8% 9 2.6% 6 1.8% 117 34.2%
21-24 Years 132 38.6% 54  15,8% 9 2.6% 195 57%
25-29 Years 27 7.9% 3 0.9% 0 0 30 8.8%
Total 261  76.3% 66 19.3% 15  4.4% 342 100%

Table (2): Relationship between marital status and Alcohol use

Marital status Never drink Occasional Moderate- Total
drink Binge drink
Un-married 236 69% 66 19.3% 15 4.4% 317 92.7%
Married 25 7.3% 0 0 0 0 25 7.3%%
Total 261 76.3% 66 19.3% 15 4.4% 342 100%

Table (3): Relationship between Gender and Alcohol use

Gender Never drink Occasional Moderate- Total
drink Binge drink

Male 143 41.8% 63 18.4% 13 3.8% 219 64%

Female 118 34.5% 3 0.9% 2 0.6% 123 36%

Total 261 76.3% 66 19.3% 15 4.4% 342 100%

Table (4): Relationship between Reason and pattern of alcohol use

Reason of alcohol use Occasional drink Moderate- Binge  Total
drink
Search for high 0 0 3 3.7% 3 3.7%
Pleasure & enjoyment 36 44.5% 6 7.4% 42 51.9%
Relief from stress 30 37% 6 7.4% 36 44.4%
Total 66 81.5% 15 18.5% 81 100%

Table (5): Relationship between college and alcohol use

Gender Never drink Occasional Moderate- Total
drink Binge drink
College of Medicine 57 16.7% 36 10.5% 8 23% 101 29.5%
College of Dentistry 70 20.5% 12 5.3% 2 0.6% 84 24.6%
College of Pharmacy 61 17.8% 18 3.5% 3 0.9% 82 24%
College of Nursing 73 21.3% 0 0 2 0.6% 75  21.9%
Total 261 76.3% 66 19.3% 15 4.4% 342 100%
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Table (6): Relation ship between drinking context and pattern of alcohol use

Drinking context Occasional drink Moderate- Binge Total
drink
Home * 6 7.4% 0 0 6 7.4%
Bars or restaurant 33 40.8% 3 3.7% 36 44.5%
outdoor settings ** 18 22.2% 3 3.7% 21 25.9%
Non specific 9 11.1% 9 11.1% 18 22.2%
Total 66 81.5% 15 18.5% 81 100%

* Home include family home, homes of friends or acquaintances .

** parks, beaches, sports stadiums....etc.

DISCUSSION:

The results of this study regarding stu-
dents’ use of alcohol shows wide variations
in comparison with other studies. Our re-
search relied on self-reported answers
about socially unacceptable and illegal be-
haviours, so the validity and reliability can
be questioned. However, efforts were
made to assure students about confidenti-
ality, and multiple choice questions were
used in order to obtain valid responses. We
also cannot generalize the findings of this
research for all students, as the students
were a group living in similar colleges and
were not randomly selected from all stu-
dents in Erbil city. In our study nearly one
fourth of respondents (23.7%) had tried ad-
dictive substances (alcohol) in the previous
6 months. On the other hand, a study previ-
ously conducted in the Islamic Republic of
Iran reported that 24% of students had
used at least 1 illicit drug at least once in
their life and 75% had never used drugs,
alcohol was among the top list of used sub-
stances °, while a similar research in Iran
revealed that 16% of male students living in
campus in Tabriz University had used alco-
hol in the previous 6 months and 9% said
they were abusing alcohol °. A study by the
Centre for Addiction and Mental Health in
Canada showed that out of 7800 under-
graduate students in 16 universities across
Canada, 62.8% reported 5 or more drinks
on a single occasion at least once since the
beginning of the college year (10), probably

such wide variations reflect differences in
socio cultural and religious background of
the groups studied. Recently use of psy-
choactive substances among medical stu-
dents using World Health Organisation cri-
teria among male medical students; the
most frequently used substances were al-
cohol (80.5%), whereas among female stu-
dents the most frequently used substances
were alcohol too (72.6%)', other studies
revealed that one third of medical students
in United Kingdom indulge in heavy alcohol
drinking®®. Gender differences: in our study
male has higher rate of alcohol consump-
tion (22.4%), while female form only
(1.5%), this is greatly different from other
studies like what we found in The Harvard
School of Public Health College Alcohol
Study (CAS); which refer to approximately
equal percentages of alcohol consumption
among both sexes, consumption is gener-
ally heavier for males than for females.
Core data from 1994 show that about 2%
times as many males (26.4 percent) as fe-
males (9.6 percent) consume 10 or more
drinks per week (13, 14, and 15). Context
of drinking: Bars or restaurant form the
most suitable place for 36 (44.5%) of the
alcohol users, while home only comprise
for 6 (7.6%) for them, while Lee and col-
leagues (1997) reported that the three
most highly endorsed locations for drinking
were in another person’s home, an outdoor
setting, and a moving car or truck, such
differences in the results probably due to
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family attitude, socio-cultural values in ad-
dition to religious prohibition of alcohol use
particularly inside home atmosphere ** .
The current study revealed that the preva-
lence of alcohol use among the four medi-
cal science colleges (Medicine, Dentistry,
Pharmacy, and Nursing) was (12.8%,
5.9%, 4.4%, 0.6%) respectively much con-
sistent with previous findings'®*°, on the
other hand disagree with other studies %
L these differences in the outcome may
be due to different types of questionnaires
which has been used and the studies con-
ducted in different cultures, with variable
socio-economic status, in-addition to reli-
gious affect. Finally all medical schools
should develop their own policiesand im-
plement them effectively. Policies should
include the setting of standards (e.g. not
drinking alcohol during the working day),
education about alcohol and its effects,
confidential help for those in difficulty, and
procedures for managing individuals with
drinking problems #*#. Our results sug-
gest that efforts are needed to create a
more positive college culture regarding al-
cohol use in the Kurdistan Region. This
could be achieved by emphasizing the im-
portance of academic study, creating a
more stress-free environment for students,
facilitating a wider range of social and rec-
reational activities, setting up alcohol and
drug awareness and counselling pro-
grammes, and notifying parents when stu-
dents engage in serious or repeated viola-
tions of alcohol laws or other drug policies.
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