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Abstract

Dermatological self-medication is an escalating public health issue among young adults in developing
nations, often leading to misuse of potent medications without professional guidance. This study
investigated the socio-demographic and behavioral determinants of dermatological self-medication
among students of higher institutions in Delta State, Nigeria. A multi-center cross-sectional study was
conducted among 423 undergraduate students across five institutions. Data were collected via a
validated questionnaire and analyzed using descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, and binary logistic
regression, with significance set at p < 0.05. The prevalence of dermatological self-medication was
72.4%. Female students were three times significantly more likely to self-medicate than males (AOR =
3.166; p < 0.001). Off-campus residence (AOR = 2.756; p < 0.001) and higher monthly allowance
(AOR = 1.388; p = 0.001) were also significant predictors of the practice, In addition to socio-
demographic variables, the study evaluated digital influence as a key behavioral factor driving these
practices. Digital platforms influenced 58.2% of users, and these individuals were three times more
likely to select potent corticosteroids. Knowledge regarding adverse effects was critically low; and
awareness of tinea incognito was minimal 6.9%. Engineering students demonstrated the highest
preference for corticosteroids (83.3%) compared to health sciences students (53.8%; p = 0.030), while
the level of study did not significantly impact behavior (p = 0.596). Self-medication is prevalent among
Delta State students, driven by gender, income, and digital influence. High-risk corticosteroid use
persists despite low awareness of side effects. Addressing this requires urgent health literacy
interventions and stricter regulations to mitigate the dangers of unsupervised dermatological
treatments.
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INTRODUCTION

Dermatological disorders constitute a substantial portion of the global burden of disease,
affecting approximately one-third of the world's population at any given point (Flohr and
Hay, 2021). The Global Burden of Disease Study identifies skin diseases as the fourth leading
cause of non-fatal disease burden worldwide, with atopic dermatitis alone ranking 15th
among all non-fatal diseases (Flohr and Hay, 2021). While cutaneous conditions are frequently
non-fatal, they carry profound psychosocial implications, including stigmatization, chronic
anxiety, social embarrassment, and a diminished quality of life (Flohr and Hay, 2021; Batalla
et al., 2024). In developing countries like Nigeria, the management of these conditions is
increasingly characterized by self-medication defined by the World Health Organization
(WHO) as the selection and use of medicines by individuals to treat self-recognized illnesses
or symptoms without a physician's prescription or professional diagnostic oversight (WHO,
1998).

The phenomenon of dermatological self-medication represents a multifaceted public health
challenge particularly prevalent in resource-limited settings (Batalla et al., 2024; CIDICS, 2024).
It is predominantly driven by a complex interplay of factors, including the perceived low
severity of skin ailments, the high cost of specialized consultations, long waiting hours in
hospitals, and the relative ease of accessing potent agents through informal retail channels
(CIDICS, 2024; Lekhak et al., 2024). Unlike systemic illnesses, where patients often seek
diagnostic clarity due to perceived mortality risks, cutaneous eruptions are frequently
subjected to trial-and-error therapy using over-the-counter (OTC) topical corticosteroids,
antibiotics, and antifungal agents (CIDICS, 2024; Mohammed Lotfy et al., 2024). The WHO
reports that 50% of prescribed drugs are sold inappropriately worldwide, contributing to
unsafe practices where individuals often reuse old prescriptions or rely on recommendations
from social networks (WHO, 1998; Shrivastava et al., 2024; Armoraa, 2025).

Students in institutions of higher learning represent a uniquely vulnerable demographic for
self-medication practices (Noonan et al., 2024; Alrabiah et al., 2022). The transition into
independent adulthood within campus environments characterized by communal residential
living, academic stress, and increased peer influence often coincides with a significant shift in
health-seeking behavior (Noonan et al., 2024; Independent Newspaper Nigeria, 2026).
Research among university students has revealed that living away from home and limited
financial resources significantly influence these unfavorable health patterns (Noonan et al.,
2024; Alrabiah et al., 2022). In Delta State, Nigeria, students across Universities, Polytechnics,
and Colleges of Education face a common set of challenges: rigorous academic schedules and
limited access to specialized institutional care, frequently driving them toward digital self-
diagnosis or advice from seniors and friends (Batalla et al., 2024; Lekhak et al., 2024;
Independent Newspaper Nigeria, 2026).

Despite the proliferation of skin conditions such as acne vulgaris which affects approximately
85% of young people there remains a significant empirical void regarding the determinants
of dermatological self-medication across the diverse spectrum of higher education in Nigeria
(Batalla et al., 2024; Independent Newspaper Nigeria, 2026; Dabash et al., 2024). Of particular
clinical concern is the unregulated use of fixed-dose combination (FDC) creams, which
typically incorporate potent corticosteroids, antifungals, and antibacterials (Armora, 2025).
The indiscriminate application of these agents by students” risks inducing tinea incognito,
permanent skin atrophy, and the masking of underlying systemic pathologies, thereby
complicating future clinical intervention and contributing to antimicrobial resistance (Batalla
et al., 2024; Mohammed Lotfy et al., 2024; Armoraa, 2025). Furthermore, evidence suggests that

Omatighene E. O., Ekokidolor O. E., DUJOPAS 12 (2b): 347-357, 2026 348



Determinants of Dermatological Self-Medication Among Higher Education Students: A Multi-Center Study in

Delta State, Nigeria

increased academic seniority does not necessarily translate into safer practices, as higher-level
students may demonstrate increased self-treatment despite awareness of adverse drug
reactions (Agbesanwa et al., 2024; Mohammed Lotfy et al., 2024).

This risk is exacerbated in Delta State by the pervasive over the counter availability of these
creams in local markets and campus-adjacent kiosks, where they are frequently marketed to
students as fast-acting remedies for undiagnosed eruptions. Some of the common triple-action
formulations popularly known by brand names are Funbact-A, Skineal, and Visita-Plus. They
are commonly available without prescription in open markets like Ogbe-ogonogo in Asaba
and Warri Main Market, as well as in the numerous chemists and patent medicine stores lining
the perimeters of major campuses. Hence, this study sought to investigate the socio-
demographic and behavioral determinants influencing dermatological self-medication
among students of higher learning in Delta State. This study also sought to examine the
patterns of skin medication utilization and the role of digital media in drug selection across
various institutional frameworks, thereby providing a robust, data-driven foundation for
targeted health literacy interventions. Furthermore, this study seeks to explore the
relationship between academic orientation and pharmacological risk awareness, contributing
to the broader discourse on health-seeking behaviors and the rational use of topical
medications among the emerging intellectual workforce in Nigeria.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This descriptive, cross-sectional, multi-center study targeted undergraduate students across
diverse institutional tiers in Delta State (2025/2026).

Sample Size Determination and Sampling Technique
To ensure the study achieved adequate statistical power, the minimum sample size (n) was
determined using the Cochran formula for large populations:

z> xp(1-p)
In this calculation, the standard normal deviate (Z) was set at 1.96 corresponding to a 95%
confidence level. The estimated proportion of the population practicing self-medication (p)
was set at 0.50 to maximize the potential sample size, while the margin of error (e) is
maintained at 0.05. The initial calculation is as follows:

1.96% x 0.5(1 — 0.5)
o = (0.05)2

= 379.46 = 380

10% attrition brings it to 418 participants approximated to 423. Participants were selected
using a multistage sampling technique (N=423). Firstly, five institutions in Delta State were
randomly selected: Delta State University (DELSU), Abraka; the Federal University of
Petroleum Resources (FUPRE), Effurun; Delta State Polytechnic, Otefe-Oghara; Federal
Polytechnic Orogun (FedPoly Orogun); and the College of Education, Warri (COE). Secondly,
the sample was proportionally allocated based on enrollment, with DELSU receiving the
largest share (n=254), FUPRE (n=59), Delta State Polytechnic (n=63), Federal Polytechnic
Orogun (n=21), and CoE Warri (n=26). Finally, students were stratified by faculty and
department, with individual respondents chosen through systematic random sampling.

Research Instrument and Method of Data Collection

Data was collected through the Dermatological Self-Medication Determinants Scale (DSMS),
a structured questionnaire covering demographics, medication patterns, and pharmacological
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awareness. The instrument underwent face and content validation by experts, with a pilot
study yielding a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82, ensuring high reliability. Data was retrieved
digitally, maintaining participant anonymity and securing informed consent to minimize bias.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using the International Business Machines (IBM) Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 27.0. Descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages)
addressed prevalence and patterns. Inferential analysis employed Chi-square tests to assess
associations between categorical variables and binary logistic regression to identify
independent socio-demographic and behavioral predictors. All hypotheses were tested at a
0.05 significance level, ensuring a robust, multivariate evaluation of behavioral and
institutional determinants.

All research procedures were conducted in strict adherence to data privacy protocols and
established ethical guidelines governing research involving human subjects, ensuring that
participant confidentiality and data integrity were maintained throughout the analytical
process.

RESULTS

Socio-Demographic Profile of Respondents

Table 1 presents the demographic distribution of the participants, showing diverse
representation across the five selected institutions in Delta State. The majority of respondents
were female (n=238, 56.3%), while males accounted for 43.7% (n=185). In terms of institutional
distribution, Delta State University, Abraka, provided the largest proportion of the sample
(n=254, 60.1%), followed by Delta State Polytechnic, Otefe-Oghara (n=63, 14.9%) and the
Federal University of Petroleum Resources, Effurun (n=59, 13.9%). The remaining participants
were drawn from the College of Education, Warri (n=26, 6.1%) and Federal Polytechnic
Orogun (n=21, 5.0%). Analysis of residential status indicated that a significant portion of the
students lived in off-campus private hostels (n=282, 66.7 %), which may influence accessibility
to over-the-counter medications.

Table 1: Socio-Demographic Profile of Respondents (N=423)

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Institution DELSU, Abraka 254 60.1
FUPRE, Effurun 59 13.9
Delta State Poly, Otefe 63 14.9
Fed. Poly Orogun 21 5.0
CoE, Warri 26 6.1
Gender Male 185 437
Female 238 56.3
Residential Status On-campus 141 33.3
Off-campus 282 66.7
Level of Study Year 1/2 (ND) 194 459
Year 3/4+ (HND/B.Sc) 229 54.1
Monthly Allowance < 30,000 190 449
> N30,000 233 55.1

Delta State University (DELSU), Federal University of Petroleum (FUPRE), College of Education (COE)

Prevalence of Self-Medication

Table 2a revealed a high prevalence of dermatological self-medication across the sampled
institutions. Out of the 423 respondents, 306 (72.4%) reported practicing self-medication
within the six months preceding the study, similarly table 2b revealed that Off-campus
students show significantly higher self-medication prevalence (79.4%) compared to those
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living on-campus (58.2%). Analysis by institutional tier showed that students in conventional
universities (DELSU and FUPRE) reported a slightly higher prevalence (73.5%) compared to
those in Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutions, such as the
Polytechnics and College of Education (69.1%).

74.00% 73.50%

73.00%

72.00%

71.00%

70.00%

Percentage

69.00%

68.00%

67.00%

66.00%

Conventional University =~ TVET Institutions Overall Average
(DELSU & FUPRE)  (Polytechnics & CoE)

Institution Category

Figure 1: Prevalence of Dermatological Self-Medication by Institutional Tier

Table 2a: Prevalence of Self-Medication by Institutional Tier

Institutional Category Users (n) Non-Users (n)  Total Prevalence (%)
Respondents

Conventional University 230 83 313 73.5

(DELSU & FUPRE)

TVET (Polytechnic/CoE) 76 34 110 69.1

Total 306 117 423 72.4

Delta State University (DELSU), Federal University of Petroleum (FUPRE), College of Education (COE), Technical
and Vocational Education and Training (TVET)

Table 2b: Prevalence of Self-Medication by Residential Status

Residential Total Self- Prevalence Chi-square (x?) p-value
Status Respondents (N) Medication (%)

Users (n)
On-Campus 141 82 58.2 21.008 <0.001
Off-Campus 282 224 79.4

Determinants of Self-Medication

Regarding the determinants of self-medication, gender and monthly allowance emerged as
significant factors (p < 0.05). Female students (56.3% of the total sample) accounted for 64 % of
the self-medicating group, with 82.4% of all female respondents reporting self-medication
compared to 59.5% of male respondents. Furthermore, students with higher monthly
allowances (above N30,000) were more likely to self-medicate (78.9%) compared to those in
lower income brackets (64.2%). Residential status also showed a strong association, with off-
campus students reporting significantly higher self-medication rates (79.4%) than on-campus
residents (58.2%). Age and level of study did not show a statistically significant influence on
the decision to self-medicate (p > 0.05) as seen in table 3.
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Table 3: Socio-Demographic Determinants of Self-Medication

Variable Category Users (n) Non-Users (n)  Total % of Users p-value

Gender Male 110 75 185 59.5 <0.01*
Female 196 42 238 82.4

Allowance < N30,000 122 68 190 64.2 <0.05*
>N30,000 184 49 233 78.9

Residence On-Campus 82 59 141 58.2 <0.01*
Off-Campus 224 58 282 79.4

Level of Study Year 1/2 (ND) 138 56 194 71.1 0.32
Year 3/4+ 168 61 229 734
(HND/B.Sc)

Age Group 16-20 years 98 42 140 70.0 0.28
21-25 years 162 58 220 73.6
26+ years 46 17 63 73.0

*Note: p < 0.05 indicates statistical significance

Gender Distribution of Self- Monthly Allowance Distribution of
Medication Users Self Medication
100.00 100.00%
4000 82.40 78.90%
. 80.00% 5
9 5990 64.20%
g 60.00 60.00%
c
3 40.00 40.00%
S
a  20.00 20.00%
0.00 0.00%
Female Male >#&30,000 <#&30,000
Gender Income

Figure 2: Proportion of Self-Medication Users by Gender and Allowance

Behavioral Factors Associated with Use of Topical Pharmacological Agents

Table 4 revealed a paradigm shift in information sourcing. Digital platforms, including social
media (Instagram, TikTok) and Al-driven skincare apps, were the primary influencers for
58.2% of the respondents. Traditional social networks, such as peer and family
recommendations, influenced 27.4% of the participants.

Table 4: Information Sources and Corresponding Pharmacological Agent Selection

Information Source Frequency Percentage Primary  Pharmacological Agent
(n) (%) Selected

Digital Platforms (Social 178 58.2 Topical Corticosteroids

Media/ Al)

Traditional Networks 84 274 Antifungals / Herbal

(Peers/Family)

Previous Medical Prescription 44 14.4 Antibacterials

Total Users 306 100.0 -

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Knowledge of Topical Corticosteroid Adverse Drug Reactions and Awareness of Specific
Corticosteroid Adverse Effects

Table 5 and 6 show that students from conventional universities demonstrated a higher
awareness of adverse drug reactions (ADRs) (34.2% high knowledge) compared to students
in TVET institutions (27.3% high knowledge). However, across all tiers, the overall knowledge
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regarding the risks of skin atrophy and adrenal suppression associated with corticosteroids
remained critically low, with only 32.4% of the total sample demonstrating high knowledge
levels seen in table 5.

Awareness of corticosteroid risks is alarmingly low among students. While skin thinning
(36.9%) is the most recognized side effect, critical complications like systemic absorption
(10.6%) and tinea incognito (6.9%) are poorly understood. This knowledge gap highlights a
significant risk for severe, undetected dermatological and systemic health complications seen
in table 6.

Table 5: Knowledge of Topical Corticosteroid Adverse Drug Reactions by Institution Type

Institution Type Low Knowledge Moderate High Knowledge Total
n (%) Knowledge n (%) n (%) (n)

Conventional University (DELSU 162 (51.8%) 44 (14.1%) 107 (34.2%) 313

& FUPRE)

TVET (Polytechnic/CoE) 68 (61.8%) 12 (10.9%) 30 (27.3%) 110

Total 230 (54.4%) 56 (13.2%) 137 (32.4%) 423

Delta State University (DELSU), Federal University of Petroleum (FUPRE), College of Education (COE), Technical
and Vocational Education and Training (TVET)

Table 6: Awareness of Specific Corticosteroid Adverse Effects (Multiple Response)

Adverse Drug Reaction Aware (n) Unaware (n) % Aware
Skin thinning/atrophy 156 267 36.9
Stretch marks (striae) 98 325 232
Acne exacerbation 87 336 20.6
Systemic absorption/adrenal suppression 45 378 10.6
Perioral dermatitis 34 389 8.0
Masking of fungal infections (tinea incognito) 29 394 6.9

Choice of skin medication (corticosteroids vs. Antibacterials)

The data reveals a statistically significant association between field of study and medication
choice (x2=8.947, df=3, p=0.030). While 69.0% (n=98) overall preferred corticosteroids,
Engineering students showed the highest preference (83.3%), whereas Health Sciences
students had the lowest (53.8%) and the highest antibacterial usage (46.2%). Thus, academic
background significantly influences medication selection patterns

Table 7: Cross-Tabulation of Field of Study and Medication Choice

Field of Study Corticoster % Antibact % Total x2 df p-value Fisher’s
oids (n) erials (n) (n) Exact (p)

Health Sciences 28 538 24 46.2 52 8947 3 0.030* 0.024*

Biological/Life 22 73.3 8 26.7 30

Sciences

Engineering/Te 30 83.3 6 16.7 36

chnical

Arts/Social 18 750 6 25.0 24

Sciences/Mgt

Total 98 69.0 44 31.0 142

Predictors of Dermatological Self-Medication

Table 12 revealed that gender is a primary predictor, with females 3.166 times more likely to
self-medicate (AOR=3.166, CI:1.876-5.342, p<0.001). Off-campus residence significantly
increased odds (AOR=2.756, Wald x2=15.682, p<0.001), while each ¥10,000 allowance
increase raised risk by 38.8% (AOR=1.388, p=0.001). Compared to Health Sciences,
Engineering students showed the highest risk (AOR=4.000, Wald x2=11.317, p=0.001),
followed by Arts/Social Sciences (AOR=2.630, p=0.021) and Biological Sciences (AOR=2.440,
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p=0.018). Level of study was not a significant predictor (AOR=1.132, p=0.596), indicating that
academic seniority does not influence self-medication tendencies.

Table 8: Binary Logistic Regression Results for Predictors of Dermatological Self-Medication

Predictor Variable B Standard Wald  p-value Adjusted 95% Confidence
(Coefficient)  Error (S.E.) X2 Odds Interval for
Ratio AOR
(AOR)
Gender (Female vs. Male) 1.152 0.267 18.624 < 0.001 3.166 (1.876 - 5.342)
Monthly Allowance (per 0.328 0.098 11.204 0.001 1.388 (1.146 - 1.682)
N10,000 increase)
Residential ~Status (Off- 1.014 0.256 15.682 < 0.001 2.756 (1.668 - 4.554)
campus vs. On-campus)
Level of Study (Upper vs. 0.124 0.234 0.281 0.596 1.132 (0.716 - 1.790)
Lower)
Field of Study
Biological/Life Sciences 0.892 0.378 5569  0.018 2.440 (1.164 - 5.115)
Engineering/Technical 1.386 0.412 11.317  0.001 4.000 (1.784 - 8.968)
Arts/Social 0.967 0.419 5328  0.021 2.630 (1.157 - 5.979)
Sciences/Management
Constant -2.104 0.387 29.563 < 0.001 0.122 -
DISCUSSION

This multi-center study revealed a high prevalence of dermatological self-medication (72.4%)
among students in Delta State, with gender, monthly allowance, residential status, and field
of study emerging as significant independent predictors.

The observed prevalence of 72.4% substantially exceeds the 31.7% reported among young
people in Ekiti State (Agbesanwa et al., 2024) and the 54.6% documented among healthcare
students in a Nigerian university (Akande-Sholabi et al., 2021). However, it aligns closely with
the 81.8% prevalence reported among undergraduates at a private Nigerian university (Esan
et al., 2018).

Gender emerged as the strongest predictor of dermatological self-medication. Female
students were more than three times as likely to engage in self-medication compared to their
male counterparts (AOR = 3.166; 95% CI: 1.876-5.342; p < 0.001). This finding is consistent
with research from the Niger Delta (Dienye et al., 2023) and studies among Nigerian
undergraduates (Esan et al., 2018). A significant dose-response relationship was observed
between monthly allowance and self-medication practice, with every 310,000 increase in
disposable income increasing the odds of self-medication by 38.8% (AOR = 1.388; p = 0.001).
This reflects findings from Uganda where students with greater financial means were better
positioned to purchase medications directly (Ikwara et al., 2024).

Students residing off-campus demonstrated significantly higher prevalence (79.4%)
compared to on-campus residents (58.2%), supported by research identifying residence status
as a risk factor for health-risk behaviors (DiBello et al., 2018; Thériault et al., 2023). Engineering
and Technical students were four times more likely to self-medicate than Health Sciences
students (AOR = 4.000; p = 0.001), suggesting that formal health education exerts a protective
effect (Akande-Sholabi et al., 2021).

Interestingly, level of study was not a statistically significant predictor (p = 0.596). While one
might expect that increased life experience and longer exposure to the university environment
would foster more responsible health-seeking behaviors, our findings suggest that academic
progression is offset by escalating situational pressures. As students advance to their 4th year
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and beyond, the academic workload typically intensifies with clinical rotations, laboratory
intensives, or final-year projects. The resulting acute time constraints often make the formal
healthcare system characterized by long hospital wait times appear impractical.
Consequently, senior students may view self-medication as a time-efficient necessity to
maintain their academic schedules.

Furthermore, chronic academic stress has been linked to a diminished capacity for risk
assessment. Senior students may experience higher levels of academic burnout, leading to a
prioritization of immediate symptomatic relief over long-term health risks. This suggests that
the drive to self-medicate in the university setting is powered more by the high-pressure
environment than by a lack of awareness, reinforcing the idea that situational factors override
academic seniority (Esan et al., 2018).

Digital platforms served as the primary influencers for 58.2% of students, mirroring trends in
Saudi Arabia where social media significantly influenced acne treatment (Bahaj et al., 2022).
Knowledge regarding the risks of topical corticosteroids remained critically low, with only
32.4% demonstrating high knowledge levels. This deficit aligns with findings among
pharmacy students regarding side effects and corticosteroid classes (Ashique et al., 2018).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This multi-center investigation establishes that dermatological self-medication is an

entrenched practice among Delta State students (72.4%). Significant predictors include female

gender, off-campus residency, and enrollment in non-health disciplines. Digital platforms

have supplanted traditional networks, driving the misuse of potent corticosteroids despite a

profound lack of pharmacological literacy.

To mitigate these risks, the following actions are recommended:

1. Curriculum Integration. Higher education institutions should implement targeted health
literacy programs within the foundational General Studies (GST) curricula. This ensures
that students in non-health disciplines receive essential education on the dangers of self-
diagnosis and the risks of long-term steroid use.

2. Digital Outreach. University health services should transition from traditional posters to
innovative social media-based communication strategies. Using platforms like TikTok and
Instagram for short, impactful peer-led awareness campaigns can effectively counter
digital misinformation.

3. Targeted NAFDAC Oversight: The National Agency for Food and Drug Administration
and Control (NAFDAC) should intensify market surveillance specifically in university
towns. Regulatory focus must be sharpened on the labeling and over-the-counter (OTC)
accessibility of triple-action creams (pre-mixed combinations of steroids, antibacterials,
and antifungals).

4. Pharmacy Enforcement: Regulatory bodies should enforce stricter penalties for
community pharmacies and patent medicine stores around campuses that dispense high-
potency corticosteroids (Category 1 and 2) without a valid dermatological prescription.
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