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In the univariate analysis, the following characteris-
tics were not significantly associated with lifetime use: 
sex, age, and clinical level. On the contrary, smoking 
habit, binge drinking, and CAGE screening test were sig-
nificantly associated with illicit drug use (Table 5). In the 
multivariate analysis, smoking and binge drinking were 
independently associated with illicit drug use. Lifetime 
use of illicit drugs was significantly higher among smok-
ers than non-smokers (OR: 4.871, 95% CI: 3.101-7.652); 
binge drinking was also associated with higher risk of il-
licit drug use (OR: 2.620, 95% CI: 1.679-4.089) (Table 5).

Discussion
This is the first study among Greek medical students 

assessing both lifetime and current use of a wide range of 
illicit drugs and their association with alcohol misuse and 
smoking. The prevalence of use of certain illicit substances 
was previously assessed in a smaller study conducted at the 
same medical school, which found lifetime marijuana use of 
19.5 %, cocaine 2.7 %, and heroin 0.7 %12. Interestingly, we 
found similar rates (22.2 %, 2.4 %, and 0.2 %, respectively) 
for these substances, but significantly lower rates for LSD 
(2.2 % vs 9.75 %) and amphetamines (1.9 % vs 9.54 %). We 
further found a past-year prevalence of cannabis use of 17.8 
% and a past-month prevalence of 8.1 %; the past-month use 
is an indicator of current substance use. A recently published 
review summarized the evidence on the epidemiology of il-

legal drug use among medical students worldwide. Accord-
ing to these results (which should be interpreted with cau-
tion due to the heterogeneity of the studies included), among 
17,887 medical students, cannabis was used by 1-6 % on 
a weekly/daily basis and by 11.8 % during the preceding 
month. Analysis by geographical area, revealed past-month 
cannabis use been 20 % in Europe, 16.5 % in North America 
and 10 % in Latin America. The male to female usage ratio 
was 2:1. Further international studies assessing lifetime and 
recent use of illicit substances reported various percentages 
ranging from 4-5 %13,14 to 25 %2 for past-month cannabis 
use. The majority of these studies noticed that male students 
tend to consume cannabis more frequently than female stu-
dents. Gender differences were also noticed in international 
studies concerning alcohol and tobacco use, where male stu-
dents, usually during the senior academic years, presented 
more frequent misuse of these substances2,15,16. However, 
this was not confirmed in the current study where no gender 
differences were observed in the prevalence of illicit drug 
use.

In our sample, 80.4 % of the students characterized 
themselves as non-smokers at the time of the survey, 
while the majority of the smokers (11.5 %) reported 
smoking 0-10 cigarettes per day. Previous studies in 
Greece reported a higher percentage of smoking among 
medical students, ranging from 29 % to 41 %17-19. The 
smaller percentage of regular smokers recorded in our 
sample is consistent with the recently published data con-
cerning the general population in Greece, which show 
a descending trend of current cigarette smoking among 
young Greek students, adolescents20, and adults21. Con-
sistently and as highlighted in an international review of 
tobacco smoking among medical students, most studies 
reporting low rates of smoking among medical students, 
concurrently reported low rates of tobacco usage in the 
general population. Among medical students, the preva-
lence of smoking varies widely between students of dif-
ferent countries and also between the students’ genders 
within  the same countries22.

Based on the CAGE scale, 6.4 % of the sample 
screened positive for alcohol abuse. Furthermore, 22.7 % 
presented binge drinking behavior. There are no published 
Greek studies using these scales among medical students. 
A small study consisting of 54 medical students revealed 
that 35 % had more than two incidents of alcohol intoxica-
tion during the preceding month19, whereas another survey 
reported a mean amount of alcohol consumption of 2.22 
units/week23. A nationwide, long-term, prospective study 
in Norway demonstrated that the use of alcohol for cop-
ing with stress predicts hazardous drinking after leaving 
medical school3. Thus, it is important to study this risky 
behavior among medical students globally.

A significant correlation found in our study was that 
lifetime use of illicit drugs is higher among students 
who were smokers. These students are almost five times 
more likely to use illicit drugs than those who reported 
no smoking at all. Furthermore, binge drinking was sig-
nificantly associated with an over threefold increase in 

Table 4: Smoking and alcohol use (Binge drinking and 
CAGE) among the 591 undergraduate medical students who 
participated in this cross-sectional, web-based survey.

Characteristics Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
No smoking 475 80.4
0-10 / day 68 11.5
10-20 / day 43 7.3
20-40 / day 4 0.7
>40 / day 1 0.2
Binge drinking 134 22.7
CAGE 38 6.4

n: number of answers, %: percentage of each answer.

Table 5: Factors associated with illicit drugs’ use among 
the 591 undergraduate students (univariate analysis and 
multivariate logistic regression). 

Explanatory variables 
(univariate analysis) p value OR 95% CI

Sex 0.113 0.738 0.507-1.074
0.938-1.150
0.663-1.434
3.812-9.127*
2.313-5.289*
1.207-4.640*

Age 0.468 1.038
Clinical level 0.898 0.975
Smoking <0.001* 5.899*
Binge drinking <0.001* 3.498*
CAGE 0.012* 2.366*
Explanatory variables 
(multivariate analysis) p value OR 95% CI
Sex - - -
Age - - -
Clinical level - - -
Smoking <0.001* 4.871* 3.101-7.652*
Binge drinking <0.001* 2.620* 1.679-4.089*
CAGE 0.102 1.869 0.883-3.956

OR: odds ratios, 95% CI: 95% confidence intervals, *: parameters 
indicating statistical significance.


