
 
130

SUBSTANCE USE AND TEST ANXIETY AMONG STUDENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF 
ABUJA, NIGERIA 

 
 

Victoria Ifeoma Ejimofor, (Ph.D) and Apeh Hosea Abalaka 
 

Abstract 
This study takes a look at the incidence of substance use and test anxiety 
among higher education students in Nigeria to observe the effect of use of 
alcohol, cigarette and cannabis on the test anxiety levels among students. 
Anxiety is an aspect of mental health and high levels are known to affect 
student’s academic performance. The survey research design was adopted. 
Two questionnaires, one on substance use and another on test anxiety were 
administered to 200 students of the University of Abuja using the random 
sampling technique. The findings showed that there is positive significant 
relationship between substance use and test anxiety among students. It is 
therefore recommended that substance use among student should be 
discouraged since high level test anxiety has been found to affect students’ 
learning outcomes. 

 
Introduction 

Higher education offers a number of benefits. It promotes socialization, independence and 
self-reliance which are basic features of adult living- an obvious reality about to confront the students 
sooner than later. Moving away from home, family and childhood friends presents the student with 
cultural and language challenges with the attendant exposure to relatively strange ideas and beliefs. 
These are no doubt potential sources of anxiety because of the pending transition from adolescence to 
adulthood. 

There is growing concern about the mental health of students in higher education as expressed 
by both students and staff of these educational institutions. Some of the problems identified include, 
depression, eating disorders, test anxiety and a host of others. A report by the Association for 
University and College Counselling (AUCC, 1999), has drawn attention to the apparent increase in 
levels of psychological disorder among higher education students. The effect of this increase is quite 
profound. The students themselves are victims especially with the attendant negative impact on their 
education, as well as those around them, including peers and family, and by the educational 
institutions that the students attend. 

There is an overlap between substance use issues and mental health problems among youth. 
The 2005 OSDUS report shows that about 6% of all students (62, 000 Ontario students) report both 
hazardous drinking and elevated psychological distress (symptoms of anxiety and depression). 

The World Health Organisation WHO report, (1981) defines drug as “any chemical entity or 
mixture of entities other than those required for maintenance of normal health (like food), the 
administration of which alters the biological functions and possibly structures.” Adana (1990) sees 
drug as chemical substances which changes the state of an organism. Such substances according to the 
above include alcohol obtained in liquor or beer; caffeine in kolanut and coffee and cocoa, nicotine in 
cigarettes, morpills powder and liquids. There are generally described as substance in this study. 

The deleterious effect of substance use or abuse on an individual’s overall health has attained 
international dimensions. Most adverts of these substances such as cigarettes and alcohol usually 
carry a stern warning of the danger of such substances. For instance, “The Federal Ministry of Health 
warns that smokers are liable to die young.” Despite these warnings, people still use and misuse these 
substances disregarding their adverse social and medical effects on the users. 
  Substance abuse cuts across social groups, sex and predominant among youth aged 18-34 
years (Okatahi, 2003). The youths tend to believe that substances are used to solve emotional 
problems. Higher education students have always faced potential risk factors for mental ill-health 
associated with being a student (living a way from home) such as isolation, lack of peer support and 
examination stress. Hospital-based records as well as epidemiological studies reveal that drug abuse is 
on the increase among Nigerian youths and most of the substances commonly abused are stimulants 
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such as alcohol, tobacco, cigarettes and kolanuts which students take to keep them awake especially 
during examinations (Adenikan, 1992). 

Anxiety disorders are a group of disorders that have as their central feature the inability to 
regulate fear or worry. There are a number of types of anxiety disorders that exist. Namely, panic 
disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, social anxiety disorder and 
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Each anxiety disorder has different symptoms, but all the symptoms 
cluster around excessive fear and dread. 

Test anxiety refers to a complex of physiological and emotional responses to tension or stress 
resulting from apprehension for upcoming exams. Test anxiety arises out of fear.  Since fear is known 
to affect performance in a negative sense, persons with high test anxiety will tend to perform lower in 
a test than students with low test anxiety. Test anxiety can include feeling apprehensive before tests, 
feeling nervous, sweating, an increased heart rate and the fear of not doing well on the test.  

This state of distress and uneasiness is often marked by muscle tension, headaches, stomach 
aches, sleepiness or sleeplessness, excessive sweating, acne breakouts, fever blisters, shakiness, 
depression, irritability, anger, panic, lack of confidence, helplessness, and memory loss. The effects of 
test anxiety vary widely in nature and severity from one student to another. Some students are mildly 
affected by anxiety, and may only experience one or two of the symptoms. Others, however, may 
experience symptoms of anxiety so severe that they are greatly incapacitated. Birenbaum & Nasser 
(1994) claimed that test anxiety is a widespread problem in school, and Shaked (1996) estimated that 
30% of all students suffer from some level of test anxiety. 

Wogan & Elliot (1972) found positive relationship between the extent of drug use and level of 
anxiety. Other researchers suggested that more anxious individuals are more likely to experiment with 
substances. Students are often been found taking one kind of drugs or the other to stay awake during 
examinations and for other reasons. Olatunde (1979) opined that those who take substances as aid for 
studies towards examination are those with poor academic records, a history of instability family and 
social problems. It has not been wholly established whether substance use increase the level of 
anxiety or that highly anxious students are likely to use substances especially when examinations 
approach. But Sarason (1986), reports that children who have low levels of test anxiety are more 
successful on complicated tasks and on timed tests than their peers who have high levels of test 
anxiety. In situations without time limits, the anxious children will do better academically than those 
with no anxiety. 

Some researchers however suggest that a little worry is good for students because it keeps 
them alert and task-oriented. Anxiety can be beneficial when it leads to excitement and enthusiasm, 
and have negative effects when it causes worry, confusion, fear, and lowering of self-esteem (Arch, 
1987). Increased cognitive and emotional alertness are basic reactions in test situations. Excessive 
worry, on the other hand, can be very deleterious and debilitating for students as it leads to mental 
blocks and the other problems listed above. 

The relationship between substance use and predisposition to unacceptable behaviour is well 
established. Alcohol is known to affect the central nervous system. Small doses may manifest effects 
such as euphoria, drowsiness, dizziness, flushing, release of inhibitions and tensions, larger doses are 
known to produce slurred speech, staggering, double vision, stupor and impaired driving. Effects of 
smoking are known to induce withdrawal, fearfulness, anxiety, depression; a few experience panic, or 
hallucination.  

In essence, high test-anxious persons are characterized by self deprecating habits and attitudes 
which predispose test-anxious persons to experience fear and heightened physiological activity in 
situations such as examinations in which they are being evaluated, and influence the manner in which 
they interpret and respond to events in the environment. Alcohol, tobacco and illegal drugs can 
interfere with a student’s ability to think, making learning and concentration more difficult and 
impeding academic performance. The more a student uses alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, the lower 
his grade point average is likely to be and the more likely he is to drop out of school (Dewey, 1999).  

The problem identified in this research is that different researchers suggest that students now 
begin use of substance at an early age. The implication is that a significant number of students will 
demonstrate high level of dysfunction in interpersonal relationships, in attempting challenging tasks 
as a result of vulnerability or predisposition to mental health problems. Anxiety disorders are said to 
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commonly occur along with other mental or physical illnesses, including alcohol or substance abuse, 
which may mask anxiety symptoms or make them worse. 

Substance use by young people is an ever-changing phenomenon, requiring ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation. New substances come on to the scene, and even in very subtle forms. For 
example some of the common foods and drugs around when taken in high amounts have been known 
to have the power of intoxication e.g. a mixture of coke and kolanut. It is therefore not possible to 
know for sure the patterns of adolescent substance use especially because of the fact that the values 
and lifestyles of adolescents can change quickly (drug use character inclusive). 

 A study of this kind provides a useful tool to compare across different youth populations. 
Close monitoring of trends is necessary to ensure that policy decisions arise out of sound empirical 
information. The data so obtained enables us to evaluate the effects of policies if there exist and to 
make recommendations to appropriate quarters for necessary action. 

Considering the fact most university students are vulnerable to drug use/anxiety and the 
debilitating effect of test anxiety and substance use on the mental health of students, this study sets 
out to examine the relationship between substance use and test anxiety among university students 
 
Research Questions 
- Is there any relationship between substance use and test anxiety among students? 
- Is there any gender difference in the incidence substance use? 
To answer the questions, the following hypotheses were tested. 

There is no significant relationship between test anxiety and substance use among students. 
There is no significant difference in the use substance among male and female students.  
 
Method 

The survey research design was adopted in carrying out this study. 
 
Study Sample 

335 students of the University of Abuja in the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, Nigeria were 
randomly selected for the study. 
 
Instrumentation 

Two instruments were used for the study namely- Students Test Anxiety Inventory (STI) and 
Substance Use Questionnaire (SUQ). The STI is a 20-item instrument with a 4-point scale ranging 
from Almost Never (1) to Almost Always (4). Individual scores were determined by adding responses 
of each item. STI scores range between 20-80 (Spielberger, 1980). The SUQ is a 9-item Yes or No 
instrument used to determine students’ use of substance through self-report. A Yes response is scored 
2 while a No response is scored 1. The score ranges from 9-18. Score above 9, indicate substance use. 
The STI and SUQ instruments were pilot tested and they had reliability coefficients of 0.81 and .0.76 
respectively. 
 
Method of Data Analysis 

Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation and the t-test for independent samples were used to 
answer the research questions and test the hypothesis 
 
Results 
Table 1: Mean scores of students in Substance Use and Test Anxiety 
 

No. of Students Measures 
335 Substance Use Test Anxiety 

10.72 40.35 
 

The data indicated the mean scores of 10.72 and 40.35 for substance use and test anxiety 
respectively. The result shows that most of the students use substances or have used substances at one 
time or the other because the range of scores on the SUQ instrument is between 9-18 (non-substance 
users- substance users). The mean score of 40.28 for test anxiety is an indicator of increased test 
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anxiety for most students since the range of scores on the STI instrument is from 20-80 (low-high test 
anxiety). 
 
Hypothesis One 

The first hypothesis tested in this study was concerned with finding out if there is a significant 
relationship between substance use and test anxiety. The result is shown below. 
 
 

Table 2: Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient value for Substance Use and 
Test Anxiety 

No. of Students r calculated p-value Sig. Level Decision 
335 -0.023 0.679 0.05 Significant 

 
The calculated correlation coefficient was -0.023. The negative value suggests that scores for 

the two variables move in opposite direction. Therefore relatively high scores on drug use tend to pair 
with relatively low scores in test anxiety. The p-value of 0.679 at 0.05 level of significance provides 
justification for accepting the null hypothesis that there is no significant relationship between 
substance use and test anxiety. The r2 value of 0.000529 shows that only 0.0529% of variance in test 
anxiety can be explained on the basis of drug use.  
 
Hypothesis Two 

The second hypothesis was concerned with whether there are significant differences in 
substance use. In testing the hypothesis, t-test was used to compare the mean scores of the two groups 
at 0.05  level of significance. The result is presented in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Differences in Substance Use 
Gender N X SD Df t cal t critical  Decision 
Male 168 11.40 2.17 333 7.13 1.98 Significant 
Female 167 10.01 1.31  
 

The result shows that a significant difference between male and female students in the use of 
substances which is in favour of males. (Mean score difference 1.40). Calculated t is greater than the 
table value of 1.98 at 0.05 levels of significance. Therefore the null hypothesis of no difference is 
rejected. 
 
Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study show a negative and no significant relationship between substance 
use and test anxiety. Previous studies have shown that students who drink excessively have not been 
demonstrated to have higher levels of depressive or anxiety symptoms (Webb et al., 1996; Pickard et 
al., 2000), although this has been shown to be the case in the general population. This discrepancy 
might be explained by the effect of alcohol in masking mood and anxiety disorders. However, the 
findings of Shiel (2006) showed that the use of drug tend to increase anxiety. Related research works 
have also suggested that individuals with high level of anxiety are more likely to experiment with 
drugs (Hinckley, 1968; Milman and Anker, 1971; Robbins et al., 1970). Grant (2002) did observe that 
undergraduates reporting frequent binge drinking recorded higher levels of subjective concern about 
alcohol usage. This suggests that some students might be receptive to advice and help. 

The result from this study also indicates gender difference in substance use with males using 
substances more. This result supports Okatahi (2003) who found significant gender difference in 
substance use. Other researchers also found gender differences in substance use Kadawa (1999), 
Moriah (1998). Males were found to abuse alcohol more than females while women seem to abuse 
certain categories of substance more than men such as sleeping drugs.  
 
Conclusion  

Higher education is said to be associated with significant stressors, including the emotional 
demands of transition from home and school to the less structured environment of college, 
independent study and examinations, financial pressures and the largely unsupervised lifestyle which 
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might be hitherto alien to the student. Such stressors are widely realised to contribute to the higher 
rate of emotional symptoms among students. 

This study had provided evidence that the number of higher education students presenting 
with symptoms of test anxiety is high. Test Anxiety, a type of mental health problems can be severely 
disruptive to the student’s capacity to study and learn. Mental health challenges such as test anxiety 
and the use of substances as coping strategy constitute a serious disruption on students’ educational 
and emotional development. As has been noted before, it also puts other students, and the university 
staff both academic and non-academics at risk. 

While advanced nations pride themselves in the provision of sophisticated pastoral and 
counselling services for the purpose of identifying and supporting students with mental problems, the 
emphasis in Nigeria seems to be more on aspects of cognitive development. It has therefore become 
imperative for Higher education institutions in Nigeria today to make adequate provision for the 
mental well-being of their students. In the end, besides great academic outcomes, graduates can be 
truly said to have been found worthy in character and learning; prepared to become a useful members 
of society. Only this can guarantee success as per the goals of quality output for national emancipation 
and development as they carry out their respective tasks in different fields of endeavour. 
 
Recommendations 

 This study recommends that mental health counselling services should be made available to 
students in Nigerian higher educational institutions. This can be done by establishing 
Counselling units run by Counselling Psychologists to bring their knowledge to bear on the 
wholesome development of the Nigerian student. The unit should work in conjunction with 
students’ academic advisers to identify cases of mental deficiencies among students. Non 
human resources should also be provided to ensure functionality.  

 Public enlightenment campaigns should be embarked upon in higher educational institutions 
to address issues pertaining to the workings of the human emotions, sexual health, substance 
use and abuse and mental health problems in general. Handy information should be provided 
about mental health issues in the form of leaflets, posters, billboards etc. 

 Higher educational institutions therefore should team up with relevant agencies and 
practitioners such as NDLEA, Psychiatrists, and Counselling Psychologists etc to provide the 
required services to help reduce the incidence of mental ill- health on the campuses of 
Nigerian Universities. 

 Further research should be initiated to create understanding and awareness of other aspects of 
mental health within academic settings. As a matter of fact, an ongoing longitudinal study 
should be initiated to understudy the nature and trend of mental ill health in students. 
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