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ABSTRACT: Over the counter (OTC) drugs are drugs easily available without the 

prescription of a registered medical practitioner (RMP) and self-mediation practices 

of these drugs are very common in medical students especially in diarrhea which 

mostly requires dehydration therapy only. But very few reports are available 

regarding the use of OTC antidiarrhoeal drugs. The aim of the study was designed to 

assess the practice of self-medication for diarrhea among second year medical 

students in RIMS, Ranchi, Jharkhand. This was a cross sectional study conducted 

among medical students in March-April 2017. Data was collected through self-

administered questionnaire and result was expressed as percentage frequency. 

Questionnaires were filled completely by 224 students out of 269. 81.48% males and 

85.07% females were practicing self-medication. Books were the major source of 

information about drugs and mild nature of illness was the main cause of self-

medication practice. The most common drug group used for diarrhea was oral 

rehydration salt (ORS) and about 41.07% have used self-medication once in past 6 

months. In 75% cases diarrhea was food associated. 41% of the students were 

against the practice of self-medication. Our study showed that self-medication is 

widely practiced among medical students and mild nature of illness was the main 

cause. Educating these medical students regarding the advantages and disadvantages 

of self-medication is necessary to create awareness among them. 

INTRODUCTION: Over the counter (OTC) drugs 

are medicines sold directly to a consumer without a 

prescription by a health care professional as 

compared to prescription drugs which should be 

sold to consumers possessing a valid prescription. 

The use of OTC drugs has steadily increased in the 

global and Indian pharmaceutical market. The 

availability of OTC medications makes it possible 

for consumers to treat numerous ailments without 

the supervision of health care professionals.  
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While OTC drugs have their own benefits such as 

self-medication, they also bring with it several 

disadvantages such as misdiagnosis, overdose and 

drug interactions 
1
.  

Self-medication is a prominent feature of health 

care today. It may be defined as the management of 

a minor ailment using a pharmaceutical product 

that is available without a prescription 
2
. It is 

selection and use of medicines by individuals to 

treat self-recognized or self-diagnosed condition or 

symptom 
3
. Self-medication also involves getting 

medicines without a prescription, resubmitting old 

prescription to buy medicines, telling about 

medicines to friends or relatives or using left over 

medicines started at home 
4
. It is the use of any 

medicine for self-treatment of any health problem 

without consultation of a certified physician.  
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It is a widely prevailing practice especially more 

common among health care students. It can give 

grave consequences because it may influence their 

professional decisions 
5
. Self-medication is 

common among practicing physicians also. The 

self-medication practice among doctors develops 

during their undergraduate training 
6
. Acute 

diarrhea in adults is a common problem 

encountered by family physicians. Diarrheal illness 

accounts for 2.5 million deaths per year worldwide. 

In the developing world, infectious causes of acute 

diarrhea are largely related to contaminated food 

and water supplies. The most common etiology is 

viral gastroenteritis which is a self-limited disease. 

Most patients do not require laboratory workup and 

routine stool cultures are not recommended. 

Treatment focuses on preventing and treating 

dehydration. Oral rehydration therapy with early 

feeding is the preferred treatment for dehydration
 7

. 

So self-medication is very common practice in 

acute diarrhea especially by medical students. 

There are several reports addressing the extent of 

self-medication practices among university students 

in Indians states 
8, 9, 10, 11, 12

 as well as in other 

countries 
13, 14, 15, 16

. Medical students are more 

inclined to use antibiotics and medications for 

diarrhea and constipation as compared to non-

medical students while non-medical students use 

more sedatives 
17

. In rural area of Uttar Pradesh 

also, after paracetamol next common drug group 

used as self-medication is gastrointestinal drugs 
18

. 

But there is lacking of data about self-medication 

with OTC anti diarrheal drugs among Rajendra 

Institute of Medical Science (RIMS), Ranchi 

students. So the current study was undertaken to 

describe the practice of OTC antidiarrhoeal drugs 

used as self-medication among 2
nd

 year MBBS 

students of RIMS Ranchi. 

METHOD: This study was a questionnaire based 

cross sectional study conducted among the second 

professional medical students of RIMS, Ranchi, 

Jharkhand, India. This study was conducted in 

Department of Pharmacology between March to 

April, 2017. Students, who participated in the study 

were explained about the aim of the study. They 

were ensured about confidentiality of the 
information collected. A self-prepared questionnaire 
regarding the practice of antidiarrhoeal OTC drugs 

was given to them. The questionnaire had questions 

related to knowledge about OTC drugs, sources of 

drug information, name of OTC antidiarrhoeal 

used, frequency of intake in past 6 months, specific 

cause of diarrhea, reason for self-medication and 

lastly idea about practice of self-medication. 

Questionnaire was given to them during one of 

their lecture classes of pharmacology and were 

asked to return after filling it completely. All 

questions were multiple choice questions and they 

have to tick only one correct answer. Filled 
questionnaires were evaluated for their completeness 

and only the data from the completely filled 

questionnaire was taken for analysis. Data was 

analyzed in the form of percentage. 

RESULTS: Total 269 students participated in the 

study. The data of 224 students were filled 

consistently and completely. Thus the data of 224 

students were eligible for analysis. 

TABLE 1: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDY 

PARTICIPANTS 

 Total no. of 

students 

Self 

medication 

Percentage 

(%) 

Third semester 

students 

131 93 70.99 

Male  65 45 69.23 

Female 66 48 72.72 

Fifth semester 

students 

138 131 94.9 

Male 68 67 98.5 

Female 70 64 91.4 

Table 1 shows that total 269 students participated 

in the study. Half students 135 (50%) were males. 

Total number of students indulging in self 

medication were 224 among which 110 (81.48%) 

were male and 114 (85.07%) were females. 156 

(70%) students were within age group 21-25 years 

while 65 (29%) were below 21 years and only 3 

students were above 25 years. 

 
FIG. 1: SOURCE OF INFORMATION ABOUT ANTI-

DIARRHOEAL DRUGS 
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FIG. 2: REASONS FOR SELF MEDICATIONS 

The most common source of information about 

drugs for medical students was books (41.07%, 92) 

followed by advice from seniors/parents (20.32%, 

50) as shown in Fig. 1. Majority of medical 

students 61.16% used self medication because they 

thought that illness was mild in nature while 16% 

have used self medication due to urgency as shown 

in Fig. 2. 

TABLE 2: NAME OF OTC DRUG USED 

OTC drugs Frequency(N=224) Percentage (%) 

ORS 86 38.39 

Probiotics 34 15.18 

Loperamide 3 1.34 

Metronidazole 35 15.62 

Antibiotics 60 26.78 

Others 6 2.68 

Antidiarrhoeal drugs used by the students are 

shown in Table 2. The most common drug used by 

the medical students was oral rehydration salt 

(ORS) in 38.39% followed by antibiotics in 

27.78% students. The least commonly used drug 

was Loperamide (1.34%). 

TABLE 3: SPECIFIC CAUSE OF DIARRHEA 

Cause Frequency (Total-224) Percentage (%) 

Food 167 74.55 

Drug 14 6.25 

Others 43 19.2 

 
FIG. 3: FREQUENCY OF SELF MEDICATION IN 

LAST 6 MONTHS 

Fig. 3 shows that 41.07% students have used these 

self medications once, 13.84% used twice in last 6 

months while 37.5% were not sure about this. 

Regarding the cause of diarrhea as shown in Table 

3, about ¾ (74.55%) students accepted that diarrhea 

was food associated. 

 
FIG. 4: IDEA ABOUT SELF MEDICATION PRACTICE 

Only 6.25% accepted that it was drug induced. 

55.8% of them had the idea that self medication is 

sometimes harmful while 41.07% of them were 

against the practice of self medication, so one 

should avoid it as shown in Fig. 4. 

DISCUSSION: Self medication is consumption of 

drugs to cure a disease without consultation of a 

registered medical practitioner or repeated use of 

same drugs for repeated attack of similar symptoms 
19

. Since OTC drugs are easily available drugs, so 

self medication of these drugs is very common 

among the population. It can be potentially 

hazardous to the human beings due to incorrect self 

diagnosis, delay in seeking medical advice when 

needed, infrequent but serious adverse reactions, 

dangerous drug interactions, incorrect manner of 

administration, incorrect dosage, incorrect choice 

of therapy, masking of severe disease and risk of 

dependence and abuse 
17

.  

In our study 83.27% students have used self 

medication for diarrhea, out of which 81.48% were 

male and 85.07% were female. Our finding is 

similar to the study done in Dhule Medical College 
20

. Whereas this data is a little higher than found in 

coastal south Indian study 
21 

and somewhat lower 

than study done by Patil SB in Bhopal 
6
. Regarding 

the source of information, the most common source 

of information about OTC antidiarrheal drugs was 

books, followed by advice from seniors/parents and 

then internet and drug advertisement. Old 

prescriptions were the least used drug information 
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source for RIMS medical students. In Tamil Nadu 

internet is the most common source of information 
17

. In Srikanth et al., study the most common 

source of information was from previous 

prescriptions (54%) 
22

. It varies from place to place. 

Most students used self medication due to mild 

nature of illness. Our finding is very similar to the 

finding of Sawhrey et al., study 
23

. In one of the 

north Indian study 90.4% used self medication due 

to quick relief and 88.6% for the trivial condition 
5
. 

In Dhule Medical College, 42% students used self 

medication as the time saving procedure 
20 

as 

compared to 8.03% in RIMS, Ranchi. Regarding 

frequency of self medication 41% students 

accepted use of antidiarrheal self medication only 

once in last 6 months whereas this figure in very 

high in Palestinian study 
24

. In our study 37.5% 

students were not sure about their self medication 

frequency whereas 13.84% had used this twice in 

last 6 months. In about ¾ students, onset of 

diarrhea was food associated. Food poisoning is a 

very common problem especially in students living 

in hostels. This is due to poor hygiene. 79% of 

cases of acute diarrhea are acquired by faeco-oral 

transmission or more commonly via ingestion from 

human or animal faeces 
25

. 

Different OTC antidiarrhoeal drugs are available in 

medicine shops. Majority of students used ORS as 

the self medication. Many patients with sudden 

onset of diarrhea have a benign and self limited 

illness requiring no treatment or evaluation. In 

severe cases, dehydration and electrolyte 

imbalances are the principle risks, particularly in 

infants, children and frail elderly patients. Oral 

rehydration therapy is therefore a cornerstone for 

patients with acute illness resulting in significant 

diarrhea. This is of particular importance in 

developing countries, where the use of ORS 

therapy saves many thousands of lives every year 
26

. Second next common drug group used was 

antibiotic. Only 1% here used Loperamide as 

antidiarrhoeal. Because of effectiveness and safety, 

Loperamide is marketed as over the counter 

distribution and is available in capsule, solution and 

chewable tablet forms. It acts quickly after an oral 

dose with peak plasma levels achieved within 3-5 h 
26

. Maximum no. of students was of the view that 

self medication is sometimes harmful while about 

41% were against the use of self medication. 

Second year students know about drugs, its 

importance as well as adverse effects. So only 3% 

of them believe that self medication is always 

harmless. In one of the North Indian study 51.2% 

were of the view that self medication is harmless 
5
, 

whereas in another study 48% of medical students 

supported self medication and 34% were against its 

use 
27

. 

CONCLUSION: Our result shows that self 

medication is very common in medical students 

especially in acute diarrhea. These drugs are easily 

available in medicine shops as OTC drugs. They 

mostly use ORS, antibiotics or probiotics. But 

Irregular use of antibiotics causes development of 

drug resistance which is increasing worldwide 

because self medication is a global phenomenon. 

Self medication practice would be safe if the people 

who use it have sufficient knowledge. Medical 

Students have insufficient knowledge about drugs 

and disease process, so they need to be educated 

about long term adverse effects of the drugs by its 

irrational use and also there is a need for review of 

educational programmes so that rational use of 

medicines should be promoted. 
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