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Abstract
Objective: Determine the phenomenological context related to the habits of con-
sumption of psychoactive drugs, in university students from a higher education insti-
tution of health sciences in Bogota, Colombia. Materials and methods: Qualitative 
descriptive study of phenomenological approach; 8 interviews were performed in 
young university students (key informants) who knew about the university context, 
the dealers, and the consumers. The technique for the recollection of data used were 
in-depth interviews. The project was approved by the Research Ethics Committee 
in Human Beings, Hospital of San Jose – University Foundation of Health Sciences 
(FUCS). Results: The findings identify 6 categories: 1) Risk factors of polydrug 
abuse; 2) Protective factors of polydrug abuse; 3) Psychoactive drugs; 4) Places for 
consumption; 5) Risk behaviors; 6) Consumption effects. From the analysis of the 
content and the propositions, 14 sub-categories emerged: internal and external risk 
factors; external protective factors; support networks; illicit and legal drugs; places: 
bars, trips, friend’s houses; risk behaviors: suicide, fights, sexual risk behavior; men-
tal and physical diseases and academic performance. Conclusion: The study con-
cludes that the present social problematic in university students, is based on risk 
situations to which students are socially exposed and requires a formative process 
that starts during childhood. The UNODC, proposes to examine the variables that in-
fluence the consumption and act with viable preventive programs in depth, allowing 
to strengthen the intrapersonal and interpersonal skills. 

Keywords: Health sciences students; consumption of alcoholic beverages; alcohol 
consumption in the university; tobacco use. 

Resumen
Objetivo: Determinar el contexto fenomenológico en relación a los hábitos de con-
sumo de sustancias psicoactivas, en estudiantes universitarios de una institución de 
educación superior de ciencias de la salud en Bogotá. Materiales y métodos: Estu-
dio cualitativo descriptivo de enfoque fenomenológico; se realizaron 8 entrevistas 
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a jóvenes universitarios (informantes clave) que conocían el contexto universitario, las personas 
expendedoras y las consumidoras. La técnica de recolección de datos fue con entrevistas a profun-
dad. El proyecto fue aprobado por el comité de ética de investigación en Seres Humanos, Hospital 
de San José - FUCS. Resultados: Los hallazgos identifican 6 categorías: 1) Factores de riesgo de 
policonsumo; 2) Factores de protección de policonsumo; 3) Sustancias psicoactivas; 4) Lugares de 
consumo; 5) Conductas de riesgo; 6) Efecto del consumo. A partir del análisis de contenido y de 
las proposiciones emergieron 14 subcategorías: factores de riesgo internos y externos; factores de 
protección externos; redes de apoyo; sustancias lícitas e ilícitas; lugares: bares, viajes, casa de ami-
gos; conductas de riesgo: suicidio, riñas, conductas sexuales de riesgo, enfermedad física y mental y 
rendimiento académico. Conclusión: en el estudio se concluye que la problemática social presente 
en los estudiantes universitarios, está fundamentada en las situaciones de riesgos a las cuales están 
expuestos socialmente y que requiere de un pilar formativo desde la niñez. La UNODC, propone 
examinar a profundidad las variables que influyen en el consumo y actuar con programas preventi-
vos viables, que permitan fortalecer las habilidades intrapersonales e interpersonales. 

Palabras clave: Estudiantes del área de la salud; consumo de bebidas alcohólicas; consumo de alco-
hol en la universidad; uso de tabaco.  

Resumo
Objetivo: Determinar o contexto fenomenológico em relação aos hábitos de consumo de substâncias 
psicoativas, em estudantes universitários de uma faculdade de ciências da saúde em Bogotá.  Mate-
riais e métodos: Estudo qualitativo descritivo fenomenológico; realizaram-se 8 entrevistas a jovens 
universitários (informantes chave) que conheciam o contexto universitário, as pessoas fornecedoras 
e as consumidoras. A técnica de recolecção de dados foi com entrevistas a profundidade. O projeto 
foi aprovado pelo comité de ética em pesquisa em seres humanos do Hospital de San José-FUCS. 
Resultados: Os achados identificaram 6 categorias: 1) fatores de risco de policonsumo; 2) fatores 
de proteção policonsumo; 3) substâncias psicoativas; 4) lugares de consumo; 5) condutas de risco; 
6) efeito do consumo. Partindo da análise de conteúdo e das proposições surgiram14 subcategorias: 
fatores de risco internos e externos; fatores de proteção externos; redes de apoio; substâncias lícitas 
e ilícitas; lugares: bares, viagens, casa dos amigos; condutas de risco: suicídio, brigas, condutas 
sexuais de risco, doença física e mental y finalmente, rendimento acadêmico. Conclusão: A proble-
mática social presente nos estudantes universitários, está fundamentada nas situações de risco, as 
quais estão expostos socialmente e precisam de uma formação estrutural desde a infância. A UNO-
DC propõe examinar a profundidade das variáveis que influenciam o consumo e atuar com progra-
mas de prevenção viáveis, permitindo o fortalecimento de habilidades intrapessoais e interpessoais.  

Palavras-chave: Estudantes na área da saúde; consumo de álcool; consumo de álcool na universi-
dade; consumo de tabaco.  

Introduction
Currently in Colombia, one of the problems faced by 
youth is the phenomenon of consumption and simulta-
neous consumption (polydrug abuse) of psychoactive 
drugs, especially in young college students; and is pre-
sent, more frequently, in the higher education programs 
of  health sciences in Latin America (1). According to 
the World Health Organization (WHO), psychoactive 
drugs are known as drugs that modify the conscience, the 
mood and the thought processes of an individual; also 
making the individual susceptible to create psychologi-
cal and/or physical dependence (2). Thus, consumption 
of psychoactive drugs affects cognitive activities, that 
allow a person to take the adequate health and human 

development decisions; also affecting social abilities that 
facilitate the resolution of problems, assertive commu-
nication, and the control of thoughts and emotions (3). 
Similarly, the own aspects of human development of this 
age group is characterized by the search of new experien-
ces and acceptation from pairs, generating new situations 
where they can access to more substances, allowing them 
to potentialize the effect; these experiences entail simul-
taneous consumption (polydrug abuse), which consists 
on the administration of a natural or synthetic substance 
orally, injected, smoked or absorbed, impacting the indi-
vidual and social life of the young person (4). 

A study about the use of psychoactive drugs made in 
Andean states, including Colombia, shows that for the 
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year 2016, 70% of the university students consumed 
alcohol in the last year, 17.2% cigarettes, 16.1% elec-
tronic cigarettes, 66.5% used only one substance and 
33.5% more than one substance; the combined use 
of substances is noticeable, except for lysergic acid 
diethylamide (LSD) and cocaine, since young students 
consider these substances as exclusive use drugs (5). In 
the epidemiological study about the use of drugs in the 
university population, it is described that globally, con-
sumption of alcohol and tobacco begins between the 
ages of 11 and 14; while teenagers from the age of 15 
begin consuming illicit substances such as marihuana 
and other hallucinogens (6). Another study performed 
in an university with undergraduate students from the 
health sciences department, shows that the beginning 
of consumption is explained for the search of new ex-
periences; as well as, perceiving greater independence 
and opposition in reference to adults and parental con-
trol, factors that have repercussions of higher risk of 
abuse/use of substances (7).The Colombian population 
has shown the frequent use of legal substances such 
as alcohol and cigarettes; however, at least 20% is in 
a risk situation or with problems related to abuse (8). 
Keith et al., (9) indicate that for the year 2018, the use 
of marihuana was frequent for students in the USA, 
pointing out that the use of marihuana in the last month 
was of 28.3% (323/1357), where, 10.2% consumed 
marihuana 1 to 2 days in the last month, 7.1% used 
it between 3 to 9 days, and 8.5% used this substan-
ce in less than 10 days. In Latin America, private and 
public universities offer an academic scenario, while 
also, through interaction with friends and schoolmates, 
there is frequent contact with legal psychoactive drugs 
such as alcohol and cigarettes, as well as contact with 
illegal substances such as marihuana and popper (10). 

According to the established above, the consumption of 
psychoactive drugs could be present in young students 
in the form of experimental, social, regular, intense and 
compulsive experiences, implying consumption of more 
than two substances (polydrug use); this with the pur-
pose of satisfying and maximizing the effect, parting 
from the quantity and type of substance, the frequency 
of how changes of physicochemical properties of the 
brain are generated, factors of personal vulnerability, fa-
mily and social conditions that trigger addiction (11), as 
shown by studies of reference. Regarding the previous 
considerations, the present research work has as its ob-
jective to explore the phenomenon of consumption and 
simultaneous consumption of two or more psychoacti-

ve drugs (polydrug use) by young university students 
from a university in Bogota. To achieve the objective, 
in-depth interviews were used, which allowed to obtain 
key information regarding: psychosocial factors, the di-
fferent people involved, places, and time of access and 
interaction with psychoactive drugs, inside and outside 
the university environment.  

Materials and methods 
A descriptive, qualitative study of phenomenological 
approach was made. This approach as argued by Hus-
serl (12) is in charge of comprehending the perception 
of people and the interpretations of a particular situa-
tion or phenomenon, using recollection and analysis 
of data, to refine the research questions or reveal new 
questions in the process of interpretation. In that sen-
se, the phenomenon related to the context in which the 
consumption of psychoactive drugs is developed was 
studied in-depth. 

The population object of study was made up from un-
dergraduate university students, from the health scien-
ces programs, who were over the age of 18, and that 
were part of a higher education institution in Bogota, 
Colombia. The sampling was intentional. A total of 
eight participants were included due to saturation of in-
formation, who met the selection criteria of being key 
informants. They were chosen through observation 
from an ethnographic study that was made previously. 
Those who were denominated key informants knew 
the university context, frequented places where psy-
choactive drugs could be consumed and knew about 
dealers and consumers. The participants were adults of 
legal age and belonged to a private university of health 
sciences in Bogota, Colombia. 

The technique for recollection of data was an in-depth 
interview; the instrument was based on the guide, 
which contained orientating questions to be asked du-
ring the interview; the interviews were done between 
December and January of 2019, with a duration of 
approximately 30 to 40 minutes. 

The analysis of information was made in two stages: 1) 
the transformation, were each interview was transcri-
bed; 2) protecting the information by omitting names 
and other elements that could allow the revelation of 
the identity of the participants. Next, a code was as-
signed to each participant (interviewer, interviewee, 
and witness). Subsequently, the subjects were identi-
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fied, considering the most valuable segments of each 
interview through key words, organized by categories, 
to find similarities between the interviews and be able 
to establish an explaining synopsis, which allowed to 
connect the phenomenology of polydrug use with the 
student context. The categories were created in a da-
tabase in Excel format 2016, to organize the data fo-
llowing the proposal of analysis of the content (13). 
Next, these categories were defined (proposition) ac-
cording to their content, as proposed by Taylor (14), 
for their interpretation and the codification of the in-
terview was made. Lastly, an interpretation with the 
respective methodological rigor was made through 
saturation; meaning, trying to find simultaneous coin-
cidences of the interviews to achieve triangulation, 
credibility and description of the context. 

The study was theoretically based on the Colombian 
health ministry resolution 8430 of 1993. For the execu-
tion of this study, the privacy and confidentiality of the 
interviewed participants was maintained through the 
application of an informed consent and treatment of data. 

The project was approved by the San Jose- FUCS Re-
search Ethics Committee on human beings (CEISH). 

Results
The result of the eight in-depth interviews made to the 
key informants from the FUCS, with an age range from 
19 to 21 years, where the female gender predominated, 
determined that the participants have good family re-
lationships with their immediate family, and belong to 
a social stratus ranging between 2 and 4. All the parti-
cipants lived in Bogota and were currently studying in 
the undergraduate programs of surgical instrument tech-
nicians and nursing. Similarly, they manifest their con-
sumption patterns, giving as a result the categories that 
allowed to study in-depth this phenomenon. The results 
were structured in six categories through the analysis of 
the content and the propositions: risk factors of polydrug 
use, protective factors of   polydrug use, psychoactive 
drugs, places for consumption, risk behaviors and effects 
of consumption. Considering all the categories mentio-
ned, 14 sub-categories emerged (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Findings from the categories and subcategories that emerged from the phenomenon of polydrug 
abuse in young university students. 

Source: Authors (2019).
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Category 1. Risk factors of polydrug use: it is an 
internal and/or external characteristic of the indi-
vidual (young university students), their presence 
increases the probability or predisposition of pro-
ducing the phenomenon of use and abuse of psy-
choactive drugs.  On this matter, the participants 
spontaneously narrate their activities and describe 

their interpersonal and social relationships.   Almost 
all participants agreed on categorizing their group 
of friends in function to their personal and cultural 
identity, and their interests. In the same way, the par-
ticipants point out the motivations that take them to 
consume psychoactive drugs, both in their personal 
and their external life. 

 Table 1. Categories and subcategories of the risk factors of polydrug abuse.

Category 1. Risk factors of polydrug abuse

Individual factors

“You know what I believe? even the bible says it, one must look a partner that is similar to you, and is as spiritually 
equilibrated as you, because some believed in God, in Jehovah, in Jesus, and others believed in the evil and in 
Chakra”K1. 
“I walked in paths of danger and death… But no, there is a God that showed me and said.. “if you stay here you are 
going to get killed they will do it!” Then I started to think about it, and I said no, up to here! Its over! Without looking 
for any troubles, or negative stuff” K1. 
“Yes, it happens to my classmates, the stress of midterms is what causes consumption of more than one cigarette a day, 
although during the week of midterms you can smoke 3 to 5 packs in just a moment” D1. 
“A hospital co-worker committed suicide; currently, everything about consumption of psychoactive drugs has increased 
suicides and suicide attempts, especially in co-workers that have personal problems, they are stressed because of the 
study load they get in the university, and consume alcohol and other stuff” D1.   
When I am stressed I think: “well I’m going to go get a beer and maybe it will relax me from all these thoughts and 
change a little” M1. 
You get the bad habit of smoking a cigarette, it is also all psychological and after lunch I must smoke a cigarette, or I 
get really anxious” L6. 
“…Each person smokes for a different reason, it can be stress, anxiety or maybe they already have a vice and it’s a 
little bit hard to leave it” L6. 

“…I used to smoke to calm my anxiety, because I felt rejected due to my sexual condition” L6. 

     
     
     

External Factors
     
     
     
     

“I have schoolmates that went out and met in a specifi c place, because the booze was cheaper, they were going to be 
comfortable and in a safe place” DM4. 
“Yes, they consume substances when they have problems at home, when they remember certain situations that happen 
in their life, but they do it with people from outside, a friend, a relative, their boyfriend or girlfriend” DM4. 

“I could say that stress, family problems… it affects you a lot” M8.

“schoolmates or friends invite you or incite you; there are people that get infl uenced easily, so if they ask you and you 
say no but they keep insisting there are times where you give in end up consuming” M8.
“At the beginning I started smoking because of school high school friends, then I started smoking more because, well 
at that time I was in the closet...” L6. 
“…pressure at times during the semester, like studying for midterms or fi nal projects; generally, you fi nd someone to 
go out with and drink something when you’re done with schoolwork, to relax and go to a bar, it’s like a break” O7.
 “We get there and ask for beer and start talking about our shift at the hospital or if someone is feeling bad emotionally 
or is heartbroken, we start talking about everything honestly, of how we project each other” L6. 
“…Love, heartbreaks more than anything they are trying to drown their sorrows in alcohol like many songs say, and 
also to get distraction and drink a beer” L6.
“now there are songs that are not mentioning alcohol, before some songs mentioned the subject, so you said yeah 
let’s do it, but is not that common now, he has recorded something more familiar, it’s more like a song to share...” L6. 
“interpersonal relationships now, at least in my class are awful, all my class got sent to the psychiatrist when they got 
into a big fi ght” D2.

Source: Authors (2019). 

Category 2. Protective factors of polydrug use: these are 
individual attributes, current situations, environment or 
context that reduces the probability of use and abuse of 
psychoactive drugs. In this context, the ideal is to change 
plans for trips to places of social interest and not for con-
sumption of substances, like going around the city and 

seeing new places or identifying touristic places. Also, 
consumption has to be recognized as a problematic fac-
tor that affects family relationships; as well as identifying 
how the consumption of psychoactive drugs affect the 
health of an individual, and the sequels in their physical 
and mental state.
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Table 2. Categories and subcategories of the protective factors for polydrug use 

Category 2. Protective factors for polydrug use.

External factors

“… now songs don’t usually mention alcohol, but when the lyrics mentioned it, you said okay let’s do it” L6.

“…they always say that night activities are parties, but there are other activities that do not have to do with 
consumption, even if you really want a beer you say “No! let’s go to the Bolivar Square or behind the planetarium”, 
like do different plans...” L6. 

Support networks

“I sought help with him and began putting limits, telling myself to stop consuming and start doing things that helped 
me with my anxiety, what helped me back then were sports, I use to do a lot of track and fi eld and I told myself “go 
out and run, this helps you a lot”, the process took a year and a half for me to leave all that stuff behind and also 
leave friendships, I told myself that I had to end those friendships...” M8.

“if the semester is not going well, there are university orientation meetings, some with psychiatry and the university 
welfare program to improve relationships and family problems, because that affects you internally” D22. 

Source: Authors (2019).

Category 3. Consumption of substances: these are 
substances of natural or artificial origin that affect 
the functions of the central nervous system (CNS), 
conditioning the probability of use and abuse of psy-
choactive drugs to occur. Consumption of alcoholic 
substances such as beer, is a precursor of the use of 
psychoactive drugs; an activity that occurs when peo-
ple want to share the same social, personal or acade-
mic interests with other people.  Also, talking about 

any subject while drinking alcoholic beverages, can 
lead a person to express or tell what is happening on 
their day to day. Marihuana is considered an illicit 
drug that by general rule, within the university con-
text, is used by students between classes; however, 
the purpose of this practice is not mentioned. In addi-
tion, alcoholic beverages such as chicha, are consu-
med by young university students in places nearby 
the campus, which makes it more accessible for them. 

Table 3. Categories and subcategories for psychoactive drugs and places for consumption. 

Category 3. Psychoactive substances and places for consumption

Legal substances

“I have tried cigarettes and alcohol many times because of arguments at home or because I did bad on a midterm” S3.

“Around fi ve or six in the afternoon. We drink around three to four rounds of beer, then we say “ok, whiskey or 
aguardiente?” D2. 

“…they drink a lot of beer and aguardiente” DM4. 

“Beer and cigarettes, that´s what we consume the most when we go out to party, in other places we consume cigarettes 
and coffee” O7. 
“…Most of the time it’s on Fridays or if today is Tuesday and we get off of our shifts and we want to drink a beer, we 
go and drink a beer and then leave” L6.
“… Sometimes we can go to El chorro [a place downtown in Bogota] because its not that far, in that place, instead of 
drinking alcohol we drink chicha, this happens with schoolmates” L6.
“… I used to drink every week, literally, I didn’t left and I drank two or three beers and I went home or stayed there 
all the time...” M8. 

     
     
     
     

Illegal substances
     
     
     

“Around 60% of all the parties I have gone to, people go out to smoke when they buy a bottle, later in the night, around 
ten or eleven people start passing around popper, ecstasy, marihuana until midnight (...) that’s what I have noticed, it’s 
when they already have alcohol in their system that they decide to consume other substances” D2. 
“At one moment I head cocaine, but I didn’t notice much and they just use it because it takes the feeling of being drunk 
away so that they can keep drinking, that’s what I’ve heard, but who participated, I don’t know” DM4.

“I have seen people offering cocaine and popper” S1.

“What they consume the most is popper, so consumption is increasing at the university; at least them are now doing 
that: -It doesn’t matter “try it”, so its fi ve minutes of the effect and then it’s over, it’s not like marihuana that you stay 
twelve hours with the effect” D2. 
“… marihuana? Yeah that! Like every time we went out or if we had a space for class, they went out and smoked one, 
two or three and that was it, they came back with their eyes red and stuff” O7. 
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Bars

“Here at the university I haven’t seen, at the bar where interns do the party its seen very often” S3.

“Students here love drinking a beer in places nearby the campus” S3.

“they put a bar in front of the door where students enter the university, it’s called “emergency bar”. They called you 
and said: -Where are you? -In the emergency -Oh okay; so nobody would suspect that you were drinking” D2. 
“Inside the classroom, there’s always a group of 7-10 people, known for going on Fridays or Saturdays to a bar nearby 
the campus or in la candelaria [neighborhood]” DM4. 
 “The bar that’s in the north campus, it’s the meeting place for freshmans. They do it after getting off from college, so 
we usually go until 9 or 10 pm” DM4.  
“…Here at the university, we usually go out to places nearby the campuses (downtown and up north), and we walk 
around in La septimal or El chorro [places downtown]” L6. 
“…with the group we usually go to bars in La 85, Modelia or La primera de Mayo [nightclub neighborhoods] that put 
vallenato music on [music genre]”L6

“…With them, we go often to Theatron [nighbtclub] in Chapinero [neighborhood], they call it the tolerance zone” L6. 

“… With my other group of friends, we get together in the tolerance zone in the 63 [urban zone in Bogota], depending 
on the place where we are going, the cover and if it is an open bar, so you drink faster in places that are not like that, 
because of how much money you have to put in and how many people go” O7. 

Trips with friends “…We travel a lot; I mean our favorite singer-songwriter performs in towns nearby, like Mesitas, Silvania, Villeta, we 
travel to those places to see him and support him” L6.

Friend’s houses

“ A friend lives in paloquemao [neighborhood], so we go to her apartment and get ready, another friend lives in La 
sexta [downtown Bogota], he throws parties all the time in his apartment because his parents let him and they’re 
there” D22.
“...Many times we get together in a house, we talk about what has happened, many tell stories about their life, how 
they’re doing, and frequently we play games; if the person loses they have to take a shot”O7.
“Both things, sometimes we get together in a house or generally, at the end of the semester, when we are done with 
everything, we like to go to a bar or nightclub and celebrate” M8.  

Source: Authors (2019).

Category 4. Frequented places: these are places where 
use and abuse of psychoactive drugs is practiced. These 
places are frequented and accessible since they are close 
to the university campus. It must be mentioned that the-
se activities modify behaviors on a personal, emotional 
and sentimental level, making it a factor that can increase 
consumption. 

Category 5. Risk behavior: this is the behavioral effect 
caused after being exposed to the use and abuse of psy-
choactive drugs, which generates an ambiguous attitude 
in the young university students. On an individual level, 
students are more sensitive to side effects related to chan-

ges in their mood, which can improve (euphoria) or wor-
sen (sadness); similarly, it can cause drowsiness, slow-
ness or increase of energy. These effects are a risk for 
the health of the students and for society. These attitudes 
can also increase the risk of having sexual relationships 
without using protection, unwanted pregnancies, fights 
triggered by violence and loss of reasoning. 

Regarding the effects of consumption: these are the 
consequence of combining substances to increase cer-
tain pleasures; however, at the same time it multiplies 
the harmful effects, as it was observed and analyzed 
in each of the interviews. 
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Table 4. Category and subcategories of risk behaviors and effects of polydrug use. 

Category 5. Risk behaviors

Suicide
“One tried to kill himself, he survived but has cerebral hypoxia and has to stay in bed” D2. 

“The other one did take his life, he set his mind and hung himself; that was at the end of this semester, in December” 
D2. 

Fights
“There are lots of fi ghts! Because they abuse substances and alcohol...” S3. 

“There were lots of fi ghts here. One time [chuckles] I remember I left early that day... And my friends ended up in the 
police station with some friends from medicine school” D2.  

Sexual risk behaviors “there are sexual behaviors, I’ve seen many because they take advantage of drunk women” S3.

Mental and physical 
disease

“…That also depends on the person, there are many that say: no I don’t like this, is not good for me, or that makes 
me sick; there are substances that the body does not support or admits and make people feel bad, they’re like why am 
I doing this?, because someone else does it, saying no is more like saying no I don’t want any more of that...” M8.  
“…it feels cool but, you don’t see the consequences when you’re young, but we know that at the end there are diseases, 
problems, vice, addiction and all that...” L6. 
“…some things get more diffi cult, you get memory loss, if you smoke marihuana it affects your physical state and your 
health, you become more anxious” M8. 

Academic performance  “…I also consume alcohol, but not every week nor in excess, it’s not good and it could make me lower my academic 
performance and affect my health...” O7.

Source. Authors (2019).

Discussion
The present research work was made from a qualitati-
ve approach of the phenomenological design, which 
allowed the analysis of the polydrug abuse phenome-
non from the perspective of the university students. This 
allowed the study to comprehend which are the main 
internal and external factors that have an impact on the 
consumption of psychoactive drugs; as well as the pat-
terns of consumption and risk behaviors, that make part 
of the context of the use and abuse of psychoactive drugs 
in young university students from a higher education 
institution in Bogota. Within the main findings the esta-
blished categories were: 1) Risk factors of polydrug use; 
2) Protective factors for polydrug use; 3) Psychoactive 
drugs; 4) Places for consumption; 5) Risk behaviors; and 
6) Consumption effects, by analyzing their content and 
the propositions, considering that from all the categories 
mentioned, 14 subcategories emerged, described from 
the eight in-depth interviews, a technique that concurs 
with the work of Robles (12).

It can be noted that the findings identified in the main 
categories that affect polydrug use were relevant for the 
study, since these allowed to further examine the pheno-
menon of consumption in young university students. As 
external factors, mainly, family problems and interperso-
nal behaviors such as social pressure, acceptation, aca-
demic and family difficulties were detected; situations 
that stimulated the consumption of psychoactive drugs, 
alcohol abuse and other types of substances directly in-

volved. The internal factors were related to age, perso-
nality and life experiences; circumstances that influence 
the behavior and their way of confronting situations, as 
well as taking decisions; these factors go along with the 
life cycle and the level of maturity of the person. In this 
sense, the municipal plan against drugs in Spain (15) in-
dicates that external risk factors are present on the social, 
family, student community, sociocultural, and deviating 
behavior levels; as internal or intrapersonal factors, there 
are the personality and emotions of the person. Hernan-
dez et al., (16), mention that risk factors related to poly-
drug use are associated to the family and social context of 
the young university students, since their research work 
demonstrates the correlation between consumption and 
access to drugs by close friends or relatives. The above-
mentioned coincides with the findings of this study, since 
the phenomenon of consumption and polydrug use is tri-
ggered by the incentives of family, partners, schoolmates 
and friends. Also, it is related to the current personal, aca-
demic and family situation. It must be noted that all the 
aspects, previously mentioned, influence in the assertive 
and unassertive resolution and confrontation decisions of 
the young person.

Regarding the protective factors, the external factors that 
could protect young students must be considered, these 
can be: music that does not encourage the consumption 
of substances and risk sexual behaviors; managing free 
time and nearby places that encourage activities diffe-
rent to consumption of substances. Also, students could 
be referred to support networks through schoolmates, 
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family, professors and close friends, allowing them to 
give difficult situations present in their lives a different 
meaning. Paya and Castellano (17) mention that intra-
personal factors such as self-esteem and self-concept 
that are structured since childhood, become a basic pillar 
for protection; similarly, mentioning that on the family 
level, it is of vital importance to establish rules, limits, 
responsible love and education, and choosing friends, 
since these factors could strengthen the psychosocial 
development and the beginning of independence of the 
young person. The Health Ministry (18) suggests that, 
within the prevention of consumption of psychoacti-
ve drugs, the development of individual skills such as 
empathy, social abilities and the ability of confronting 
problems should be considered as protective factors. 
In regard to the family factor, it suggests strengthening 
the family ties through respect, trust, and rules of the 
house. On the other hand, the social factor advises to 
stimulate participation in community and sport activi-
ties and managing free time. Although the informants 
do not emphasize on protective factors for consumption 
of psychoactive drugs, it should be considered that some 
of the results coincide with the previously mentioned 
authors, regarding adequate use of free time and family 
support to prevent use and abuse of psychoactive drugs. 
In that sense, the findings of the study are relevant, since 
they allow the planning of intervention strategies on the 
individual, social and family levels that contribute to the 
prevention of consumption of substances.  

The results of the type of substance consumed by young 
university students vary between beer, cigarettes, aguar-
diente, marihuana, chicha, popper, cocaine and ecstasy. 
Cordoba-Paz et al., (19) suggest in their study about 
consumption of psychoactive drugs at the university le-
vel, that young people frequently consume marihuana, 
cocaine and acid, giving preference to the simultaneous 
consumption of one of these substances with alcohol. 
For their part, Cazenave and Saavedra (20) emphasize 
that the use of marihuana is noticeable in some young 
students, where the social rules established by a group 
of schoolmates, which are created at the beginning of 
the university stage, directly influences on consumption. 
Diaz-Castela et al., (21) express that university students 
consume alcohol more frequently, but it is concerning 
and elevated the incidence of consumption of other drugs 
such as cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy. According to the 
present study,  a relationship is shown between consu-
med substances by university students and other research 
works.  As a consequence, this demonstrates the impor-

tance of responding to risk situations that could encou-
rage students not only to consumption, but also to poly-
drug use, in function to experiencing new emotions and 
pleasurable sensations; likewise, the personal and social 
situations that put them at risk must be considered. 

It is convenient to clarify the places identified in the stu-
dy where consumption and polydrug use occurs more 
frequently, which were obtained through the in-depth in-
terviews. These are: nightclubs and bars, friend’s houses 
and places nearby the school campus. Zambrano et al., 
(22) mention that the preferred places for students are 
nightclubs, bars, and friend’s houses. This demonstrates 
that family and friends, provide places for consumption 
and set up spaces for socialization and free time such 
as bars, where it is easier to be in contact with people 
who encourage the massive consumption of psychoacti-
ve drugs. Also, the interviews show that the participants 
are usually immersed in different risk situations such 
as: fights, risky sexual behaviors, suicide and aggres-
siveness. These attitudes concur with a study made by 
Castano-Perez and Calderon-Vallejo (23) where they 
emphasize that the problematics derived from consump-
tion in young university students are fights, risk sexual 
behaviors and self-aggressive behaviors. It is worth 
mentioning that risk behaviors related to consumption of 
psychoactive drugs, as established by Vasquez et al., (24) 
occur when driving an automobile or motorcycle under 
the influence of a substance, which leads to fights, ac-
cidents and low academic performance. The mentioned 
evidence indicate that from places and risk situations, the 
management of free time, choosing friends and different 
intrapersonal and interpersonal circumstances are deri-
ved, leading the young person to develop behaviors of 
scarce self-care, which can lead to sexually transmitted 
diseases, and physical and mental consequences caused 
by fighting and accidents; also, a progressive deteriora-
tion is present, manifested by consumption, inadequate 
eating habits, and low emotional regulation, affecting the 
quality of life of the young person. 

Regarding the effects derived from consumption, the 
effects that outstand in the study are those related to phy-
sical and mental consequences and the academic perfor-
mance, as shown by the interviews. Chavarria and Se-
gura (25) indicate that the effects are caused by changes 
of behavior, evidenced by low emotional regulation, low 
self-control and behavioral inhibition. In that sense, the 
UNODC (26) helps countries to implement practices, 
according to the international standards on drug use pre-
vention, according to this organization, people that use 
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certain types of drugs, as is the case of injectable drugs, 
can generate multiple consequences for health; as well as 
being at a higher risk of overdose and transmitted blood 
diseases or infections such as HIV and hepatitis C. Si-
milarly, the relationship between consumption and low 
emotional regulation should be considered, as well as 
mental health problems. These aspects can have an im-
pact on anxiety, sleep disorders and disruptive behaviors 
such as: impulsiveness, aggressiveness, fights and unin-
hibited behaviors, which leads to suggest intervention in 
primary intervention from education, this way sociali-
zing the effects and consequences, as a way of generating 
impact in the student community (27).

Accordingly, the phenomenological study manifests 
the present social problematic in university students, 
based on risk situations to which young university stu-
dents are socially exposed to and require a basic pillar 
starting during childhood, allowing the sustainability 
and assertive decision-making at the time of going to 
university.  Is worth mentioning that according to a 
study about values and beliefs on young people in re-
gard to polydrug use of addictive substances, young 
people can be affected in some intrapersonal aspects 
related to: personality, emotional intelligence and low 
emotional intelligence (28); also affecting the physi-
cal and psychosocial aspects. On the other hand, it is 
important to clarify that an early onset of drug con-
sumption, is a predictor of future psychosocial and 
abuse of substances problems, which leads the young 
person to show signs of depression, anxiety, low 
emotional regulation, low self-control and behavioral 
uninhibition , that adding up to family, economic and 
academic difficulties, incentivizing the person to start 
using legal or illegal substances (28, 29). Therefore, 
it is of vital importance to examine in-depth the va-
riables that influence consumption; from this, preven-
ting programs that are able to modify and strengthen 
life skills and emotional responses in young people 
should be implemented, with the purpose of genera-
ting protective factors that lower the risk of consump-
tion. This is related to the strong trend around young 
university students of consuming substances in social 
situations with the expectation of lowering the psy-
chological tension (30). Thus, it is relevant to deter-
mine the psychological consequences of polydrug use 
in the areas of personal, family, social and academic 
adjustment. It should be noted that the participants 
did not deny giving their perception and describing 
the situations and experiences of a third party who 

consumes psychoactive drugs; hence, the obtained 
information becomes a reference and starting point to 
look into the most adequate and pertinent strategy to 
orientate university students. 

Within the limitations of the study, since it is a qualita-
tive descriptive study, it is important to be careful with 
the transferability of the results; this can make difficult 
to select the key informants to be able to generate the 
necessary trust in them to provide personal information 
about this phenomenon, which is currently present in 
the student community of the health areas, affecting the 
human and professional development of the consumer.

Conclusions 
The findings allow the authors to conclude that poly-
drug use is a phenomenon of social and multifactorial 
origin, considering that some factors associated are 
given at the personal, family, social, and academic 
levels; therefore, a directed intervention must be im-
plemented to strengthen the intrapersonal abilities and 
life skills, allowing to generate support for the person, 
lowering the vulnerability towards the use and abuse 
of psychoactive drugs. From this perspective, peer 
strategies must be implemented, allowing an effective 
approach to the young person; also, support networks 
should be consolidated with the purpose of allowing to 
establish a life pathway and managing situations that 
are present in university students. Similarly, teachers 
must be prepared for situations different to academic 
situations, allowing them to become guides to mitigate 
risk and consumption situations for the students. 
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