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Abstract

The literature is replete with studies on prevalence of paracetamol abuse;
however, a paucity of literature on risk perception of paracetamol use espe-
cially in Nigeria was discovered by the researcher. This study describes the
risk perception of paracetamol use among undergraduate students of the
University of Jos, Plateau state, Nigeria. A descriptive research design was
used in this study. Recruitment was done by simple random sampling tech-
nique and a close-ended questionnaire was employed in collecting the desired
data. Frequency distribution tables and percentages were used to present and
analyze the data generated while chi-square was used to test the null hypothe-
sis. Almost all participants, 93.1% had taken paracetamol in their lifetime.
Also, 63.6% of participants said paracetamol is very easy to get and most of
them (49.7%) had taken paracetamol on 40 or more occasions indicating high
prevalence of paracetamol use among them. More than half, 53.6% of partic-
ipants do not believe self-medication with paracetamol can harm them. Only
34.9% of respondents knew the normal maximum daily dose of paracetamol.
Also, only 39.5% of participants knew that combining paracetamol with pro-
cold is harmful. Just 25.1% respondents read the patient information leaflet
always before taking paracetamol. Most of them, 73.6% knew that combining
paracetamol intake with alcohol can cause liver failure; however only 23.1%
of them knew that people with liver diseases are not to take paracetamol. A
significant relationship existed between courses of study of students and risk
perception of paracetamol use. The participants showed poor risk perception
of paracetamol use. It was recommended that the federal ministry of health
should intensify awareness campaign through the mass media and outreach

program to educate the masses on the adverse effects of paracetamol use.
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1. Introduction

Generally, paracetamol is the most widely used over-the-counter (OTC) and
prescription analgesic worldwide [1]. According to [2], self-medication has been
on the increase and irrational use of the over-the-counter drugs is a cause of se-
rious concern for public health agencies.

Paracetamol is a non-opioid analgesic which finds application in the man-
agement of mild pain and fever. It exerts its therapeutic effects by inhibiting the
synthesis of prostaglandin (a pain mediator) in the central nervous system [3].
Paracetamol is used in the management of mild to moderate pain such as head-
ache, myalgia (muscle pain), postpartum pain (pain following delivery of a ba-
by), and in other circumstances in which aspirin is an effective analgesic [4].

Paracetamol use is associated with certain adverse effects in spite of the thera-
peutic effects adumbrated in the preceding paragraph. [4] opined that acute in-
take of over 150 - 200 mg/kg (children) or 7 g total (adults) is considered poten-
tially toxic; in severe cases, fulminant liver failure occurs, leading to hepatic en-
cephalopathy and death. With large doses of paracetamol, patients with hepatic
diseases, viral hepatitis, or a history of alcoholism are at higher risk of paraceta-
mol induced hepatotoxicity [3]. [5], in an analysis covering over 130,000
woman found a link between prolonged paracetamol use during pregnancy
and a slight rise in the risk of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention
Deficit-Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) among the babies born to these women.
If the recommended doses of paracetamol is exceeded acute liver failure sets in
and is the most frequent cause of Acute Liver Failure (ALF) in the United King-
dom, United States, Europe and Australia [1].

It is anticipated that with the advent of internet and the ground breaking im-
provement in the field of information and communication technologies, parace-
tamol users will have adequate knowledge regarding the risk associated with
over-the-counter paracetamol use; however, the reverse is the case. [6], reported
low risk perception and significant prevalence of self-medication among the par-
ticipants; [7] also reported that, despite the fact that the study population pur-
chase paracetamol mainly over-the-counter, they showed basic awareness of pa-
racetamol use including the potential consequences of overdosing; young adults
(18 - 25 years), who use over-the-counter paracetamol frequently perceived less
risk associated with use compared with older participants. People think that only
safe medicines are legal to be sold without prescription and over-the-counter
medicines usually do not have detrimental effects [8]. Virtually all users are not
aware of the harmful effects of paracetamol abuse [9]. [1], observed that the

narrow therapeutic index of paracetamol makes the normal dose of paracetamol
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close to the overdose, and the fact that it is found in many prescription
over-the-counter preparations should prompt users to monitor their intake
closely. In a study conducted by [10] on paracetamol use (and/or misuse) in
children in Enugu, South-East, Nigeria, it was discovered that paracetamol was
commonly administered to children on “self-prescription” basis and the tablet
formulation was most often used, with the tendency to misuse and overdose.
According to [11], majority of people have no idea of the maximum daily dose
of paracetamol.

Considering that a lot of people are still unaware of the adverse effects of pa-
racetamol misuse and the lack of integrated body of knowledge on the risk per-
ception of paracetamol use among educated people in Jos metropolis, this study,
therefore, set out to assess the risk perception of paracetamol use among under-

graduate students at the University of Jos, Plateau State.

2. Data Analysis and Interpretation

Table 1 shows the socio-demographic variables of the participants. More than
half (55.4%) of the participants were males and 85.9% of them were Christians.
Participants within the age bracket of 26 - 30 years were more in number (39%),
followed by those aged 21 - 25 years at 24.4%. More than half of the participants
again (56.7%) were science students, and 43.3% were arts and humanity stu-

dents. Most of the participants (32.6%) randomly selected were in 400 level.

Table 1. Socio-demographic variables of participants.

S/No. Item Frequency Percentage %
Gender Male 174 44.6%
1. Female 216 55.4%
Total 390 100%
Age 15 - 20 years 43 11%
21 - 25 years 95 24.4%
) 26 - 30 years 152 39%
31 - 35 years 70 17.9%
36 years and above 30 7.7%
Total 390 100%
What is your religion? Christianity 335 85.9%
N Islam 55 14.1%
' Others 0 0%
Total 390 100%
What course are you studying Science 221 56.7%
4. Arts/humanity 169 43.3%
Total 390 100%
What is your current level in 100 level 106 27.2%
the university 200 level 78 20%
300 level 50 12.8%
5. 400level 127 32.6%
500 level 29 7.4%
600 level 0 0%
Total 390 100%
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Table 2 portrays the prevalence of paracetamol use among the respondents.
Almost all the participants (93.1%) had taken paracetamol in their life time. On-
ly 34.9% of participants knew the normal maximum daily dose of paracetamol;
however, 60.8% of the participants knew how many times the normal dose of
paracetamol should be taken. A significant number of them (30.8%) said treat-
ment with paracetamol last for three days only. Majority of them (63.6%) said
paracetamol is very easy to get if one desires to have it and 49.7% of the partici-
pants admitted they had taken paracetamol on 40 or more occasion in their life
time. Also, 10.3% of participants were undecided on the question bordering on
how many occasions (if any) during their life time they had taken paracetamol
and 33.6% of the students had not taken paracetamol over the last 30 days. Ad-
ditionally, 32.1% of the participants last took paracetamol 15 - 30 days ago.

Table 2. Prevalence of paracetamol use among university of Jos undergraduates.

S/No. Item Options Frequency  Percentage %

Have you ever taken p.c.m in Yes 363 93.1%

p your life? No 27 6.9%
Undecided 0 0%

Total 390 100%

What is the normal dose of p.c.m 4 g maximum 136 34.9%

in a day? 5 g maximum 80 20.5%

; 6 g maximum 59 15.1%
7 g maximum 0 0%

Undecided 115 29.5%

Total 390 100%

How many times should the 2 times 153 39.2%

normal dose of p.c.m be taken in 3 times 237 60.8%
8 aday? 4 times 0 0%
5 times 0 0%
Undecided 0 0%

Total 390 100%

How long should treatment with 1 day only 106 27.2%

p.c.m last? 2 days only 64 16.4%

3 days only 120 30.8%

9 Aslong as other 57 14.1%

symptoms persist

Undecided 43 11.0%

Total 390 100%

How difficult do you think it Impossible 45 11.5%
would be for you to get p.c.m if Very difficult 0 0%

you wanted? Fairly difficult 17 4.4%

10 Fairly easy 80 20.5%

Very easy 248 63.6%
Undecided 0 0%

Total 390 100%
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Continued
On how many occasions (if any) 0 13 3.3%
during your life time have you 1-2 0

taken p.c.m? 3-5 13 3.3%
6-9 20 5.1%
11 10-19 55 14.1%
20 -39 55 14.1%
40 or more 194 49.7%
Undecided 40 10.3%
Total 390 100%
Think back over the last 30 days, 0 131 33.6%
on how many occasions (if any) 1-2 82 21.0%
have you had p.c.m? 3-5 69 17.7%
6-9 41 10.5%
12 10-19 20 5.1%
20 -39 27 6.9%
40 or more 20 5.1%

Undecided 0 0%
Total 390 100%
When was the last day you took I never took p.c.m 21 5.4%
p.c.m? 1 - 7 days ago 84 21.5%
8 - 14 days ago 42 10.8%
13 15 - 30 days ago 125 32.1%
1 month - 1 year ago 90 23.1%

More than 1 year ago 28 7.2%

Undecided 0 0%
Total 390 100%

Table 3 depicts the risk perception of paracetamol use among the partici-
pants. Only 21.3% of the participants read always the patient information leaflet
provided by the manufacturer prior to using paracetamol and 53.6% read it
sometimes; 25.1% never read it at all. Most of them (60.8%) answered appro-
priately as to whether paracetamol overdose can cause acute liver failure. Also,
39.5% of them knew that combining paracetamol with procold constitutes a
risky health behaviour. However, 24.9% of the participants were undecided on
this question. Majority (73.6%) of the participants knew that combining parace-
tamol intake with alcohol increases the likelihood of developing liver failure.
More than half (53.6%) of the participants do not think self-medication with
paracetamol can harm them. Only 23.1% of the participants knew that people
with liver diseases like hepatitis and liver cirrhosis are not to take paracetamol.
However, 30.3% of them were undecided on the question regarding whether
those with liver diseases can take paracetamol. Virtually all participants (87.7%),

will never take paracetamol up to six times a day even if symptoms persist.

Table 3. Risk perception of paracetamol use among university of Jos undergraduates.

S/No. Item Options Frequency Percentage %
Do you read patient information leaflet Never 98 25.1%
14 provided by the manufacturer Sometimes 209 53.0%
’ before taking p.c.m? Always 83 21.3%
Total 390 100%
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Continued

Can p.c.m overdose Yes 237 60.8%
15 cause acute liver failure? No 56 14.4%
’ Undecided 97 24.9%
Total 390 100%
Is taking procold and p.c.m together risky? Yes 154 39.5%
16 No 139 35.6%
' Undecided 97 24.9%
Total 390 100%
Does combining p.c.m intake with alcohol Yes 287 73.6%
17 increase the likelihood of developing liver No 34 8.7%
' failure? Undecided 69 17.7%
Total 390 100%
Do you think self-medication with p.c.m Yes 181 49.4%
can harm you? No 209 53.6%

18. .

Undecided 0 0%

Total 390 100%
Can people with liver diseases for example Yes 182 46.7%
19 hepatitis and liver cirrhosis take p.c.m? No 90 23.1%
’ Undecided 118 30.3%
Total 390 100%
If Symptoms persist can you take p.c.m up Yes 48 12.3%
to six times a day? No 342 87.7%

20. .

Undecided 0 0%
Total 390 100%
Hypothesis

Null hypothesis: There is no significant difference between courses of study of
students and risk perception of paracetamol use.

Table 4 carries information on the observed frequencies used to calculate the
expected frequencies. The values obtained from the entire calculation aimed at
testing the hypothesis were displayed under the table. Since the calculated
chi-square value of 132.5 with the degree of freedom of 2 at significant level of
0.05 is greater than the table value of 5.991, the null hypothesis that, there is no
significant difference between courses of study of students and risk perception of

paracetamol use was therefore rejected.

Table 4. Cross tabulation of courses of study of students across risk perception of para-
cetamol use.

Responses elicited from the students regarding whether

Fo-values. taking paracetamol together with procold is risky Total
Category of students Yes No undecided

Science students 142 42 37 221

Arts and humanity students 12 97 60 169

Total 154 139 97 390

X? = 132.5. df = 2. Table value = 5.991 (p = 0.05).
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3. Discussion of Findings

It was discovered in this study that majority of the participants were females
[Table 1]. In a related study done in Sweden by [7], it was reported that the like-
lihood of a high-risk perception of paracetamol use was higher in women com-
pared with men.

This study also found that most of the participants were science students
[Table 1]. A study done on self-medication among university students of Kara-
chi, Parkistan by [12] identified high prevalence of self-medication among edu-
cated adults. High prevalence of paracetamol use was also discovered among the
participants in this study. [2], conducted a study on perceptions and practice of
self-medication among medical students in coastal south India, the researchers
stated that self-medication has been on the increase and indiscriminate use of
the over-the-counter (OTC) medications is a cause of serious concern for public
health agencies globally.

Majority of the participants in this study had taken paracetamol in their life
[Table 2]. This finding agrees with the study conducted in Coastal south India
where indiscriminate use of over-the-counter (OTC) medications was reported
to be a cause of serious concern for public health agencies [2]. The ease with
which people access paracetamol over the counter in Nigeria could account for
this finding.

This study also found that paracetamol is very easy to get over-the-counter
[Table 2]. This finding is similar to that reported by [1] who emphasized that
paracetamol is the most widely used over-the-counter and prescription analgesic
worldwide. This ease of accessibility could be due to the lack of regulation in the
country restricting the sale of paracetamol to trained and qualified professionals.
In summary, paracetamol is not a controlled drug in Nigeria and one does not
need a prescription from a medical doctor in order to get it.

A significant number of participants had taken paracetamol on 40 or more
occasions in their life time [Table 2]. This finding is supported by the finding of
the study conducted by [6] on poor knowledge of University students regarding
paracetamol; a wakeup call for public health care practitioners. The study re-
ported a significant prevalence of self-medication with paracetamol among the
participants. This high intake may be attributed to lack of regulation prohibiting
over-the-counter sale of paracetamol by untrained people and ignorance of the
adverse effects of paracetamol use on the part of the public.

Most participants in this study did not know the normal daily dose of parace-
tamol [Table 2]. This finding is in line with what [11] reported; the researcher
stated that majority of people have no idea of the maximum daily dose of para-
cetamol. This lack of knowledge on the normal daily dose of paracetamol could
result from over-the-counter purchase of paracetamol by the public often times
from unqualified people who knew nothing about the daily dose and adverse ef-
fects of paracetamol. Also, the erroneous belief of people that paracetamol is

harmless may account for this finding; they may not care about the dose since it
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is not known to cause overt anaphylactic reaction.

More than half of the participants did not think self-medication with parace-
tamol can harm them [Table 3]. This finding confirmed furtherthe finding by
[9] which emphasized that over the counter painkillers are taken most indiscri-
minately, with potential health hazards and users were found ignorant of their
possible adverse effects. Additionally, the finding validated the basic tenet of the
Health Belief Model by [13]. This line of thinking may be the result of the fact
that people tend to believe that which they can see physically. Because parace-
tamol abuse damages the liver gradually and the victims do not experience sud-
den adverse reaction like anaphylaxis, people tend to underestimate its ability to
cause serious damage.

Most participants did not know that combing paracetamol with procold is
dangerous or risky [Table 3]. This finding is in tandem with the one by [1], who
recommended that users need to monitor their intake given that paracetamol is
found in many prescription and over-the-counter preparation. This lack of
awareness may be the result of the fact that respondents did not always read
manufacturer’s drug leaflets prior to drug use.

Most participants new that paracetamol overdose can cause acute liver failure
[Table 3]. This finding is consistent with the finding by [7] who reported that
respondents demonstrated basic awareness of paracetamol use including the po-
tential consequences of overdosing despite purchasing most of their paracetamol
over-the-counter. It is common knowledge that excess of everything is bad, per-
haps the participants could not have chosen another option.

Majority of the participants did not know that paracetamol is contraindicated
in hepatitis and liver cirrhosis [Table 3]. This finding is supported by findings in
other studies where a major knowledge gap, low risk perception and high preva-
lence of self-medication were reported among participants [6] [9]. Not reading
manufacture’s drug leaflet, purchase of over-the-counter paracetamol especially
“counting paracetamol” as it is popularly called and self-medication without the
advice of trained health workers could account for this lack of knowledge on the
parts of the participants.

More than half of the participants sometimes read the patient information
leaflet provided by the manufacturer before taking paracetamol as opposed to
always [Table 3]. This implied some degree of carelessness on the parts of par-
ticipants toward paracetamol. This finding corroborates the finding by [7] in
which participants aged 18 - 25 years were reported to express careless attitude
toward paracetamol use. [8], stated that people are of the opinion that only
harmless medicines are legitimate to be sold without prescription and that
over-the-counter medicines usually do not have dangerous side effects; this line
of thinking could be responsible for the inconsistency on the parts of the partic-
ipants with regards to reading patients’ information drug leaflets.

There was a significant difference between the courses of study of students
and risk perception of paracetamol use [Table 4]. This finding is not in agree-

ment with the finding of the study by [13] who reported lacks of association be-
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tween risk perception and educational status. The finding is also at variance with
the result of the study by [14] who also indicated absence of association between
educational level and most questions in their study on perception toward ap-
propriate use and adverse effects of paracetamol use among the residents of
Al-Ahsa. This dissonance could be blamed on the differences among the various
study settings and associated cultural differences. Also, the disagreement could

be due to the different inferential statistical method used in the various studies.

4. Conclusion

The participants demonstrated poor risk perception of paracetamol use. Also,
high prevalence of paracetamol use among participants was discovered, and
there was a significant difference between the courses of study of students and

risk perception of paracetamol use.
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