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Abstract 
Globally, there is an upsurge in the use of substance. The rate of prevalence in South Africa in recent times is 
worrisome, particularly among the youth population. This paper investigate the association between depression, 
anxiety, stress and substance use among youths at North-West University, Mafikeng campus. Data were collected 
from a convenient sample of 336 (female=62.8%) undergraduate students from the North-West university, 
Mafikeng campus. Results from the Pearson Product Moment Correlation analyses revealed that depression and 
anxiety positively correlated with substance use. That is, increased level of substance use may be linked to 
heightened level of depression, anxiety and substance use among undergraduates. The study revealed that 
depression and anxiety were responsible for the upsurge in substance use among the youth population. Thus, 
accessibility to existing psychosocial facilities on campus and other designated centres can provide help to 
students with depression and anxiety problems and consequently reduce substance use. 
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1. Introduction 
Globally there is an upsurge in substance use among youths (Birhanu, Bisetegn, & Woldeyohannes, 2014). This 
could be a result of the belief that substances potentially provide some relief from mental health concerns like 
depression and anxiety without considering the attendant public health concerns. The situation in South Africa is 
worrisome because substance use in form of illegal drugs doubles the world norm, with about 60% of crimes 
resulting from drug use (Thomson, 2013). Scholars have argued that youths indulge in substance use in order to 
reduce lifetime prevalence of depression and anxiety that has been put at 5%-70% worldwide (Sahoo & Khess, 
2010) and South Africa contributes more to these statistics. But then, substance use is a severe public health 
problem among youths, leading to mental challenges (Collishaw, Maughan, Natarajan, & Pickels, 2010; Harpin, 
Kenyon, Kools, Bearinger, & Ireland, 2013) that should be addressed. 
The researcher’s observation revealed that a substantial number of students is in danger, because of indulgence in 
substance as an escape route from certain mental health issues. According to Verma, Jain and Roy (2014), 
depression and anxiety constitute risk factors for indulging in substances use. This may sound good, but research 
on substance use continued to document its negative outcomes. For example, the link between substance use and 
poor academic performance (Mekonen, Fekadu, Mekonnen, & Workie, 2017), violence, and suicidal ideation 
(Morejele, Parry, Brook, & Kekwaletswe, 2012; Njeri & Ngesu, 2014; Mothibi, 2014) have been reported. 
Furthermore, studies have established a link between anxiety and substance use (Lingford-Hughes, Potokar, & 
Nutt, 2002). Others opined that no relationship existed between anxiety substance use (Brook, Cohen, & Brook, 
1998). Also, Baskin-Sommers and Foti (2015) reported a link between depression and substance use while Mossie, 
Kindu and Negash (2016) reported otherwise. These findings were contradictory. Therefore, the aim of this study 
is to ascertain the relationship between depression, anxiety and substance use.  
Depression has been described as a public health problem that may lead to morbidity, disability and notable 
socioeconomic losses (WHO, 2012). Youths who use substances such as alcohol and tobacco have a higher level of 
association to depressive symptoms (Espada et al., 2011). However, youths see the use of stimulants as important 
drugs to reduce pain and problems. It can improve psychomotor and athletic activities (Ferrer, Marks, Midlarsky, 
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& Hutz-Midgett, 2015). This was supported by Ajayi and Ekundayo (2010) who found that youths use substances 
to reduce pain, and tension. Similarly, the use of alcohol (Saban & Fisher, 2010) and cannabis (Copeland, Rooke, 
& Swift, 2013) in coping with depression has been reported to be higher among adolescents and youth population.  
Anxiety is an emotion that is characterized by feelings of tension and worried thoughts that often result in 
avoidance of feared situations (Storch & McKay, 2013). Studies have consistently established an association 
between anxiety and substance use (Grant et al., 2005; Ruscio et al., 2008). Gender differences in the use of 
various substances in other to avoid tension and worried thoughts had been reported with male youths smoking 
cigarette to reduce anxiety than their female counterparts (Wu et al., 2010). This had also been reported among 
Kenyan students (Ndegwa, Munene, & Oladipo, 2017). In a related manner, Yunusa, Bello, Idris and Haddad 
(2017) also reported among other things, that anxiety was an important factor in substance use. We therefore 
proposed that an association would exist between anxiety, depression and substance use among undergraduate 
students. 
2. Methods  
2.1 Participants 
The study participants consisted of 336 (62.8%) undergraduate students that were conveniently sampled at the 
North-West university (Mafikeng campus) within the age range of 18 to 25 years. The sampled participants were 
derived along the five major faculties at Mafikeng Campus. These are Agriculture, Education, Commerce & 
Administration, Human and Social Sciences, Law and Science & Technology. Participants’ demographics is 
presented in Table 1. 
2.2 Instrument 
Substance use: Participants completed the Drug Abuse and Screening Test (DAST-10), a short screening tool used 
for the measurement of substance use in the past 12 months (Skinner & Harvey, 2001). The short responses format 
consists of Yes (1) and No (0). Score 1 point for each question answered “Yes,” except for item 3 for which a “No” 
received 1 point. DAST 10 has been reported to be appropriate for South African samples (Peltzer, Simbayi, 
Kalichman, Jooste, Cloete & Mbelle, 2017). A Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient of 0.74 was reported for this 
study. 
Depression and anxiety: This was measure by the 14 items depression (DASS-D) and anxiety (DASS-A) sections 
of the Depression, Anxiety and Stress scale (DASS-21), a short version developed by Lovibond and Lovibond 
(1995). It is a self-report 4-point Likert response format that ranged from 0 (Did not apply to me at all) to 3 
(Applied to me very much, or most of the time). The scale has been used among high school students in South 
Africa (Masureik, Roman, Roman, & Toefy, 2014). For this study, a Cronbach reliability coefficient of .93 was 
established. 
2.3 Procedure 
Two research assistants were recruited to assist in the administration of questionnaires to the university 
undergraduates at the North-West University, Mafikeng campus at the participants’ respective faculties. 
Participants were required to respond to the items on the research instrument at the end of their lectures. Data 
collection lasted two weeks due to movement from one faculties to another as well as different classes. The 
completed questionnaires were retrieved for data analyses. Description of participants’ demographic characteristic 
is presented on Table 1.  
2.4 Ethical Consideration 
The ethical approval to conduct the study was granted by the North-West University Institutional Research Ethics 
Regulatory Committee (NWU-IRERC). Participants were requested to sign a consent form attached to the research 
instrument through the independent person who also intimated them of the anonymous treatment of their responses. 
Furthermore, participants were made aware that their participation in the study was voluntary, and that should they 
feel that they were no longer interested, they were free to withdraw at any time.  
2.5 Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, mean and standard deviations were employed to describe 
the composition of respondents according to gender, age, academic level and race. The parametric statistics of 
Pearson Moment Correlation Coefficient was used to test the relationship between depression, anxiety and 
substance use. IBM Statistical Package for the Social Science (IBMSPSS-version 25) was adopted to analyse the 
data for the study.  
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3. Results 
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of respondents 

Distributions 
Respondents 
(N=336) 

Percentage 
(%) 

Gender   

Female 211 62.8% 

Male 125 37.2%  

Race   

Black 315 93.8% 
Coloured 17 5.1% 
White 4 1.1%  

Year of study   

1st 107 31.8% 

2nd 97 28.9% 

3rd 74 22.0% 

4th 58 17.3% 

Age   

18-21 170 50.6% 

22-25 49.9 49.4%  

 
 
Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviations of Depression, Anxiety and Substance use (N=336) 

Levels 
Depression  Anxiety 

N M SD  N M SD  

Low 220 1.33 .576  215 1.29 .564  

Moderate 75  1.43  .719  92 1.52 .703  

Severe 41 1.73 .807  29 1.86 .833 

 
Statistical presentations in Table 2 showed that there is no significant mean difference between the independent 
variables and dependent variable in the study. This is evident in the means scores of most of the participants that 
indicated low substance use for depression (X = 1.33; SD = .576) and anxiety (X = 1.29; SD = .564) That is, many 
of the respondents reported that they might not even consider substance use when they are depressed or anxious. 
The study also revealed a moderate substance use when depressed (X = 1.43; SD = .719) and anxious (X = 1.52; X 
= 1.52; SD = .703). This suggested that a moderate number of respondents might indulge in substance use in order 
to come out of depression and anxiety.  
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Table 3. Correlation matrix of substance use, depression and anxiety (n = 336) 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. 1. Age 1.63 .484 1   

2. Depression 11.55 4.18 -.15** 1   

3. Anxiety 11.80 4.40 -.10 .732** 1  

4. Substance use 12.17 2.09 -.04 .232** .347**  1 

Note. **Correlation is significantly the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
The results from Table 3 showed a significant positive relationship between depression and substance use (r = .232, 
p < .05). Although a weak positive correlation existed between the variables, it suggested that when 
undergraduates have symptoms of depression, they are likely to consider substance use as an option. It also 
revealed the existence of a significant positive relationship between anxiety and substance use (r = .347, p < .05). 
Thus, this implies that the participants have the possibility of indulging in substance use whenever they are anxious. 
That is, as the level of anxiety increases, substance use will also increase.  
4. Discussion 
The aim of the study was to investigate the relationship between depressions, anxiety and substance use among the 
youths at North-West University, Mafikeng Campus. The findings revealed a positively weak correlation between 
depression and substance use among youths. That is, substance use will likely increase with the level of depression 
among youths on Mafikeng Campus. This finding supported previous studies that established a significant positive 
association between depression and substance use (see Plüddemann et al., 2010; Saban & Flisher, 2010; Oshodi, 
Aina, & Onajole, 2010; Espada et al., 2011; Copeland, Rooke, & Swift, 2013). The plausible explanation for the 
agreement between this finding and previous studies is that youths across the globe face closely related challenges 
that could possibly lead to depression. Therefore, they attempt to explore various options to come out of their 
depressive stage by eventually indulging in substance use. However, the weak relationship that exists could be 
because of the low level of substance use that was reported by the participants in the current study. 
We also found anxiety to significantly and positively correlate with substance use. Previous studies have reported 
similar findings (Ndegwa, Munene, & Oladipo, 2017; Yunusa, Bello, Idris, & Haddad, 2017). These studies 
revealed that there is a connection between anxiety and substance use among the youth population. As evidenced 
in the reported findings of the empirical reviews of literature, youths indulge in substance use to treat anxiety. They 
believe that such substances will make the object of anxiety loose its potential threat (Storch & McKay, 2013).  
5. Conclusion  
The study concluded that depression and anxiety might have positive relationship with the consumption of various 
substances among undergraduates at North-West University. Therefore, students’ misconception of the capacity to 
handle depression and anxiety with substances like alcohol, cigarette and other drugs should be clarified and 
discouraged. This could be achieved by emphasizing the negative outcomes of substance use during orientation 
programmes. They should be encouraged to always make use of counselling and psychosocial facilities available 
on campus whenever they are depressed or faced with other psychological problems. However, these psychosocial 
facilities should be strengthened and be made attractive to encourage patronage from students experiencing 
anxiety or depression of any kind. It is pertinent to emphasize that clinical Psychologist should be contacted 
through the University’s counselling unit to provide necessary psychotherapy to those who have problems with 
substance addition as a result of depression and anxiety.  
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