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An old–new problem: alcohol 
use among medical students

Comments from Brian Owens’ recent 
CMAJ news article1 on medical students’ 
excessive drinking and the new National 
Wellness Program of the Canadian Fed-
eration of Medical Students should be 
widely heeded. 

Nearly 50 years ago, the first scientific 
reports on alcohol drinking among medi-
cal students were published. In a 1971 sur-
vey of 749 medical students at the Univer-
sity of Glasgow that was published in BMJ, 
McKay and colleagues reported that half 
of the students regularly drank alcohol. 
Twenty-two percent of the students who 
regularly drank alcohol also took drugs. 
The final sentence of the study was, “This 
report may present problems for the sub-
jects, for the investigators, for the Univer-
sity, and not least for the community, but 
the urgent need for an appraisal of its pub-
lic and professional implications consti-
tutes the overriding consideration.”2

A further investigation by Herity and 
colleagues involving 753  medical stu-
dents at the University College Dublin 
during the academic years 1972/73 and 
1973/74 also found excessive alcohol con-
sumption among students.3 Seventy-five 
percent of the students regularly drank 

alcohol, and the authors observed that 
the prevalence of alcohol consumption 
increased significantly during the years of 
study (first year 63%, third year 77.5% 
and fourth year 88.6%). They also found 
that use of psychoactive drugs by medical 
students was also significantly associated 
with alcohol consumption. Possible higher 
rates of excessive drinking patterns in 
medical students compared with their 
peers in the general population was shown 
in studies in subsequent years.4–7

In 1983, Gardner and colleagues 
reported that increased communication 
from significant others and social support 
had a protective effect on the behaviour of 
students who consumed alcohol during the 
first 3 months of medical school.8 It has been 
30  years since the first results about the 
good therapeutic efficacy of prevention and 
intervention programs for alcohol use disor-
der in medical schools were discussed.5,9 

The existing temporal presence of the 
link between alcohol and medical stu-
dents makes it clear that intervention 
programs like the one offered by Canadian 
Federation of Medical Students should 
find societal support and are best associ-
ated with volitional self-observation train-
ing to promote the students’ competence 
in implementation planning and inten-
tion shielding.
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