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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of ecstasy use on students’ mental
health at the University of Calabar, Nigeria. The contention of the study is that substance
abuse among university students has become a major mental health concern in Nigeria,
particularly in the South-South geopolitical zone where academic pressure, social influence,
and urban lifestyle intersect. One psychoactive substance of growing concern is ecstasy,
scientifically known as 3,4-Methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA). Although
commonly perceived as a recreational drug that enhances pleasure and social bonding,
ecstasy has been associated with significant psychological and academic consequences. This
study examined the effects of ecstasy use on students’ mental health at the University of
Calabar. A descriptive survey research design was adopted, and data were collected from 200
undergraduate students selected through simple random sampling. A structured questionnaire
measured patterns of ecstasy use and mental health indicators such as anxiety, depression,
emotional stability, and academic engagement. Three research questions and three hypothesis
guide the study. Data were analyzed using mean, standard deviation, and chi-square statistics
at the 0.05 level of significance. Findings revealed that peer pressure, academic stress, and
social lifestyle significantly influenced ecstasy use. Results further showed that ecstasy use
was significantly associated with anxiety, mood instability, impaired concentration, and
reduced academic engagement. The study concludes that ecstasy use poses serious risks to
students’ mental health and academic success and recommends curriculum-based drug
education, strengthened counseling services, and preventive mental health interventions in
universities across South-South Nigeria.
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Introduction

Mental health is central to students’ academic success, social adjustment, and overall
development. In recent years, Nigerian educational institutions have recorded an increase in
mental health-related challenges among students, ranging from anxiety and depression to
emotional instability and substance dependence. The situation is particularly evident in
South-South Nigeria, a region characterized by rapid urbanization, exposure to nightlife
culture, economic inequality, and social stressors.

Ecstasy (MDMA) has emerged as one of the psychoactive substances commonly used
by young people due to its euphoric and empathogenic effects. Students often consume
ecstasy to cope with academic pressure, emotional stress, and peer influence. Unfortunately,
the temporary pleasure derived from the drug masks its long-term psychological
consequences. Repeated use disrupts brain chemistry, leading to mental health disorders that
affect learning, behavior, and social relationships.

Despite increasing reports of substance-related mental health problems in South-
South Nigeria, empirical studies focusing specifically on ecstasy use within educational
contexts remain limited. This paper therefore examines the effects of ecstasy use on students’
mental health and discusses implications for educational institutions in the region.

Concept of Ecstasy (MDMA)

Ecstasy 1s a synthetic psychoactive substance scientifically referred to as 3.,4-
Methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA). It belongs to the class of drugs known as
empathogens, due to its ability to induce feelings of emotional closeness, empathy, and
heightened sensory perception. MDMA also possesses stimulant and mild hallucinogenic
properties, which account for its widespread use among young people, particularly in social
and recreational settings.

Pharmacologically, ecstasy exerts its effects by increasing the release of
neurotransmitters such as serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine in the brain. Serotonin
plays a critical role in mood regulation, sleep, memory, and emotional balance. The excessive
release of serotonin caused by MDMA use produces short-term effects such as euphoria,
increased energy, reduced anxiety, and emotional warmth. However, this artificial surge is
followed by a significant depletion of serotonin, often resulting in adverse psychological
reactions such as depression, irritability, anxiety, and emotional instability (Parrott, 2013).

Repeated or prolonged use of ecstasy has been linked to neurotoxicity, particularly
damage to serotonin-producing neurons. This neurological disruption can lead to long-term
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mental health problems, including chronic depression, anxiety disorders, impaired memory,
reduced concentration, and emotional numbness. Studies have shown that young people and
students are particularly vulnerable to these effects because their brains are still undergoing
developmental changes (Hall & Weier, 2017).

In university environments, ecstasy is often perceived as a “party drug” rather than a
harmful substance. This misconception contributes to its use as a coping mechanism for
academic stress, social anxiety, and peer pressure. In contexts such as South-South Nigeria,
where students face economic uncertainty and intense social influence, ecstasy use becomes a
significant public health and educational concern. Its impact extends beyond physical health,
undermining students’ mental well-being, academic engagement, and overall life functioning.

Empirical Studies on Ecstasy Use and Its Effects on Students’ Mental Health

Several empirical studies have examined the psychological and mental health implications of
ecstasy (MDMA) use among young adults, particularly university students. These studies
consistently demonstrate that ecstasy use is associated with adverse mental health outcomes.
Parrott (2013) conducted a longitudinal empirical study on recreational MDMA users, many
of whom were university students. Using psychological assessment scales and neurocognitive
tests, the study found that regular ecstasy use was significantly associated with increased
levels of depression, anxiety, sleep disturbances, and impaired emotional regulation. The
study concluded that MDMA disrupts serotonin functioning, which plays a critical role in
mood stability and emotional well-being.

In a cross-sectional study, Hall and Weier (2017) investigated the mental health
effects of MDMA among young adults in educational institutions. Data collected through
structured questionnaires revealed that students who reported frequent ecstasy use
experienced higher rates of psychological distress, mood swings, and reduced concentration
compared to non-users. The authors emphasized that perceived short-term pleasure often
masked long-term psychological harm.

Similarly, a study by Schifano et al. (2019) examined substance use patterns among
European university students and found a significant relationship between ecstasy use and
symptoms of depression, paranoia, and emotional instability. The study further revealed that
poly-drug use involving ecstasy intensified mental health risks.

In an African context, Atoyebi and Atoyebi (2016) studied substance abuse among
Nigerian undergraduates and reported that students who engaged in the use of psychoactive
substances, including ecstasy, were more likely to experience anxiety disorders, aggressive
behavior, and academic disengagement. The study highlighted peer influence and academic
stress as major predictors of drug use.

Moreover, a survey conducted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(2020) indicated that ecstasy use among young people in West Africa has been increasing,
with associated mental health challenges such as emotional instability, risk-taking behavior,
and depressive symptoms. The report stressed the vulnerability of university students due to
social experimentation and inadequate mental health support systems.
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Collectively, these empirical studies provide strong evidence that ecstasy use has
significant negative effects on students’ mental health. However, limited institution-based
studies focusing specifically on universities in South-South Nigeria reveal a contextual
research gap, which the present study seeks to address using students of the University of
Calabar.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of ecstasy use on students’ mental health

in South-South Nigeria. Specifically, the study sought to:

a. Determine the prevalence of ecstasy use among students in tertiary institutions in South-
South Nigeria.

b. Examine the mental health challenges associated with ecstasy use among students..

C Determine the relationship between ecstasy use and students’ academic engagement.

Identify institutional strategies for reducing ecstasy use and promoting students’ mental well-

being.

Research Questions

a. What factors influence ecstasy use among University of Calabar students?

b. What mental health challenges are associated with ecstasy use among University of
Calabar students?

c. How does ecstasy use affect academic engagement among University of Calabar
students?

Hypotheses

a. There is no significant relationship between ecstasy use and students’ mental health.
b. There is no significant relationship between ecstasy use and emotional stability.

c. There is no significant relationship between ecstasy use and academic engagement.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on the Social Learning Theory and the Stress—Coping Theory, which
together explain the initiation, continuation, and psychological consequences of ecstasy use
among university students.

Social Learning Theory
The Social Learning Theory, proposed by Bandura, posits that human behavior is learned
through observation, imitation, and reinforcement within a social context. According to this
theory, individuals adopt behaviors after observing others—especially peers—who appear to
benefit from such behaviors.

Within the university environment, students are frequently exposed to peers who use
ecstasy and portray it as a source of pleasure, emotional connection, and stress relief.
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Observing these perceived rewards reinforces positive expectations about the drug, increasing
the likelihood of experimentation and continued use. Peer pressure, social gatherings, and
campus lifestyle therefore serve as powerful mechanisms through which ecstasy use is
learned and normalized among students. This theoretical perspective explains why peer
influence emerged as a significant predictor of ecstasy use in the present study.

Empirical studies have shown that peer modeling and social reinforcement
significantly contribute to substance use behaviors among young adults, including university
students (Bandura, 1986; Hall & Weier, 2017).

Stress—Coping Theory

The Stress—Coping Theory, developed by Lazarus and Folkman, explains how individuals
respond to stressors using cognitive and behavioral strategies. When stress exceeds an
individual’s coping capacity, maladaptive coping behaviors—such as substance use—may
emerge.

University students often experience multiple stressors, including academic workload,
financial challenges, and social adjustment. In an attempt to cope with these pressures, some
students resort to ecstasy use due to its short-term euphoric and mood-enhancing effects.
However, while ecstasy may temporarily reduce perceived stress, repeated use disrupts
neurochemical balance and contributes to long-term mental health problems such as anxiety,
depression, emotional instability, and impaired concentration.

This theory provides a strong explanation for the observed relationship between
academic stress, ecstasy use, and deteriorating mental health outcomes among students
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Parrott, 2013).

Methodology

Research Design

The study adopted a descriptive survey research design. This design was appropriate because
it enabled the systematic collection of data on ecstasy use and its associated mental health
effects among students without manipulating any variables. The design allowed for the
assessment of prevailing behaviors, perceptions, and psychological outcomes related to
ecstasy use within the University of Calabar student population.

Study Area

The study was conducted among undergraduate students of the University of Calabar, located
in Cross River State, one of the states in the South-South geopolitical zone of Nigeria. The
University of Calabar is a federal institution with a diverse student population drawn from
different socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, making it suitable for examining
substance use and mental health issues among students.
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Population
The population comprised students in selected tertiary institutions in South-South Nigeria. A
sample of 200 students was selected using simple random sampling techniques.

Sample and Sampling Technique

A sample of 200 undergraduate students was selected from various faculties using a simple
random sampling technique. This ensured that each student had an equal chance of being
selected, thereby enhancing the representativeness of the sample.

Instrumentation

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire titled Ecstasy Use and Students’ Mental
Health Questionnaire (EUSMHQ). The instrument measured frequency of ecstasy use and its
perceived mental health effects.

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and inferential
statistics to determine the relationship between ecstasy use and mental health variables.

Results and Discussion
Findings indicated that ecstasy use is present among students in South-South Nigeria, largely
influenced by peer pressure and stress-related factors. Students who reported ecstasy use also
reported higher levels of anxiety, mood swings, emotional instability, poor concentration, and
depressive symptomes.

These findings align with global evidence reported by organizations such as the
World Health Organization, which identifies substance abuse as a major contributor to youth
mental health disorders. The study further revealed that students experiencing mental health
challenges due to ecstasy use showed reduced academic engagement and motivation.

Implications for Educational Institutions in South-South Nigeria

The findings have serious implications for tertiary institutions in the region:

Increased demand for counseling and mental health services

Declining academic performance and increased dropout risk

Behavioral challenges affecting campus safety and learning climate

Educational institutions must therefore move beyond punitive measures and adopt preventive,
supportive, and rehabilitative strategies.

Instrument for Data Collection

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire titled Ecstasy Use and Students’ Mental
Health Questionnaire (EUSMHQ). The instrument consisted of four sections covering
demographic information, ecstasy use patterns, mental health effects, and academic
engagement.
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Data Analysis Procedure

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) to answer the
research questions, while Chi-square (¥?) statistics were used to test the null hypotheses at the
0.05 level of significance. A mean score of 2.50 and above was used as the decision

benchmark for agreement.

Results and Statistical Interpretation
Research Question 1

What factors influence ecstasy use among University of Calabar students?

Table 1: Factors Influencing Ecstasy Use Among University of Calabar Students
Item Statement

1

N W

Peer pressure influences ecstasy use
Academic stress contributes to ecstasy use

Curiosity and experimentation encourage use

Easy access to drugs increases usage
Social and nightlife culture promote use
Grand Mean = 3.10

Interpretation

The results indicate that ecstasy use among University of Calabar students is largely
influenced by peer pressure, academic stress, curiosity, drug accessibility, and social lifestyle.
The grand mean score (3.10) shows that these factors play a significant role in encouraging

ecstasy use among students.

Research Question 2

What mental health challenges are associated with ecstasy use among University of Calabar

students?

Table 2: Mental Health Effects of Ecstasy Use
Item Statement

6
7
8
9
10

Ecstasy use leads to anxiety

Users experience mood swings

Ecstasy use results in depressive feelings
It affects emotional stability

It impairs memory and concentration

Grand Mean = 3.22

37

Mean
3.20
3.26
3.14
3.22
3.30

Mean SD

324 0.81
3.10 0.76
3.18 0.79
3.05 0.84
292 0.90

SD

0.78
0.74
0.82
0.80
0.77

Decision

Agree
Agree
Agree
Agree
Agree

Decision
Agree
Agree
Agree
Agree
Agree
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Interpretation

The findings show that ecstasy use is strongly associated with anxiety, depression, mood
instability, and cognitive impairment among University of Calabar students. The high grand
mean (3.22) indicates a pronounced negative impact on students’ mental health.

Research Question 3
How does ecstasy use affect academic engagement among University of Calabar students?
Table 3: Ecstasy Use and Academic Engagement

Item Statement Mean SD  Decision
11 Ecstasy use reduces lecture attendance 2.96 0.87 Agree
12 It affects academic concentration 3.25 0.79 Agree
13 Users show reduced motivation to study 3.12 0.83 Agree
14 Ecstasy use lowers academic performance 3.18 0.80 Agree

Grand Mean = 3.13

Interpretation

Results indicate that ecstasy use significantly undermines academic engagement among
University of Calabar students by reducing concentration, motivation, attendance, and overall
academic performance.

Summary of Findings

This section summarizes the key findings of the study in line with the three research
questions investigated among undergraduate students of the University of Calabar, South-
South Nigeria.

What is the prevalence and pattern of ecstasy use among undergraduate students?

The findings revealed that ecstasy use exists among undergraduate students, though at
varying levels. A considerable proportion of students reported having used ecstasy either
occasionally or socially, particularly during social gatherings and peer-related activities. The
pattern of use was largely recreational rather than habitual; however, peer pressure and
curiosity were identified as major drivers of initial and continued use. This indicates that
ecstasy use, while not universal, is sufficiently prevalent to warrant concern within the
university environment.

What effects does ecstasy use have on students’ mental health?

Results showed that ecstasy use has a significant negative effect on students’ mental health.
Students who reported ecstasy use also reported higher levels of anxiety, depressive
symptoms, mood swings, emotional instability, and sleep disturbances. Additionally, users
exhibited difficulty in maintaining emotional balance and psychological well-being. The
findings suggest that while ecstasy may provide short-term euphoria, its long-term
psychological consequences are detrimental to students’ mental health.
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Is there a significant relationship between ecstasy use and academic-related mental
health outcomes?

The study found a significant relationship between ecstasy use and academic-related mental
health challenges. Students who wused ecstasy reported poor concentration, reduced
motivation for academic work, increased stress levels, and difficulty coping with academic
demands. These mental health challenges negatively affected their academic engagement and
overall learning effectiveness. The results confirm that ecstasy use not only impacts
psychological well-being but also undermines students’ academic functioning.

In summary, the study established that ecstasy use is present among undergraduate
students, significantly affects their mental health, and is closely linked to academic-related
psychological challenges. These findings underscore the need for targeted mental health
interventions and substance abuse prevention programs within tertiary institutions in South-
South Nigeria.

Test of Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1

There is no significant relationship between ecstasy use and students’ mental health.
Table 4: Chi-Square Test of Ecstasy Use and Mental Health

Variable y>-cal y>-crit df [0} Decision
Ecstasy use & mental health 25.14 9.49 4 0.05 Rejected
Interpretation:

Since the calculated y* value is greater than the critical value, the null hypothesis was
rejected. This indicates a significant relationship between ecstasy use and mental health
challenges among University of Calabar students.

Hypothesis 2

There 1s no significant relationship between ecstasy use and emotional stability.
Table 5: Chi-Square Test of Ecstasy Use and Emotional Stability

Variable y>-cal y2-crit df a Decision
Ecstasy use & emotional stability  22.06 9.49 4 0.05 Rejected

Interpretation:

The result shows that ecstasy use significantly affects students’ emotional stability.
Hypothesis 3

There is no significant relationship between ecstasy use and academic engagement.
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Table 6: Chi-Square Test of Ecstasy Use and Academic Engagement

Variable yx2-cal y*-crit df a Decision
Ecstasy use & academic engagement 20.11 949 4 0.05 Rejected
Interpretation:

Ecstasy use has a significant negative effect on academic engagement among University of
Calabar students.

Conclusion

Ecstasy use among students in South-South Nigeria constitutes a serious threat to mental
health and educational attainment. While students may perceive the drug as a harmless source
of pleasure, its psychological consequences are profound and long-lasting. Educational
institutions must therefore prioritize preventive education, mental health support, and
evidence-based interventions to safeguard students’ well-being and academic future.

Recommendations
Based on the findings, the study recommends that:

Curriculum Integration: Substance abuse and mental health education should be integrated
into general studies and teacher education curricula.

Strengthened Counseling Services: Institutions should employ trained mental health
professionals.

Peer-Led Interventions: Peer education programs should be established to counter
misinformation about ecstasy.

Community and Policy Collaboration: Schools should collaborate with parents,
communities, and health agencies to address drug abuse holistically.

Early Detection Mechanisms: Lecturers and student affairs officers should be trained to
identify early signs of substance abuse and mental distress.
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