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Abstract 
Psychoactive substance use and abuse remains a major global public health 

challenge. This has been escalated by the wrongful depiction of 

psychoactive substances and the unrestricted access youth have to social 

media. This study therefore investigated youths’ perception of psychoactive 

substances related social media content. The study adopted the survey 

research method. It was found that there is a high level of social media 

usage among youths, and that this high level usage of social media exposes 

them to wrongful depiction of psychoactive substances, which tend to 

influence their perception of such substances. It was therefore 

recommended that media influencers should endeavour to embody a 

positive image in order to influence their followers rightly, rather than 

depicting positive portrayal of morally debasing habits, youths are 

encouraged to engage in social media usage wisely. 

 

Keywords: Social media, psychoactive substances, perception, social 

media content, undergraduates’ perception 

 
 

 

Introduction 
Social media is the term often used to 

refer to new forms of media that 

involve interactive participation 

(Manning, 2014). It is an online 

platform where people build social 

connections with different people, 

especially those who share similar 

interests, career, activities, 
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backgrounds, or real life connections. Social media has become an integral part 

of our day-to-day activities. In today’s world, we do not need to own a social 

media account for it to affect us because almost everyone we are related to has 

one or more social media accounts on various platforms. Social media in its 

indiscriminate nature is available to everyone, making it rise in popularity. In 

2020, 3.6 billion people use social media worldwide, accounting for 42% of the 

world’s population, a number estimated to become 4.41 billion in 2025 

(Tankovska, 2021). Therefore, over the years it has become a powerful tool for 

mass communication, empowerment, marketing and education. 

The development of media is classified into two categories; the first category 

being the broadcast age, and the second category being the interactive age 

(Manning, 2014) The broadcast age was characterised with centralisation of 

information, whereby information dissemination was only in the hands of the 

traditional media of communication, which include the television, radio 

newspapers and movie production studios. However, in this new era of the 

interactive age, due to the rise of digital and mobile technologies, interaction on 

a large scale became easier for individuals than ever before, as the dissemination 

of information is no longer centralised (Manning, 2014). Recent events have 

shown that the society no longer depend solely on traditional media for 

information dissemination and gathering. The emergence of social brought 

about a radical twist; individuals now inform and get informed on the go. 

Social media has many benefits, it allows for speedy communications and 

interactions between two or more people, allowing everyone to communicate 

easily and effectively at any time and from anywhere. It is like capturing the 

whole world in ones palm. One individual can now speak to many people and 

an instant feedback received, and therefore where citizens and individuals used 

to have a somewhat limited voice, now their opinions and beliefs can be shared 

with many. Social media is also used for various academic purposes, as there 

are now virtual libraries, online educational fora, as well as social networking 

sites that allow people to connect with academicians in their fields of study all 

over the world. 

Also, the low cost and accessibility of new media technology has now given 

individuals access to various sources of information, allowing for high media 

consumption among the people than ever before. Social media however consists 
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of different forms, part of which are blogs, micro blogs, wikis, social 

networking sites, instant messaging, photo sharing sites, video sharing sites, 

podcasts, anonymous fora, virtual worlds and so on. It has become increasingly 

clear that social media has become a vital part of people’s lives, especially 

teenagers and adolescents, as they are more familiar and have more operating 

knowledge of the social media than the older generation. They use their smart 

phones, tablets and laptops to gather information and keep up with their friends 

and families. 

Also, the low cost and accessibility of new media technology has now given 

individuals access to various sources of information, allowing for high media 

consumption among the people than ever before. Social media however consists 

of different forms, part of which are blogs, micro blogs, wikis, social 

networking sites, instant messaging, photo sharing sites, video sharing sites, 

podcasts, anonymous fora, virtual worlds and so on. It has become increasingly 

clear that social media has become a vital part of people’s lives, especially 

teenagers and adolescents, as they are more familiar and have more operating 

knowledge of social media than the older generation. They use their smart 

phones, tablets and laptops to gather information and keep up with their friends 

and families. 

However, in stating the benefits of the social media, it is vital to also 

acknowledge the fact that social media can be very detrimental to the growth of 

teenagers. Crawford and Loebig (2015) stated that social media can have both 

a beneficial and negative impact on the youth, it can help them prosper in many 

ways, as well as hold them down in many ways. Due to the interactive and 

impassive nature of social media, teenagers and adolescents are under pressure 

to accept different lifestyles through it. Most teens live a sheltered life, however 

their exposure to various vices such as use and display of psychoactive 

substances, pornographic contents, illicit sexual images and violence among 

others on social media, has a huge impact on the lifestyle choices and on how 

they perceive certain societal norms.  

Psychoactive substances abuse continues to be one of the most risked 

behaviours engaged in by youths, leading to psychological and social problems. 

The fact that psychoactive substance abuse among teenagers has been on the 

rise as indicated by the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2019) has 
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been of great concern to parents, academic institutions, young people 

specialists, researchers, the larger society and the youth themselves. The 

situation has negatively affected the growth and development of an integral part 

of society as a whole, being that it affects the youth whom it is believed are the 

leaders of the future. Psychoactive substances use and abuse remains a major 

global public health challenge (UNODC, 2013). In Nigeria, the youths account 

for 19.48% of the population (United Nations Population Projections, 2020). 

However, the abuse of several classes of psychoactive substances among youths 

has been on an alarming increase over the past years. In 2009, the Substance 

Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration conducted a National Survey 

on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) to analyse the prevalence of substance use 

among adolescents age 12 to 18. They found out that there was an increase in 

the number of adolescents using substances since 2002 to 2009, from 8.3% to 

15.3% and rising. The survey finding suggested that teenagers’ perception of 

these substances changed significantly due to how they were portrayed 

especially on social media. 

This implies that the youths are being misinformed about the negative effects 

of these substances, and this misinformation is reinforced by wrongful portrayal 

of psychoactive substances on social media. In a study on the psychoactive 

substance use among Nigerian students; patterns and socio-demographic 

correlates, Chukwujekwu (2017) demonstrated how odds for using 

psychoactive substances were highest with alcohol, cannabis, caffeine, codeine 

(in cough syrups) and nicotine. These are drugs that are most likely to be abused 

by today’s youths. These drugs are very prevalent with the youths, and they 

have the tendency to usher them into using more dangerous drugs such as 

cocaine, heroin and other opioids, hence the name “Gateway Drugs” (Recovery 

Village, 2020). Cases of psychoactive substance use and abuse have been highly 

prevalent with the adult population (UNODC, 2013) until this modern age of 

the advent of technology and social media, whereby teenagers, adolescents and 

young adults on various social media platforms view positive portrayal of 

psychoactive substances related content daily. With almost all the youths of 

today using one or more forms of social media today, it can be said that social 

media has an effect on their lives especially on how they perceive certain 

contents. The constant viewing of psychoactive substances misuse has shaped 
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their mindsets, attitudes and has instilled positive beliefs towards substances use 

and abuse by youths. Consequently, this study aims to investigate the perception 

of psychoactive substances related social media content among youths in 

Sagamu Local Government of Ogun state. 

 

Objective of the study  

Study objectives are to: 

1. investigate the level to which youth in Sagamu are exposed to 

psychoactive substances related social media content; 

2. ascertain how the positive portrayal of psychoactive substances on social 

media shape the mindsets of youths Sagamu about psychoactive 

substances use. 

 

Research Hypotheses 

H1: Exposure to social media positive portrayal of psychoactive substances will 

significantly influence youths’ perception of substances use. 

 

Literature Review 

Youths’ exposure to positive portrayal of psychoactive substances use on 

social media 

Before the emergence of social media positive messages about psychoactive 

drugs have not been lacking in the media. Before now, one could read about 

drugs or experiences related to their use in the press and books. There are films 

on the subject or films with drug themes. Music works on the subject abound, 

and as Motyka and Al-Imam (2021) showed, representations of psychoactive 

drugs can be encountered while shopping, in grocery, clothing, drug or gadget 

shops, and on city streets, especially on buildings decorated with colorful pro-

drug graffiti. With the advent of the internet and subsequent emergence of social 

networking platforms, positive messages on psychoactive substances use have 

increased exponentially. Motyka (2018) revealed that internet portals are even 

created and maintained by people interested in drug-related issues and almost 

freely present positions and experiences after drug use by some youth idols and 

celebrities. The glorification of drug use by celebrities and the prevalence of 

such behavior depicted on social media have been suggested as further factors 
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that may favor the liberalization of attitudes towards drugs use among youths 

(Costello & Ramo (2017). Research suggests that watching scenes in which 

actors, especially celebrities, use tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs, or discuss 

their use, may influence viewers’ beliefs and behaviors regarding using these 

drugs. In a study among adolescents aged 12–15 years, it was found that 

smoking by film stars can play an essential role in encouraging adolescents, to 

reproduce this behavior (Distefan, Pierce, & Gilpin, 2004). Sometimes 

depictions of psychoactive drug use are discussed and criticized by celebrities. 

However, sometimes the messages are inconsistent and create dissonance 

between the verbal and visual messages; the same celebrities who at one point 

say drugs use is bad can be seen at another instance smoking hemp or high on 

alcohol. Youths are a group particularly susceptible to such messages and quick 

to notice emerging differences and irregularities (Motyka, 2018). 

Studies conducted among adolescents have confirmed that despite the 

awareness of some pathological behaviors of their idols, adolescents 

unreflectively copy the activities observed in them (Motyka & Al-Imam 

(2021)). For young people, idols are almost objects of worship, and at the same 

time, they are often mistakenly perceived as authorities. Unfortunately, they are 

often people who despise social norms, who have many problems and for whom 

using drugs is the norm, which they do not intend to hide (Motyka, 2018). Social 

networking sites have been emphasized to have played vital roles in the 

exchange of information among drug users in recent times. There are also 

portals on the internet created for everyone interested in drug use, e.g., Erowid, 

Bluelight (Bell, 2014), HipForums Gabbriellini, 2014), Hyperreal, and 

Neurogroove (Motyka, 2018).In addition, popular social networks, e.g., 

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, are platforms often used for sharing drug 

experiences (Moreno & Whitehill, 2014; Cherian, Westbrook, Ramo & Sarkar, 

2018). On these portals, it is possible to obtain all the information necessary for 

the home production of potent drugs produced from poppy seeds, over-the-

counter (OTC) medicines combined with components available in every 

household, and information on all methods of achieving intoxication states 

(Cherian, Westbrook, Ramo, & Sarkar, 2018). Increasingly, drug traffickers are 

reaching out to young people through popular phone apps. In Denmark, 

Snapchat is the second (after Facebook) most popular virtual venue for drug 
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trafficking. Dealers are ruthless and only care about getting new customers 

(Demant, Bakken, Oksanen & Gunnlaugsson, 2019). There are reports of deaths 

among even random teenage customers of drug dealers (Abrahamson, 2021). 

This knowledge can be obtained without any obstacles. As Paul M. Wax points 

out, it only takes one click to both obtain the information sought on drug use, 

its manufacture, ‘safe’ use and to purchase the goods sought via the internet 

(Wax, 2002). 

The internet influences both the distribution and use of drugs; it facilitates the 

emergence of new producers and distributors in the global drug market while 

providing these actors with new customers and increasing demands for drugs 

(Birdwell, Chapman, & Singleton, 2011). Attractive distribution and clear 

conditions set by online sellers create the appearance of legality, encouraging 

the use of the offered products (Motyka, 2018). In addition, there are quasi-

pharmacies on the internet, where it is easy to purchase potent drugs without a 

prescription [97]. For more than a decade, an indeterminate number of shops 

offering Needle and Syringe Programs (NSP) and other drugs for trade have 

also been operating on the internet (Van der Gouwe, Brunt, Van Lear & Van 

der Pol, 2017). Internet surveys conducted among NSP users confirm that 

Internet forums are the primary source of information on new drugs. After drug 

intoxication incidents, people who go to treatment centers admit that they have 

used the information posted, among others, on the Hyperreal website (Motyka, 

2018). In addition, knowledge of NSP can be obtained from internet shops, 

dealers, friends, and the media. Other studies have also found that the main 

reason for using NSP was to come across positive accounts of drug use on 

Internet portals (Soussan, Andersson, & Kjellgren, 2018). Organized drug 

trafficking via social media, including Instagram and Facebook, advertising 

drugs through these media, and the downplaying of the risks associated with 

their use is a problem systematically observed by law enforcement and public 

health agencies (Miliano, Margiani, Fattore, & De Luca, 2018). 

 

Theoretical framework 

Transmission-belt model posits that the media is a very powerful tool that can 

have an immediate effect on the audience. It assumes that media messages are 

bullets fired from the media’s gun into viewers’ head. Mass media has the 
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capability to influence its audience with the contents it places before them. The 

theory posits that the media has the power to effect change in very large 

audiences by deliberately injecting the audience with certain constructed 

content to elicit a desired response. The flow of information in this theory from 

the sender to the receiver is direct. With an assumption that the audience is 

passive, in the sense that the audience can be easily manipulated by what is 

presented to them, the theory assumes total control of the media over the people; 

therefore the audience would behave in the way the media wants them to. The 

contents put out by the media can be seen to influence the audience either 

positively or negatively. The positive aspect includes contents that serve 

informative or educational purposes, news, sports among others, and the 

negative aspects being contents that promote psychoactive substance use, sex, 

violence and other illicit behaviours. 

 

Methodology 

The study adopted a quantitative survey approach by administering 464 survey 

instruments to youths in Sagamu local government, Ogun state. Instrument for 

data gathering was a validated questionnaire administered by researchers. Data 

analysis was carried out using descriptive and inferential statistics. 

 

Results and discussion of findings 

Below is the presentation of results and discussion of findings. 

 

Table1: Youths’ exposure to psychoactive substance related contents on 

social media 

 

Items 

VH 

Freq. 

(%) 

H 

Freq. 

(%) 

L 

Freq. 

 (%) 

VL 

Freq. 

 (%) 

Mean 

(x̅) 

I have watched videos of people smoking 

marijuana on social media  

127 

(26.6) 

261 

(58.4) 

17 

(3.8) 

42 

(9.4) 

4.39 

I have come across pictures of people posing 

with alcoholic red cups on social media  

113 

(25.3) 

206 

(46.1) 

93 

(20.8) 

35 

(7.8) 

4.22 

I have friends that post contents of them 

engaging in use of drugs on social media  

- 33 

(7.4) 

173 

(38.7) 

241 

(53.9) 

1.03 
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I have viewed contents of celebrities and 

popular influencers smoking and drinking 

alcohol on social media 

159 

(35.6) 

299 

(66.9) 

19 

(4.3) 

- 4.98 

I have watched contents on social media that 

depicts the high usage of psychoactive 

substances as cool and normal 

122 

(14.3) 

255 

(51.7) 

37 

(28.3) 

33 

(7.5) 

4.69 

Average Overall Mean     4.37 

Source: Field Survey 2021 

 

Table 1 reveals that youths in Sagamu were exposed to psychoactive substance 

related contents on social media to a high level (x̅= 4.37). Majority have 

watched videos of people smoking marijuana on social media (x̅= 4.22), but do 

not physically have friends that post contents of them engaging in use of drugs 

on social media (x̅= 1.03). However, they viewed contents of celebrities and 

popular influencers smoking and drinking alcohol (x̅= 4.98) on social media, 

and also watched contents on social media that depicts the high usage of 

psychoactive substances as cool and normal x̅= 4.69). This result suggests that 

youths in Sagamu are highly exposed to usage of psychoactive substances on 

social media. This may be as a result of their high usage of social networking 

site for various purposes including learning, entertainment, socializing with 

friends and connecting with loved ones.  

 

Table 2: Extent to which positive portrayal of psychoactive substances 

shape the minds of undergraduates 

 

Items 

VHE 

Freq. 

(%) 

HE 

Freq. 

(%) 

LE 

Freq. 

(%) 

VLE 

Freq. 

(%) 

Mean 

(x̅) 

I feel like smoking when I see celebrities on social 

media doing so  

- 115 

(25.7) 

165 

(36.9) 

167 

(37.4) 

2.89 

I feel that drinking alcohol is normal after watching a 

lot of social media contents that promote it. 

99 

(22.1 

187 

(41.8) 

117 

(26.2) 

44 

(9.8) 

3.51 
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I feel left out when I watch contents that promote 

psychoactive substance use on social media and I’m 

not able to engage  

19 

(4.3) 

93 

(20.8) 

175 

(39.1) 

160 

(35.8) 

1.70 

Level to which I feel displeasure for authorities and 

bodies that don’t support the use of psychoactive 

substances  

31 

(11.7) 

20 

(7.5) 

155 

(58.5) 

241 

(22.3) 

1.35 

Level to which I feel the use of psychoactive 

substances help in achieving a good mind-set  

120 

(26.8) 

144 

(30.2) 

101 

(21.2) 

112 

(25.1) 

2.67 

Average Overall Mean 2.14 

Source: Field Survey 2021 

 

The overall mean (x̅= 2.14) in Table 2 indicates that positive portrayal of 

psychoactive substances shaped minds of youths in Sagamu lowly. It depicts 

that despite their high usage of social media and consequent exposure to 

positive portrayal of psychoactive substances, majority of participants did not 

tilt towards emulating what they saw on social media. Participants who felt like 

trying out psychoactive substances use as they saw celebrities do on social 

media were low (x̅= 2.89), so also were those who felt left out when they 

watched contents that promote psychoactive substance use on social media (x̅= 

1.70). Level at which participants felt that the use of psychoactive substances 

helped in achieving a good mindset was also low (x̅= 2.67). However, 

participants (x̅= 3.51) felt that the use of psychoactive substances is normal after 

watching a lot of social media contents that promote usage. Overall, the result 

suggests that the positive portrayal of psychoactive substances shaped the minds 

of youths in Sagamu lowly. Although they are exposed to such portrayal, many 

focus more on other aspects of social media usage, such as entertainment and 

socializing with friends, while some segments of youths are attracted by such 

depiction of drugs and perhaps even get influenced to use them in the process. 

 

Hypotheses Test 

H1: Exposure to social media positive portrayal of psychoactive substances will 

significantly influence youths’ perception of substances use. 
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Table 3: Influence of positive portrayal of psychoactive substances on 

youths’ perception 

Variables B Std. 

Error 

Beta (β) t P 

(Constant) 56.325 2.509  22.448 0.000 

Positive portrayal 

psychoactive 

substances  

-.347 .101 -0.233 -3.420 0.001 

R2 0.154     

Dependent Variable: Youths’ perception of psychoactive substances 

Source: Field Survey 2021 Note: β= Standardized Coefficient, significant at 

0.05 

 

Table 3 shows that positive portrayal of psychoactive substances on social 

media had a positive significant influence on the perception of youths regarding 

psychoactive substances (R2= 0.154, β= -0.233, t = -3.420, p< 0.05). The model 

depicts that positive portrayal of psychoactive substances on social media could 

explain 15.4 per cent variation (R2= 0.154) in the perception of youths regarding 

psychoactive substances. Consequently, the alternate hypothesis was accepted. 

This analysis points out that positive portrayal of psychoactive substances on 

social media had a positive significant influence on the perception of youths. 

This implies that an increase in positive portrayal of psychoactive substances 

on social media will result in more positive perception of psychoactive 

substances among youths. 

 

Discussion 

This study found that the level of youth exposure to psychoactive substance 

related contents on social media was high. Youths had watched videos of 

celebrities smoking and drinking alcohol on social media, they came across 

pictures of people posing with alcoholic red cups and had viewed contents of 

celebrities and popular influencers sniffing drugs, all resulting from a high 

usage of social media. This finding corroborates that of Chukwujekwu (2017) 

who observed that odds for using psychoactive substances were highest with 

alcohol, cannabis, caffeine, codeine (in cough syrups) and nicotine among 
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youths due to their unrestricted exposure to celebrity influencers on social 

media who portray the usage of these substances as the happening thing. This 

implies that the youths are being misinformed about the negative effects of these 

substances, and this misinformation is reinforced by wrong portrayal of 

psychoactive substances on social media. It could therefore be assumed that 

excessive exposure to the wrongful portrayal of psychoactive substances on 

social media could influence the youth into usage of such substances, which 

could result in negative outcomes.  

However, the study revealed that despite the high level of social media usage 

and excessive exposure to psychoactive substances, many youths did not 

emulate what they saw on social media in terms psychoactive substance usage. 

Although the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) report 

suggested that teenagers’ perception of psychoactive substances changed 

significantly due to how they were portrayed especially on social media, the 

case was not exactly the same going by the outcome of this study. This finding 

also failed to substantiate the basic assumption of the Transmission-belt model, 

which holds that the media has the power to equally effect change in very large 

audiences by deliberately injecting the audience with certain constructed 

content to elicit a desired response. Instead, the result tends to suggest that 

people puts media to use as they desire and for different purposes. In other 

words, the idea of selective exposure and selective retention means that 

members of an audience still have a level of autonomy and control which they 

can use in determining the content on which their attention could be focused 

while exposed to any media. This can be corroborated by the fact that 

respondents in this study were youths who are likely to engage the use of social 

media for learning purposes other than for fun alone, giving credence to the 

finding of this study which revealed that positive portrayal of psychoactive 

substances on social media did not particularly shape the minds of majority of 

participants towards smoking marijuana, cannabis, drinking alcohol, caffeine or 

other forms of psychoactive substances. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

This study investigated the perception of psychoactive substances related social 

media content among youths in Sagamu. Finding revealed that youths in the 
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locality use social media highly, and as a result are often exposed to positive 

portrayal of psychoactive substances by celebrities and influencers who display 

and highlight the usage of alcohol and other psychoactive substances. It is 

recommended that youth should limit their usage of social media, while media 

influencers should endeavour to embody a positive image in order to influence 

their followers rightly, rather than depicting positive portrayal of morally 

debasing habits. 
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