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A B S T R A C T 
 

Adolescents are among the groups most exposed to Sexually Transmitted 
Infections (STIs) and most likely to resort to self-medication, which constitutes a 
threat to public health. This study aimed to assess self-medication practices for 
symptoms of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) among adolescents in the 
commune of Ngiri-Ngiri in the City of Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
This cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted by interviewing 224 
adolescents using ODK software. Data were processed with XLSTAT. Of the 224 
adolescents, 34.3% admitted to having symptoms associated with STIs. The 
prevalence of self-medication with antibiotics was 45.5%. Of those who self-
medicated, 70% attended school, 47% were male, and 53% were female. Of all the 
drugs used, amoxicillin ranked first, followed by penicillin, vaginal ovules, and 
tetracycline. The study also showed that some women resorted to phytotherapy. As 
for the source of information, 70% of teenagers confirmed that they had obtained 
this information from pharmacy owners, 29% from the community, and 23% from 
healthcare providers. Given the considerable prevalence of self-medication for 
symptoms associated with STIs in this environment, health workers and political 
decision-makers are called upon to pool their efforts to raise awareness of the 
rational use of medicines to reduce or even eradicate this harmful practice. 
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Introduction 

Antibiotics have been an important 
therapeutic discovery for human health 
(Cazaubon, 2019). Their use has long helped 
to reduce global mortality and morbidity 
rates. However, the misuse of these 
antimicrobial agents and their increased use 

has resulted in the emergence of certain 
forms of resistance in microbial strains, 
counterbalancing the effects of antibiotics 
(Sarah Du Rouchet, 2012; El et al., 2014; 
Mbembo et al., 2022; Akilimali et al., 2022). 
According to the WHO, bacterial resistance to 
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antibiotics is one of the top 10 public health 
threats facing humanity and could become 
the next pandemic because it renders 
therapeutic efforts ineffective and increases 
morbidity and mortality from bacterial 
infections (WHO, 2023; Jules, 2018; Kabena 
et al., 2022). Indeed, compared with 
pathologies involving antibiotic-sensitive 
bacteria, infections caused by resistant 
germs are associated with higher morbidity 
and mortality (Guienne et al., 2016; Krir et 
al., 2019). 
 

Faced with this problem, many studies have 
been carried out to develop alternative 
molecules effective against these infectious 
diseases. One of the consequences of 
antibiotic use that is increasingly being 
discussed is bacterial antibiotic resistance 
(Sadio et al., 2021; Guienne et al., 2016). 
This public health problem is strongly linked 
to the misuse and overconsumption of 
antibiotics in human and animal health, 
accentuated by the spread of antibiotics and 
resistant bacteria in the environment. In 
recent decades, there has been an increase 
in the self-medication use of antibiotics 
among young people and adolescents for a 
variety of sexual health-related symptoms 
(Da Silva et al., 2012; Donkor et al., 2012; 
Mbembo et al., 2022; Friedman et al., 2016).  
 

Common reasons for self-medication include 
lack of information, fear of prejudice about 
sexually transmitted infections, the high cost 
of treating patients in health facilities, 
inadequate sexual and reproductive health 
services for adolescents and young people, 
the trivialization of certain diseases, 
disregard for drug dispensing regulations by 
some pharmacy vendors and adolescents' 
poor knowledge of the risks involved in 
misusing drugs and failing to master the 
indications, contraindications, dosages, 
rhythms of administration and duration of 
treatment (Abdi et al., 2018, Chokshi et al., 
2019; Ramazani et al., 2024). 
 

Unfortunately, the exact statistics on the 
problem of self-medication with antibiotics in 
adolescents are not known, and most studies 
on the subject have a global perspective. 
Hence, our interest in the topic is to get an 
idea of the prevalence of self-medication with 
antibiotics in adolescents aged 15 to 19 in 
case of symptoms of sexually transmitted 
infections. 
 

 

 
 

Methodology 
  

A descriptive cross-sectional study was 
conducted among adolescents aged 15 to 19 
in the Ngiri-ngiri commune in Kinshasa in 
May 2022. The study was carried out in the 
commune of Ngiri-Ngiri. Its population is 
estimated at 231,631 in 2021, with a density 
of 681.267 inhabitants/Km2 (Menayame et 
al., 2024; Namegabe, 2023). It is located in 
the urban center of the capital, and it is 
influenced by the intermingling of customs 
with several other communes that border it, 
such as Bumbu, Bandalungwa, Kasa-vubu, 
and others. The population of the health zone 
is predominantly young, with an average 
socio-economic level. 
 

Sampling 
  

- Target population 
  

 All adolescents aged 15-19 living in 
selected households in the commune of 
Ngiri-ngiri.  

 

- Inclusion criteria  
 

 Adolescents aged 15 to 19 living in the 
selected geographical entity. 

 Informed consent was given to 
participate in the survey. 

 

Sample size 
  

We conducted non-probability sampling for 
convenience, selecting respondents from 
among adolescents participating in a sexual 
and reproductive health awareness activity at 
the Ngiri-ngiri polyclinic. We interviewed 224 
adolescents and collected the data using 
ODK Collect software. The database was 
retrieved directly from the server in Excel 
format. After cleaning, standard descriptive 
statistics were used to describe the sample. 
 

Ethical considerations 
 

We obtained permission from the Ngiri-Ngiri 
communal authority before data collection. 
Consent was obtained from participants by 
signing an informed consent form; 
participants were free to withdraw during 
data collection, and no participant was 
induced to participate. Refusal to participate 
was accepted without rancor; confidentiality 
was respected by collecting information 
anonymously. Identities were not recorded on 
questionnaires; instead, questionnaires were 
marked with codes. 
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Results and Discussion

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics. 
 

 Variables  Number of respondents 
n=224) 

Frequency (%) Median (E-Q) Min- Max 

Age (year) 224  17 (15.7 – 19.7) 15.0 – 19.9 

Sex     

Female 142 63.4   

Male 82 36.8   

Schooling     

Yes 186 83.0   

No 38 17.0   
 

Table 1 shows that the sample comprised more girls than boys, and 83% of those interviewed 
were in school. 
 

Table 2. Self-medication with antibiotics. 
 

Variables  Number of 
respondents (n=224) 

Frequency (%) 

   
Those who are sexually active   

Yes 102 45.5 

No  122 54.5 

   

Those who experience symptoms associated 
with STIs 

  

Yes  98 43.7 

No  126 56.3 

   

Those who have had symptoms associated 
with STIs in the past 6 months 

  

Yes 77 34.3 

No 147 66.7 

   

Those who have sought treatment (n= 77)   

Yes  68 88.3 

No  9 11.7 

   

Those who have self-medicated with 
antibiotics (n= 68) 

  

Yes  31 45.5 

No 37 54.5 

   
 

Table 2 shows that 44% of adolescents knew 
how to identify symptoms associated with 
STIs, and 34% had experienced some of 
these symptoms in the 6 months preceding 
the survey. It also shows that 88% of these 
adolescents had sought treatment, and of 

this proportion, almost half had self-
medicated. This means that the prevalence of 
self-medication with antibiotics for symptoms 
associated with STIs among the adolescents 
interviewed is 45.5%. 
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Self-medication practices by gender and educational status 
 
  

 
 

Fig. 1. Self-medication practices by gender and educational status. 
 

Figure 1 shows that self-medication was 
slightly more common among girls than boys 
and also more common among teenagers 
attending school, where it was found that 
almost 70% of adolescents used it. 

 

The most commonly used antibiotics by 
self-medicators 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. The most commonly used antibiotics by self-medicators. 
 

Figure 2 shows that the drugs most 
commonly used were amoxicillin, followed by 
penicillin, vaginal ova (which are generally 

neomycin compounds), and tetracycline. 
Some also used phytotherapy. 
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Adolescents' knowledge of appropriate places for care 
 
  

 
 

Fig. 3. Adolescents' knowledge of appropriate places for treatment. 
  
Figure 3 shows that 70% of adolescents 
knew that they should go to a health centre 
for appropriate treatment for symptoms 
associated with STIs. 

 
Sources of information for those who 
self-medicate 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Sources of information for those who self-medicate. 
 

Figure 4 shows that the main source of 
information for adolescents on medicines to 
take for symptoms associated with STIs is 
pharmacy staff, followed by the community 
and healthcare providers; information is also 
shared among friends. 
 

This study provides new insights into the 
extent of self-medication with antibiotics for 
symptoms associated with STIs in 
adolescents. However, our data are based on 
self-reports and, therefore, have limitations. 
To minimise recall bias and social 

desirability, self-medication with antibiotics 
was assessed for the six months preceding 
the survey, and confidentiality was the 
watchword. A total of 224 teenagers were 
interviewed. At least half of those 
interviewed were aged 17. The sex ratio was 
approximately two girls to one boy, and the 
majorities were attending school. 
 

Regarding self-medication with antibiotics 
for symptoms associated with STIs in the six 
months preceding the survey, the results 
showed that just over 3 out of 10 
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adolescents had symptoms associated with 
STIs, and the prevalence of self-medication 
with antibiotics in our sample was almost 
half (45.5%). This is close to the general 
prevalence of self-medication in the DRC, 
which is estimated at 49%. 
 

Worldwide, however, recent studies carried 
out in various schools and universities have 
revealed that the prevalence of self-
medication among adolescents and young 
people is estimated at 25.2% [35.7-15.23], 
rates which are low compared with those in 
the present investigation. The high 
prevalence could be explained by the poor 
application of pharmaceutical regulations in 
the country. Certain drugs, such as 
antibiotics, should only be sold under 
prescription. Unfortunately, this rule is not 
enforced due to a lack of adequate 
monitoring by the relevant authorities. 
 

In terms of gender, self-medication was 
found to be more common among girls than 
boys. This corroborates the study carried out 
in Nigeria by Wegbom et al. (2021) and 
several studies in the DRC, such as that by 
Mboni et al. (2023). And in terms of 
educational status, almost 3/4 of those who 
self-medicate are adolescents who attend 
school.  
 

The antibiotics most often used are 
amoxicillin, which is used in more than 3 
out of 10 cases of self-medication; penicillin, 
which accounts for 1/4 of self-medication 
cases; followed by vaginal ova and 
tetracycline, which is used in around 2 out 
of 10 cases. It has also been noted that some 
people resort to phytotherapy or traditional 
medicine. Other studies, such as that 
carried out by Chiribagula et al. (2015), have 
revealed that amoxicillin is one of the most 
commonly self-medicated antibiotics, as well 
as combinations with antibiotics and other 
medicines such as paracetamol, vitamin C, 
and other antibiotics. 
 

The pharmacy staff is the primary source of 
information for teenagers about the 
medicines they should be taking. 
Furthermore, studies have shown that self-
medication practices often occur through 
private and informal distributors of 
pharmaceutical products. It has been noted 
that there are several informal pharmacies 
in the country, and spontaneous requests 
for medicines, without presenting a 
prescription or asking the sales assistant for 
advice, are the main method of purchase, 
and a common practice may be one of the 
explanations for this problem. 

Although the majority of teenagers knew 
that they had to go to the health centre to 
get appropriate care for symptoms 
associated with STIs, most preferred to self-
medicate. This may be due to the reality of 
our health system, where the patient bears 
the cost of treatment.  
 

The few centres subsidised to deal with 
sexual and reproductive health problems do 
not always receive their funding, and there 
is a shortage of staff trained to deal with 
young people and adolescents. But there is 
also the cultural aspect and the stigma 
attached to anything sexual for young people 
and adolescents, which can make it more 
difficult for them to agree to go to a health 
centre, thereby encouraging the practice of 
self-medication. According to the study 
conducted by Chiribagula et al. (2015), 
people who said they had already suffered 
from STIs were probably reluctant to consult 
a doctor, and nearly half of them admitted to 
having resorted to self-medication. Of these, 
40.2% had used antibiotics. 
 

Conclusion 
 

This study confirms that self-medication is a 
frequent and significant practice among 
teenagers in this environment, among both 
boys and girls, and especially among those 
attending school when symptoms of STIs 
occur. The ease with which information and 
over-the-counter medicines can be obtained 
from pharmacies and health workers is 
thought to be a determining factor. This 
situation highlights the need for healthcare 
workers and political decision-makers to 
step up their efforts to promote the rational 
use of medicines, eradicate the practice of 
self-medication, and make access to drugs 
conditional on a medical prescription. The 
use of medicinal plants for self-medication 
raises questions about the effectiveness of 
collaboration between traditional medicine 
and biomedicine in the DRC. Community 
awareness-raising programmes on the risks 
of self-medication and increased monitoring 
of the sale of drugs would also be beneficial 
in significantly reducing self-medication 
among adolescents in this environment. 
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