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ABSTRACT
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a respiratory tract infection that emerged from China in December 2019
and is caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2. Due to the airborne nature of its transmission,
COVID-19 spread to the rest of the world rapidly. Thus, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a
pandemic. This paper evaluated the factors that lead to self-medication in people suffering from respiratory tract
infections such as COVID-19, and the consequences of practicing self-medication using antimicrobial agents.
Most of the signs and symptoms of COVID-19 are also seen in infections such as malaria, flu, and the common
cold. For this reason, and also due to poor healthcare-seeking behaviour, most people tend to self-medicate using
medicines that are known to be effective against malaria, common cold, and COVID-19. Among the commonly
used medicines in the practice of self-medication include antibacterials, antimalarials, and antivirals. Some
vitamins such as vitamin C boost the immune system enabling it to provide effective defence mechanisms against
microbes. However, self-medication may pose consequences such as the emergence of antimicrobial-resistant
microorganisms, hypersensitivity reactions as well as dose-dependent toxicities viz dermatoxicity,
cardiotoxicity, and hepatoxicity. Infectious diseases caused by antimicrobial-resistant microbes are difficult and,
in some instances, impossible to treat thereby leading to increased morbidity and mortality among infected
people. Consequently, antimicrobial resistance poses another global public health problem and requires a
multisectoral approach to curb. It is our recommendation that all governments ensure that there are adequate
medicines and efficient human resources in healthcare facilities as well as sufficient public awareness to prevent
people from seeking self-medication.
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a global public
health problem that originated from Wuhan city of Central
China’s Hubei Province in December 2019 (Guo et al., 2020;
Kasanga et al., 2020). COVID-19 is caused by severe acute
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-12) (Guan et
al., 2020; Guo et al., 2020; Mudenda et al., 2020a). COVID-19
spread rapidly from China to the rest of the world and was
declared a global pandemic by the World Health Organization

(WHO) on the 11th March 2020 (ECDC, 2020; Mudenda, 2020).
COVID-19 is transmitted through the inhalation of droplets,
aerosols, fomites, contact routes, and faeces (Li et al., 2020;
Wang et al., 2020; WHO, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). The rapid
spread of the disease led to country lockdowns worldwide
limiting international movement and, in some cases,
restricting trade (Barkur et al., 2020). This could have affected
the availability of medicines in healthcare facilities and
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movements, thereby preventing people from visiting
healthcare facilities for medical services. This was further
compounded by poor compliance to preventive measures such
as social distancing, wearing face masks, hand hygiene, as well
as lack of laboratory test kits and reagents that have
compromised the control of COVID-19 (Zambia Situation
Report, 2020). The purpose of this paper was to evaluate the
factors that lead to self-medication in people suffering from
respiratory tract infections such as COVID-19, and the
consequences of self-medication with antimicrobial agents.
Self-medication is the practice of taking medicines, herbs,
or home remedies on one’s initiative, or on the advice of
another person, without consulting healthcare professionals
(Bennadi, 2013). The signs and symptoms associated with
COVID-19 include a dry cough, headache, fever, flu, fatigue,
joint pains, nausea, vomiting, and diarrhoea (Chinese CDC,
2020; Mudenda, 2020). Most of these signs and symptoms also
manifest in conditions such as the common cold, flu,
whooping cough, and malaria. Due to these similarities in
clinical presentations coupled with increased poor healthseeking behaviour, many people have resorted to selfmedicating behaviour (Hussain et al., 2019). Thus, the
emergence of COVID-19 has led to an increase in selfmedication practice among different populations including
healthcare workers (Onchonga et al., 2020). Poor healthseeking behaviour is influenced by factors such as cultural
beliefs, socio-economic factors such as level of education,
availability of medicines, absence or lack of qualified
healthcare professionals, perceived quality of health services,
and accessibility to healthcare facilities (Hussain et al., 2019).
Other factors that could contribute to self-medication
practices during the COVID-19 pandemic could include
reduced hospital visits due to fear of contracting COVID-19
(Wong et al., 2020), the media touting medicines purported to
have activity against COVID-19 and internet use for health
information (Islam et al., 2020). Rampant COVID-19 related
infodemics or rumours have contributed to self-medication
because they spread wrong information about possible
medicines used in prophylaxis and treatment of COVID-19
(Islam et al., 2020). Racial and social discrimination has been
reported to be among the factors that can deter people from
accessing healthcare services (Budhwani & Sun, 2020;
Devakumar et al., 2020; Habersaat et al., 2020). These factors
play a huge role in promoting self-medication among members
of the community thereby deterring them from seeking
medical services in health facilities.
There is strong evidence showing that people selfmedicate using antibiotics such as azithromycin (AZM), a
macrolide widely used for the treatment of communityacquired pneumonia (CAP) and sexually transmitted
infections (STIs) (CDC, 2020; Molento, 2020). Other medicines
that are commonly being used for self-medication are
antimalarials
such
as
chloroquine
(CQ)
and
hydroxychloroquine (HCQ) that are believed to be effective in
the prophylaxis and treatment of COVID-19 (Ministry of
Health Zambia, 2020; Molento, 2020). This has consequently
led to shortage of hydroxychloroquine because of its overuse
and misuse during the COVID-19 era (Mehta et al., 2020).
Besides, many reports have shown that people self-medicate
using many other antibiotics and antivirals as a way of

preventing and treating COVID-19 while staying at home
(Ministry of Health Zambia, 2020; Nasir et al., 2020).
Antivirals, more specifically, antiretrovirals (ARVs) are among
the medicines that people are using to confer prophylaxis from
COVID-19. The anthelminthic, ivermectin, is also among the
medicines that are misused or abused for self-medication
against COVID-19 (Molento, 2020). Vitamins play an
important role as immunostimulants, antioxidants, and have a
cardinal role in repairing damaged cells and promoting healing
(Chambial et al., 2013). Vitamin C (ascorbic acid) is among the
most commonly self-medicated vitamin. Vitamin C boosts the
immune system and helps the body to fight foreign bodies
effectively (Chambial et al., 2013; Hiedra et al., 2020). Vitamin
C can be sourced from foodstuffs such as oranges, cabbage, red
pepper, broccoli, cauliflower, spinach, tomatoes and tomato
source, sweet and Irish potatoes (Chambial et al., 2013).
Additionally, self-medication with supplementary minerals
such as zinc (Zn) is also being used in the prevention and
treatment of COVID-19 symptoms due to its ability to enhance
innate and adaptive immunity in the course of a viral infection
(Hunter et al., 2020; Kumar et al., 2020; Rahman et al., 2020).
Despite the beneficial effects of zinc in immune response,
long-term high-dose consumption may result in unwanted
effects (Rahman et al., 2020). Moreover, people still need to
consult their healthcare professionals on the use of vitamins
even in pandemics such as COVID-19.
Due to fear of contracting COVID-19 in the hospital
environment and ease of access to medicines, many people
have stopped visiting healthcare facilities for their medical
services (Wong et al., 2020). Unfortunately, this has led to
many deaths occurring in settings outside of healthcare
facilities (Ministry of Health Zambia, 2020). Self-medication
may pose consequences such as the escalation of antimicrobial
resistance (AMR) and toxicity (Ministry of Health Zambia,
2020; Phiri et al., 2020). Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) may
occur as a result of self-medication, misuse, and abuse of
antimicrobials (Kalonga et al., 2020; Mudenda et al., 2019;
Zulu et al., 2020). The impact of AMR is prolonged hospital
stay for patients, increased resource utilisation, economic and
clinical burden, and increased morbidity and mortality rates
(Friedman et al., 2016; Mudenda et al., 2019, 2020b; Zulu et al.,
2020). COVID-19 is likely going to escalate antimicrobial
resistance and its consequences (Hsu, 2020). Therefore, the
rational and appropriate use of antimicrobial agents must be
strictly observed to avoid the consequences of AMR (Hangoma
et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2013; Saleem et al., 2018). Antimicrobial
stewardship should not be ignored during the COVID-19 era
(Huttner et al., 2020). Toxicity has been reported in some cases
of self-medication with antimalarial agents and can lead to
damage to vital organs such as the kidneys, liver, and the heart
(Ministry of Health Zambia, 2020). Therefore, people must
always seek medical help should they feel sick. Currently, there
are no approved medicines and vaccines against COVID-19
(Ali & Alharbi, 2020; Sanders et al., 2020). In some cases,
supportive management of COVID-19 may include the use of
Allopathic medicines such as oxygen therapy, intravenous
fluid infusion, Unani (plant-based) medicines such as Allium
sativum and Allium cepa, Homeopathy using Arsenic Album30, and immune boosters such as vitamin C (Ali & Alharbi,
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2020). However, many potential medicines and vaccines are
still undergoing clinical trials (Sanders et al., 2020).
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In conclusion, self-medication during COVID-19 with
prescription-only medicines may result in increased morbidity
and mortality. Self-medication with some vitamins can play a
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COVID-19. We, therefore, encourage everyone to seek medical
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The authors would, therefore, make the following
recommendations;
(i)
People should develop good healthcare-seeking
behaviour. This can only be done by effective community
sensitization and engagement programmes that can be
facilitated by the Ministries or departments responsible for
health.
(ii)
People should desist from practicing selfmedication using antibiotics, antivirals, and antimalarials,
as well as other prescription-only medicines.
(iii) Comprehensive health education must be carried
out to promote awareness on the possible risks of selfmedication.
(iv) Governments in conjunction with Ministries and
departments responsible for health must ensure that
healthcare facilities are adequately equipped with
medicines to avoid stock-outs. Lack of medicines in
hospitals is a major factor that may force people to seek
medicines elsewhere and practice self-medication.
(v)
Governments must employ adequately trained
healthcare workers who are, effective, and efficient in their
provision of healthcare services.
(vi) Governments must strengthen the enforcement of
COVID-19 mitigation measures and support individuals
with resources to enable them adhere to COVID-19
prevention guidelines such as working from home.
(vii) People must be wearing face masks, practice
adequate handwashing or use alcohol-based hand
sanitizers, social distancing, and stay at home whenever
necessary.
(viii) Individuals who suspect to have symptoms of
COVID-19 or have had contact with positive COVID-19
symptomatic patients should seek medical attention based
on the local protocol of accessing medical care in suspected
cases of COVID-19.
(ix) Individuals must seek medical attention when
symptoms of COVID-19 are observed to avoid disease
progression and complication.
(x)
The media must continue playing important roles in
reducing COVID-19 related infodemics and promoting
adherence to preventive measures.
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