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Abstract

Amid rising concerns regarding student mental health in higher education, understanding the specific
landscape of addictive behaviors is essential for informing effective campus support systems. This study
determined the prevalence and risk level of substance and behavioral addiction among university students
enrolled in higher education institutions (HEIs) within Metro Manila. Utilizing a quantitative descriptive design,
data were gathered from a selected sample of 117 eligible participants aged 18 and above. Substance and
behavioral risks were evaluated using the Screener for Substance and Behavioral Addictions Generalized
(SSBA-G). Descriptive data revealed a stark contrast in addiction risk profiles where a majority of participants
exhibited low risk for substance addiction (68.38%), but a majority profile also indicates a high risk for
behavioral addictions (67.52%). These findings provide crucial baseline data to outline shifting student
vulnerabilities, highlighting areas where preliminary resource allocation may be beneficial and establishing a
foundation for future research to determine definitive institutional thresholds.

Keywords: prevalence, substance addiction, behavioral addiction, SSBA-G (Screener for Substance and
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INTRODUCTION seek refuge in substance use (Deng et al., 2022;
McConaha et al., 2025).

The transition to university life represents a
critical developmental period in emerging
adulthood marked by increased academic

pressures. social autonomy, and identity

The burden of addiction in the Philippines is
significantly and structurally under supported.
Data from the Philippine Department of Health,

exploration (Li & Yang, 2024; Magier et al., 2023).
which often correlates with a rise in mental
health issues like anxiety, depression, stress,
and addictive behaviors (Newman, &
Swissheim, 2025; Ramon-Arbues et al., 2020).
Substance use and behavioral addiction, once
treated as distinct phenomena, are now
increasingly understood as overlapping risk
profiles that share common neurobiological,
psychosocial, and environmental determinants.
University students occupy a uniquely
vulnerable state in which they navigate
competing pressures such as college life,
academic requirements, and family
responsibilities (Matorre, 2025; Khattak et al,,
2025). It is within these contexts that many
experience mental health challenges and may

indicates that more than 3.6 million Filipinos
suffer from mental health conditions,
neurological, and substance use disorders. This
burden is compounded by a severe shortage of
mental health professionals in the country
(Philippine News Agency [PNA], 2023; Anlacan
et al., 2026). For students in Metro Manila,
access to institutional mental health support
remains inconsistent, and addiction-focused
services within universities are even more
limited (Alibudbud, 2023). Studies on Metro
Manila mental health services have identified
insufficient budgets, a lack of trained
professionals, and a fragmented mental health
system with persistent barriers to quality of
care. Furthermore, many Filipinos remain
reluctant to seek treatment due to cost and fear
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of societal stigma (Alibudbud, 2023; Billote &
Ponce, 2020; The Borgen Project, 2025).

Within the landscape of substance use among
Filipino university students, studies have shown
that academic, psychosocial, and romantic
stressors positively predict perceived stress,
while maladaptive coping mediates the
relationship between perceived stress and
substance use behavior such as cigarette and
alcohol use (Dy et al.,, 2015; Henchanova et al,,
2025). These highlight the degree in which
addiction risk among students is not merely
behavioral failing, but a measurable response
to systemic stressors embedded in the
academic environment.

Beyond substance abuse, behavioral addictions
have also emerged as an equally urgent
concern, particularly in the post-pandemic
digital landscape. The widespread adoption of
digital technologies and the normalization of
excessive internet and gaming use among
young people have introduced new addiction
risk profiles that existing campus wellness
frameworks are not designed to address
(Canogullari, 2026; Piccininno & Perrotta, 2024;
Salerno et al., 2023; Scafuto et al., 2023; Tabish,
2025). In the Philippines, online game addiction
and psychological distress continue to develop
as significant issues, particularly among young
adults aged 18 to 24, who comprise one of the
largest groups engaged in excessive use of
interactive online games (Kapoor & Subida,
2023).

Despite a growing body of international
evidence, research on addiction risk within
Philippine higher education remains relatively
limited and still developing. Existing studies
often examine substance use and behavioral
addictions separately, with few integrating both
domains within a single analytical or screening
framework. While global meta-analyses have
established the shared mechanisms and co-
occurrence of these conditions, there remains a
need to contextualize these findings within the
Philippine setting. This is particularly important
in Metro Manila, where institutional density,
student diversity, and urban stressors may

shape risk patterns differently from national or
global trends. Furthermore, the limited
availability of comprehensive, institution-
specific data on student mental health presents
challenges for university administrators and
counseling services, who must make decisions
with incomplete or uneven evidence (Serrano et
al,, 2023).

Determining the prevalence and distribution of
both substance and behavioral addiction risk
provides baseline evidence that may assist
higher education institutions to develop data-
driven risk management strategies. This study
specifically addresses the gap in localized
screening data, which is necessary to
determine at what prevalence levels universal
versus targeted counseling interventions
should be triggered. By documenting the
prevalence of addiction risk, this study
established baseline data that universities may
use when considering future prevention and
support initiatives.

This research therefore seeks to identify the
prevalence of addiction risk among university
students in Metro Manila. Specifically, the study
aims to describe the prevalence and risk
profiles of both substance-related and
behavioral addictions among sampled
university students.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Global and Local Prevalence Trends. Current
literature highlights a significant and rising
prevalence of addiction risks among university
populations globally. Research by Singh &
Dhawan (2021) and Jebali et al. (2019) suggests
that substance use disorders specifically
alcohol, nicotine, and cannabis are often
comorbid with other mental health challenges.
For instance, Giirblizer and Giircan-Yildirim
(2025) identified that 44% of students engage in
binge drinking and 53.5% utilize tobacco, while
nearly 11% of men report regular cannabis use
(Lee et al.,, 2025). Within the Philippine context,
a study of 315 university students across 18
universities found that academic, psychosocial,
and romantic stressors predict perceived
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stress, and that maladaptive coping mediates
the relationship between perceived stress and
substance use (Henchanova et al.,, 2025). These,
therefore, reflect the broader pattern in which
conditions of university life, rather than
individual predisposition alone, function as
drivers of addiction risk.

Beyond chemical dependencies, behavioral
"process" addictions have surged. Internet
Gaming Disorder (IGD) affects a sizeable
percentage of students, often predicted by early
initiation and high frequency (Shouman et al,,
2023; Nalwoga et al., 2024). Similarly, Gambling
Addiction remains a concern, particularly
among males and those with high internet-
based gambling expenditure (Suria Martinez et
al., 2024; Wong et al., 2022). These dependencies
frequently go undetected in traditional health
screenings, necessitating integrated tools like
the SSBA-G to simultaneously assess chemical
and process risks within the unique digital
landscape of Metro Manila.

Multidimensional Impacts of Addiction. The
consequences of these addictions create a
'vicious cycle' where university pressures
trigger addictive behaviors that exacerbate
academic decline (Atroszko et al., 2019; Pais et
al.,, 2025). Behavioral addictions, particularly
Social Media and Internet Addiction, correlate
with severe psychological morbidities including
depression, anxiety, and high levels of stress
(Najafi-Sharjabad & Rayani, 2020).

Specifically, Jameel et al. (2025) and Bakry et al.
(2022) found that excessive digital engagement
is significantly associated with insomnia,
loneliness, and low perceived social support.
The academic toll is quantifiable; students
identifying with high-risk social media or
internet usage patterns exhibit higher rates of
absenteeism, lower self-esteem, and a
measurable decrease in Grade Point Average
(GPA) compared to their peers (Malak et al,
2022; Gao & Tien, 2025). These physical and
psychological impairments, ranging from sleep
disturbances to social isolation, underscore
the necessity of early screening to prevent
long-term impairment.

The Post-Pandemic Digital Landscape. A
distinct contextual factor warranting its own
treatment is the lasting effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on the addiction risk trajectories as it
did not only interrupt the university lives of
students, but instead, it fundamentally
restructured students’ relationship with digital
technology. Studies conducted during the
COVID-19 pandemic consistently document a
deterioration in the mental health of students
with increases in symptoms of depression and
anxiety compared to the pre-pandemic levels
(Worsley et al., 2025). Longitudinal evidence
further suggests that psychological distress
intensified during the early months of the
pandemic, and in many cases, persisted as the
crisis continued (Fruehwirth et al, 2025).
Changes in health behaviors also accompanied
this decline, with alcohol consumption patterns
shifting during lockdowns. Notably, higher
levels of pre-pandemic alcohol use and
concurrent psychological symptoms were
associated with greater vulnerability to
sustained alcohol-related problems and
distress during the pandemic period (Sheerin et
al., 2022; Zysset et al., 2022).

Beyond substance use, behavioral addictions
such as excessive mobile phone use and online
gaming are increasingly recognized within
addiction frameworks. Mobile phone addiction
has been conceptualized as a behavioral
addiction characterized by compulsive use,
withdrawal symptoms, tolerance, and impaired
control (Li & Yang, 2024). Similarly, Internet
Gaming Disorder, as outlined in the DSM-5,
includes criteria such as preoccupation,
withdrawal, tolerance, and the use of gaming to
relieve negative mood states (Chew & Au, 2023).
These behaviors have been linked to a range of
negative outcomes, including anxiety,
depression, social isolation, and physical health
problems such as sleep disturbances and
fatigue (Zhu et al., 2025; Sreehari et al., 2025).

In the Philippine context, particularly within
Metro Manila, these risks may be amplified by
the prolonged lockdowns and the abrupt
transition to online learning. The pandemic
necessitated a rapid shift to digital modes of
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education, significantly increasing students’
reliance on technology and social media while
reducing opportunities for in-person
interaction (Lim et al, 2022). Concurrently,
restrictions on mobility and socialization
contributed to increased engagement in online
activities such as gaming, often as a coping
mechanism for isolation and stress (Arreola et
al, 2023). Evidence from Filipino student
populations further indicates that online
learning experiences were associated with
emotional, physical, and psychological
challenges (Eborda et al., 2022). Taken together,
these conditions likely reinforced patterns of
excessive digital engagement among students,
thereby heightening vulnerability to behavioral
addictions in the post-pandemic period.

The Shifting Gender Landscape. The
demographic profile of at-risk students is
evolving. While historically characterized by
gender disparities with males showing higher
likelihoods of gambling and gaming addictions
the gap in substance use is narrowing.
Zilberman et al. (2003) and Tanidir et al. (2015)
observed that female university students are
increasingly exhibiting usage patterns and risk
profiles comparable to their male counterparts.
This study seeks to verify these trends locally
to ensure campus-wide prevention strategies
are inclusive and reflect modern, gender-
neutral vulnerabilities.

METHODS

Research Design. The present study utilized a
quantitative descriptive design to determine the
prevalence and distribution of substance-
related and behavioral addiction risk among
university students. The design was selected as
it allows for a structured, objective evaluation
of risk categories across an urban student
population at a single point in time.

Study Site and Participants. The target
population for this study consisted of various
university students currently enrolled in
various higher education institutions (HEls)
across Metro Manila, the National Capital
Region of the Philippines. This region serves as

the country’'s primary educational hub,
containing a high density of both public and
private tertiary institutions. Metro Manila
provides a critical and strategic context for
evaluating contemporary addiction risks due to
its hyper digitized-student environment, where
academic infrastructure and urban social
dynamics heavily shape student lifestyle habits.

To ensure data integrity and compliance with
ethical guidelines, strict eligibility parameters
were established. The study enforced the
following inclusion criteria:

1. Participants must be at least 18 years of age
or older at the time of data collection.

2. Participants must be currently enrolled as
active undergraduate students in a
recognized HEI located within Metro Manila.

3. Participants must voluntarily provide digital
informed consent prior to accessing the
assessment items.

The final sample utilized for analysis consisted
of M7 university students. A total of 123
individuals originally responded to the survey;
however, five were excluded during the initial
screening process as they were under the age
of 18 or did not meet the enrollment criteria. The
final participant group (N=117) had a mean age
of 21.37 years (SD=4.75) and was primarily
female (61.0%).

Sampling and Data Collection. This study
utilized a convenience sampling (voluntary
response) design. To ensure broad reach
across the region, the researcher compiled a
comprehensive list of universities within Metro
Manila to serve as the sampling frame.
Invitations to participate in the study were then
distributed to the student bodies of these
institutions.

Data collection was conducted through a multi-
channel digital recruitment strategy. This
included social media announcements within
university-wide student groups and email
invitations where feasible. Participants were
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directed via a link or QR code to an online
platform containing the informed consent form
and the SSBA-G tool. This voluntary approach
allowed for participation from a diverse array of
academic  disciplines  and institutional
backgrounds across the metro. To ensure the
instrument captures pathological risk rather
than normative high engagement, the SSBA-G
utilizes validated cut-off scores to differentiate
between high-frequency use and compulsive,
addictive behaviors.

Instrumentation. The Screener for Substance
and Behavioral Addictions Generalized (SSBA-
G), by Konkoly Thege et al., (2023) is an 8-item
brief self-report screener which measures the
risk towards addictive behaviors. Its subscale
includes a substance addiction subscale which
measures propensity of risk for the use of
alcohol, nicotine, cannabis, designer drugs, or
misused prescription medication, as well as
another subscale, the behavioral addiction
subscale evaluates excessive behaviors such
as gambling, online gaming, internet use,
shopping, overeating, or sexual activities.

Ethical Considerations. Strict ethical protocols
were ohserved throughout the study, which
received formal approval from the De La Salle
University (DLSU) Manila Research Ethics
Committee. Participation  was  entirely
voluntary, and all respondents provided
informed consent before beginning the survey.

To protect the privacy of the students, the study
was conducted with total anonymity. No
personally identifiable information such as
names, student ID numbers, or IP addresses
was collected or stored. The data was used
exclusively for aggregate analysis to identify
broad prevalence trends within the Metro
Manila university population.

It is important to clarify that individual
screening results were not shared with the
participants, and the study did not provide
clinical feedback or formal diagnoses. This
approach ensured that the research functioned
as a population-level prevalence study rather
than a diagnostic intervention. However,

recognizing that reflecting on addictive
behaviors can cause psychological discomfort,
a list of university mental health resources and
counseling contact information was provided to
all participants at the end of the survey,
ensuring that support remained available to any
student who wished to seek it independently.

RESULTS

This section presents the findings of the study
based on the responses obtained from
university students who completed the
Screener for Substance and Behavioral
Addictions Generalized (SSBA-G). Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics
specifically frequencies and percentages to
summarize patterns of addiction risk across the
substance-related and behavioral domains
measured by the instrument. In accordance with
the descriptive design of this study, data
patterns are presented to outline the
distribution of risk within the sampled
population without testing for inferential
statistical significance or causal relationships.
The final sample utilized for analysis consisted
of 117 university students. Descriptive statistics
were employed to summarize patterns of
addiction risk across the chemical and
behavioral domains measured by the SSBA-G.

Table1
Distribution of Substance-Related and Behavioral
Addiction Risk Levels

Risk Level  Substance-Related Risk n (%) Behavioral Risk n (%)

High 217 (23.08%) 79 (67.52%)
Moderate 10 (8.55%) 15 (12.82%)
Low 80 (68.38%) 23 (19.66%)

As shown in Table 1, the vast majority of the
sampled university students are classified as
low risk (n=80, 68.38%) regarding substance-
related addictions, with less than a quarter of
the cohort falling into the high-risk bracket
(n=217, 23.08%). Conversely, the behavioral risk
profile demonstrates an alarming shift: only
19.66% (n=23) of the students exhibit low risk,
while an overwhelming majority of 67.52%
(n=79) are categorized at high risk for
behavioral addictions. This marked discrepancy
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indicates that while traditional substance-use
habits appear relatively contained,
contemporary student vulnerabilities have
heavily migrated toward compulsive behavioral
patterns.

DISCUSSION

This study examined the prevalence and
distribution of  substance-related and
behavioral addiction risks among university
students in Metro Manila, revealing a
pronounced divergence between the two
domains. While the majority of respondents
were classified as low risk for substance
addiction (68.38%), a substantial proportion
were categorized as high risk for behavioral
addictions (67.52%). This pattern suggests a
notable shift in the manifestation of addiction
risk among university students, where
vulnerabilities are increasingly expressed
through behavioral rather than substance-
related pathways. Such findings support
emerging perspectives that conceptualize
addiction as a multidimensional construct
encompassing both chemical and process-
based dependencies (Konkoly Thege et al,
2023).

The relatively low prevalence of substance-
related risk in this study is consistent with
broader findings suggesting that, although
substance wuse remains present among
university populations, it does not always
dominate the addiction risk profile. Previous
research indicates that substance use
behaviors among students are often linked to
stress, maladaptive coping, and environmental
pressures (Henchanova et al., 2025; McConaha
et al., 2025). Within the framework of the SSBA-
G, a low-risk classification implies a low
probability of clinical impairment, indicating
that behavior is likely normative or recreational
and does not warrant immediate clinical
intervention. Within the present sample, the
predominance of low-risk classification may
reflect increasing awareness of substance-
related harm, institutional regulation, or
sociocultural norms that moderate overt
substance use. However, the presence of a

high-risk  subgroup  (23.08%) remains
significant and aligns with global literature
documenting  persistent substance use
vulnerabilities among young adults (Singh &
Dhawan, 2021; Giirblizer & Gircan-Yildirim,
2025). This underscores the continued need for
targeted prevention and intervention strategies
addressing substance-related behaviors within
university settings.

In  contrast, the disproportionately high
prevalence of behavioral addiction risk
highlights a critical and evolving concern. The
findings indicate that students are more
vulnerable to compulsive engagement in
behaviors such as internet use, online gaming,
and social media. This is consistent with global
and regional evidence pointing to the rapid rise
of behavioral addictions among university
populations, particularly in digitally saturated
environments (Liu et al., 2025; Salari et al,
2025). Behavioral addictions, including Internet
Gaming Disorder and problematic smartphone
use, have been associated with psychological
distress, impaired academic functioning, and
diminished well-being (Chew & Au, 2023; Zhu et
al, 2025). The high-risk behavioral profile
observed in this study therefore reflects not
only increased engagement with digital
technologies but also the potential development
of maladaptive dependence patterns.

These results can be further understood within
the context of the post-pandemic digital
environment, which has fundamentally
reshaped student behavior. The COVID-19
pandemic accelerated the integration of digital
technologies into academic and social life,
increasing reliance on online platforms (d et al,,
2022). Studies have shown that this shift
contributed to elevated levels of anxiety,
depression, and problematic internet use
among students (Worsley et al., 2025; Scafuto et
al., 2023). In the Philippine context, prolonged
lockdowns and the transition to online learning
intensified engagement in digital activities,
often as coping mechanisms for stress and
isolation (Arreola et al., 2023; Eborda et al,
2022). The high levels of behavioral addiction
risk observed in this study may therefore
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reflect the persistence of these patterns in the
post-pandemic period.

The discrepancy between substance-related
and behavioral risk also highlights the
importance of adopting an integrated
framework for understanding addiction.
Behavioral addictions are often normalized
within university environments due to their
integration into academic, social, and
recreational activities. This normalization can
obscure their potential harm despite evidence
linking them to insomnia, loneliness, reduced
academic performance, and mental health
challenges (Jameel et al, 2025; Malak et al,,
2022; Najafi-Sharjabad & Rayani, 2020). The use
of comprehensive screening tools such as the
SSBA-G is therefore essential for capturing
these less visible but highly prevalent risks.

Overall, the findings indicate that behavioral
addictions represent a more prevalent and
pressing concern than substance-related
addictions among university students in Metro
Manila, highlighting a shift in the contemporary
landscape of student risk.

Limitations. While this study provides important
insights, several limitations must be
acknowledged. The wuse of convenience
sampling and a relatively small sample size
limits the generalizability of the findings across
all higher education institutions in Metro Manila.
Additionally, reliance on self-reported data
introduces the possibility of response bias. The
cross-sectional design further constrains the
ability to determine causal relationships or
track changes in addiction risk over time.
Future studies may benefit from larger, more
representative samples and longitudinal
approaches to better understand the
development and progression of both
substance-related and behavioral addictions.

Conclusions. This study investigated the
prevalence and distribution of substance-
related and behavioral addiction risks among
university students in Metro Manila using the
SSBA-G. The findings reveal a clear divergence
in risk patterns, with the majority of students

classified as low risk for substance addiction
but a substantial proportion demonstrating high
risk for behavioral addictions. These results
indicate a shift in the contemporary landscape
of student vulnerability, where addictive
behaviors are increasingly manifested through
digital and process-based activities rather than
traditional substance use.

The prominence of behavioral addiction risk
reflects the evolving realities of university life
within a highly digitalized and post-pandemic
environment. Increased reliance on technology
for academic, social, and recreational purposes
combined with ongoing academic and
psychosocial stressors appears to contribute to
the normalization and escalation of compulsive
behavioral patterns among students. While
substance-related risks remain present and
warrant continued attention, they are
comparatively less dominant within this
sample.

By employing an integrated screening
framework, this study contributes to the
growing body of literature that advocates for a
multidimensional understanding of addiction.
The findings highlight the importance of
recognizing behavioral addictions as significant
public health and mental health concerns within
higher education settings, particularly in urban
contexts such as Metro Manila where digital
engagement is pervasive.

Overall, this study provides important
baseline evidence to inform institutional
decision-making. It underscores the need for
universities to recalibrate their mental health
strategies to address emerging patterns of
addiction risk, ensuring that prevention,
screening, and intervention efforts are
responsive to the realities of the modern
student experience. Continued research and
program development are essential in order to
effectively support student well-being and
mitigate the long-term impact of both
substance-related and behavioral addictions.

Recommendations. Based on the findings of this
study, several institutional actions are
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recommended to address the observed
patterns of addiction risk among university
students. Given the high prevalence of
behavioral addiction risk, universities should
explore the development of preliminary, digital
well-being resources that encourage healthy
lifestyle practices such as proper sleep and
time management. Furthermore, while the data
highlights a clear divergence between
substance and behavioral vulnerabilities,
institutions should exercise caution regarding
immediate programmatic overhauls. Instead of
mandating routine, institutionalized screening
integration, future research must first establish
localized operational cut-off scores, diagnostic
validation, and concrete decision rules. For
students  displaying  high-risk  profiles,
university counseling infrastructure should
focus on expanding elective support tracks
centered on behavioral regulation and adaptive
coping strategies, using this study's baseline
data as an initial framework for risk
identification.

At the institutional level, universities should
incorporate behavioral addiction into their
formal mental health policies and resource
allocation frameworks, ensuring that sufficient
support systems, trained personnel, and
program funding are in place to address this
emerging concern. Establishing partnerships
with external mental health organizations may
also enhance service delivery and provide
additional support for students. Finally, future
research is recommended to employ larger and
more representative samples, utilize
longitudinal designs, and examine additional
variables such as academic performance and
psychological well-being to further understand
the development and impact of addiction risk
among university students.
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