
C H A P T E R  V

D IS C U S S IO N  A N D  C O N C L U S IO N S

5.1 Discussion
This study was designed to answer three broad questions about the practice of chewing 
betel nut among students from Grades 7 up to 11 in the Secondary Government Schools 
in the main town of Thimphu: (1) what is the prevalence of betel nut users? (2) What 
are the factors that affect the practice of betel nut use? And (3) what are the 
relationships between affecting factors and chewing betel nut? A total of 345 students 
(46.7% males and 53.47 % females) answered the questionnaires in February 2005.

The discussion here will be based on comparison of the findings of this study with three 
studies carried out in Taiwan because in no other place in the world studies were carried 
out for betel nut prevalence among school-going adolescents. There are various studies 
on betel nut but most of them are clinical studies dealing with harmful effects of areca 
catechu.

For the first research question, the over-all prevalence of betel nut users within the 
given one-year period was 59.1%. The life-time prevalence was 67.2 % with 8.1% of 
those who have stopped the habit for more than a year. The point prevalence (during the 
data collection time in February 2005) was 35.4 % which excludes all those who 
declared that they have stopped the habit for more than three months.2 Unlike the betel 
chewing practices in adolescent students in Taiwan, girls tend to use more betel nut

2 This classification of prevalence, based on the Global Youth Tobacco Survey instruments, was used as 
such a classification was considered meaningful to find out the current betel nut chewers and ex-chewers.
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than boys in Bhutan. For example, Lu et al (1993) who carried out a similar prevalence 
study in the Changhua area in Taiwan among Junior High School students found that 
prevalence of betel nut use in male and female students were 9.2 % and 0.9 % 
respectively. Ho et al (2000) who conducted a study in southern Taiwan has found the 
betel nut chewing prevalence among males to be within the range of 0.9 % and 16.1 % 
with only (0.0 % to 5.6 %) among females. Wang et al (2003) also found statistically 
significant (p-value 0.001) difference in prevalence between males and females with 
males ranking higher. However, in Bhutan, among the current users within one year, 
prevalence among girls amounted to 106 (52 %) and among boys, 98 (48 %). Similarly 
among ex-users, only 7 (25 %) were males and 21 (75 %) were females and the 
difference was statistically significant with a p-value of 0.048. With the aim of finding 
a reason for this difference in case of Bhutan, separate analysis was done for males and 
females. But as the sample size was too small, the analysis was not useful. Several 
reasons may account of this difference between Bhutan and Taiwan but the most 
probable one may be that while Taiwan males think that betel nut chewing projects a 
“macho” image and enhances their social relationship (Wang et al, 2004), this has never 
been heard from males in Bhutan. Betel nut chewing in Bhutan, instead, signifies 
openness, friendship, homeliness and a moment of “relaxation and conviviality” 
(Pommaret, 2000). However suitably designed studies may explore the reasons for this 
difference in the future.

T h e r e  w e r e  n o  s ta t i s t i c a l ly  s ig n if ic a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  th e  p r e v a le n c e  o f  b e te l  n u t  c h e w in g

a m o n g  s tu d e n ts  d u e  to  a g e , s o c ia l  s ta tu s , w h e th e r  o r  n o t th e  p a r e n ts  a r e  E n g lis h -

e d u c a te d , c u l tu ra l  b a c k g r o u n d ,  s ta tu s  o f  n e g a t iv e  a f fe c t  in  th e  s tu d e n ts ,  th e  e x i s te n c e  o f
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personal or family stress-causing factors, or depression. Although it was expected that 
there would be a significant difference in the preference of the type of betel nut 
preparation among different cultural groups, this hypothesis had to be rejected as such 
difference was not seen. However, there were significant differences in betel nut use 
among grades (p-value 0.001) with betel chewing percentage reaching the peak at 
grades 9 and 10 and gender (p-value 0.048).

There was also significant difference (p-value 0.008) in the preference between the two 
genders. Females used more betel nut than males. Males preferred traditional betel quid 
(betel nut, piper leaf, and lime), betel nut alone with or without lime, and the sweetened 
Indian Mithra Paan prepared by small shops while females preferred dry supari 
(chopped and dried betel nuts) and ready-made supari sachets from Indian factories.

Among the users, maximum numbers of students got introduced to betel nut chewing at 
the age ranges between 12-13 and 14-15 with introduction of 28 % of the students to 
betel nut at each of these two ranges. There were also 9.1 % of them who got 
introduced to betel nut use at ages less than 7 years. The highest number of users fell 
among those who chew betel nut regularly (but not daily) with 44.4 %. The next highest 
group consisted of those who chew betel nut on rare occasions with 40.1 %. The daily 
chewers consisted of only 1.3 %. In terms of usual places where students use betel nut, 
girls preferred secluded places like their own homes, friends’ houses and also schools 
whereas the boys usually chewed in open places like social events, public places and 
other places like on the way to school. This shows that girls did not feel comfortable to
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use betel nut in public places. When at home, friends’ houses or at school, they were 
among known friends.

Further, among the users 26.7 % never made any effort to stop the habit, 20.7 % made 
efforts to stop but could not continue and resorted to chewing again. A total of 122 
students (52.6 %) made efforts and actually stopped the habit. This indicates that 
despite their introduction to the habit, for some reason they are making efforts to stop 
chewing. Among those 122 students who declared that they had stopped the habit, 59% 
just completed 1-3 months cessation. Twenty-two students (18 %) stopped for 4-11 
months. Thirteen percent of them have completed more than one year cessation without 
resorting to the habit and 4.9 % have completed cessation durations more than 2 years 
and 3 years respectively. As those who did not complete one year may join the relapsed 
group, the actual prevalence of betel nut users included these stoppers. Hence, ‘ex- 
chewers’ label was used for only those who have completed a duration of more than 1 
year without using betel nut.

Concerning the factors affecting the use of betel nut, the analyses revealed that 
influences from selected role models, tobacco use (especially chewing), and gender 
have significant bearing on the use of betel nut by students.

One of the most important factors that influence betel nut chewing habit in students was 
the presence of role models around them creating an environment conducive to betel
nut use.
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At home students see their parents and older siblings using betel nut, at school they see 
close male and female friends and the teachers taking betel nut. The higher the number 
of role models, the more likely was student’s tendency to use the stuff. The positive 
association between the number of role models surrounding the students and the 
students’ tendency to use betel nut was highly significant with a p-value of 0.001 which 
was quite similar to the observation by Wang et a\ (2003) in their betel nut studies in 
Taiwan. Although they have used only parents as role models, they have observed “a 
significant difference (p-value 0.001) between the behavior of their parent and the 
prevalence in adolescence of betel nut chewing”.

It was seen that tobacco use in Bhutan had a peculiarity that smoking was directly 
associated with education, which was also found by the studies conducted by the 
Ministry of Health (2001). The present study also observed that mixed forms of tobacco 
use (smoking and chewing tobacco by the same person) is more popular among males.

Like the findings in Taiwan studies, the association between tobacco use -  especially 
the chewing habit - and betel nut use by students was also significant (p-value 0.01). 
All tobacco chewers (100%) and all those who chewed tobacco and smoked (100%) 
were betel nut chewers and 76% of smokers were also betel nut users. In case of 
Taiwan, Wang et al (2003) found that “there was a high percentage of betel nut 
chewing adolescent students with the related habits of smoking and drinking with 
p<.001 in each case”.
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A multi-regression analysis was carried out to assess the importance of factors that were 
found significant during bi-variable analyses. The important variables were tobacco use 
(odds ratio 3.444) and the influence from role models like parents (odds ratio 1.661), 
older brothers and sisters (odds ratio 2.429), male friends (odds ratio 2.232), and female 
friends (odds ratio 1.847). Difference in gender and the teachers’ role model did not 
appear as important as they appeared to be during the bi-variable analyses.

Finally, this study also attempted to find the immediate motives for chewing betel nut 
by the students. The highest immediate motive was to relieve boredom as 72.8% of all 
users said that they chewed betel nut “when there is nothing better to do” or chewing 
betel nut was something to do when one was bored. Social motives like “fitting in with 
other people”, “making it easier to be sociable with others”, “enjoying a party”, and 
“making social get-together more fun” ranked second with 62.1 % of users choosing 
these options. 58.2 % of the users chose the answers under affect regulation motives 
ranking it in the third position. Self-enhancement motives were in the last position as an 
immediate motive with 54.3 % of the students scoring positively in that category.

When the individual factors were looked at separately in the sample population, it was 
found that 55.9 % of the students had English-educated parents and that 92 % of the 
students live with their own parents and only 8 % live with guardians and this finding 
agrees with the policy of the Government that the schools in Thimphu should accept 
only those children with parents living in Thimphu. The small group staying with 
guardians may be those parentless ones who live with their closest relatives in
Thimphu.
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N eg a tiv e  a ffec tiv e  s ta te  w as  fo u n d  h ig h e r am o n g  g irls  th o u g h  n o t s ta tis tic a lly  

s ig n ifican t. H o w ev er, th e  level o f  n e g a tiv e  a ffec t d iffe rs  s ig n ific a n tly  am o n g  g rad es  

w ith  a  p -v a lu e  o f  0 .0 0 1 . N eg a tiv e  a ffec t rise s  an d  p eak s  at th e  ag e  ran g e  o f  17-18 years 

and  th en  fa lls  in  th e  n ex t age ran g e  o f  19-20 years. T h is  too  d id  n o t h av e  s ig n ifican t 

a sso c ia tio n  w ith  b e te l n u t use.

N o tab le  d e p re ss io n  w as found  in  5.5 %  o f  s tu d en ts  as ag a in s t 15 %  in th e  U n ited  S ta tes  

(C h o i et al, 1997). G iv en  B h u ta n ’s s lo w er p ace  o f  life  w h en  co m p ared  to  U n ited  S ta tes , 

th is  fin d in g  m ay  rin g  true.

T h ere  w as no  d iffe re n ce  in  g e n d e r in te rm s o f  p e rso n a l and  fam ily  s tress . G iv en  a sco re  

ran g in g  from  1 to  20 , m a x im u m  n u m b e r o f  s tu d en ts  (77 .1  % ), sco red  th e  lo w est ran g e  

(1 -5 ) an d  a lm o st th e  w h o le  o f  th e  rest (18  % ) w ere  w ith in  th e  n e x t h ig h e r  ran g e  (6 -10 ). 

A lth o u g h  th e re  w ere  tw o  m o re  ran g es  (11 -15  an d  16-20) ab o v e , a lm o st n o n e  o f  th e  

s tu d en ts  h ad  stress  leve l up to  th o se  levels  w h ic h  m ean s th e  s tre ss  lev e ls  in  th e  s tu d en ts  

w ere  less th an  h a lf  th e  p o ss ib le  level. T h e  m a jo rity  o f  th is  s tre ss  (72  % ) w as co m b in ed  

fam ilia l an d  p e rso n a l stress. S in g le  fam ily  stress  w as h ig h e r  (1 4  % ) th an  s in g le  p e rso n a l 

s tre ss  (9  % ).

F u rth e r an a ly sis  rev ea led  tha t th e  sco re  o f  th e  s tre ss  is s ig n ific a n tly  (p -v a lu e  0 .0 2 4 ) 

a sso c ia ted  w ith  th e  E n g lish  ed u ca tio n  o f  th e  p a ren ts . C h ild re n  o f  E n g lish -ed u ca ted  

p a ren ts  had  far less a m o u n t o f  stress  th an  th e  ch ild ren  o f  p a re n ts  w h o  are  n o t E n g lish - 

ed u ca ted . D oes tha t m ean  that E n g lish -ed u ca ted  fam ilies  h av e  m o re  h a rm o n io u s  fam ily  

life th a t g iv es  less s tre ss  to  th e ir  ch ild ren ?  O r, is it b ecau se  th e  E d u ca tio n  system  in
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B hutan  u ses E n g lish  m ed iu m  and  th e  ch ild ren  o f  E n g lish -e d u c a te d  p a ren ts  p e rfo rm  

b e tte r  at sch o o l and  hav e  less p e rso n a l s tre ss?  It m ay  a lso  b e  th a t th e  E n g lish -ed u ca ted  

p a re n ts  ea rn  b e tte r  so th a t th e ir  ch ild ren  are  no t b o th e re d  by  fin an c ia l s tre ss  in  the  

fam ily . H o w ev e r, th e  s tre ss  level has no  s ig n ific an t a s so c ia tio n  w ith  b e te l n u t u se  b y  the  

s tu d en ts  and  th e se  q u e s tio n s  are  b e tte r  le ft fo r the  E d u ca tio n  sec to r in  B h u tan  to  ex p lo re  

in th e  future.

5.2 Scope and Limitations of the Study
T h is  s tu d y  w as co n fin ed  to  th e  s tu d en ts  o f  G rad es  7 up to  11 in  th e  g o v e rn m en t 

se co n d a ry  sc h o o ls  in  th e  m a in  to w n  o f  T h im p h u  and , th e re fo re , it d o es  no t rep re sen t the  

e n tire  s tu d en t p o p u la tio n  in  T h im p h u , B hu tan .

A s th e  sch o o l se ttin g s  am o n g  g o v e rn m en t seco n d a ry  sch o o ls  in  T h im p h u  a re  id en tica l, 

no  a ttem p t w as m ad e  to  c o m p are  th e  fin d in g s  am o n g  d iffe re n t sch o o ls .

A lth o u g h  th e  d e s ig n  o f  th e  s tu d y  w as c ro ss-sec tio n a l an d  it w as  n o t su p p o sed  to 

d e sc r ib e  th e  v a ria tio n s  o f  th e  b e te l nu t c h ew in g  p ra c tic e  o v e r tim e , re sp o n d e n ts  hav e  

b een  ask ed  to  lo o k  in to  th e ir  past. T he re su lt o f  such  re tro sp e c tiv e  v iew s -  e sp e c ia lly  on  

w h en  th ey  h ad  s ta rted  ch ew in g  o r w h e th e r th ey  h av e  e v e r  ch ew ed  in  th e  p a s t - m ay  be  

su b jec t to  reca ll b ias.

It is a c k n o w led g ed  tha t s tu d ies  o f  th is  n a tu re  m ay  face  e ffec ts  o f  a  so c ia l-d e s ira b ility  

b ias. H o w ev er, th e  en tire  d a ta  w as c o lle c ted  an o n y m o u sly  w ith  a se lf-ad m in is te red
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5.3 Conclusions and Recommendations
T h is s tu d y  rev ea led  tha t th e re  w ere  no  s ta tis tic a lly  s ig n ific an t d iffe re n ce s  in  th e  

p rev a len ce  o f  b e te l n u t c h e w in g  am o n g  s tu d en ts  d u e  to age, so c ia l s ta tu s , w h e th e r o r  n o t 

the  p a ren ts  are  E n g lish -ed u ca ted , cu ltu ra l b ack g ro u n d , s ta tu s  o f  n eg a tiv e  a ffec t in  th e  

s tu d en ts , th e  e x is te n c e  o f  p e rso n a l o r  fam ily  s tre ss -c a u s in g  fac to rs, o r  d ep re ss io n . T h e  

s ig n ific an t fac to rs  w h ich  d id  in flu en ce  th e  b e te l nu t c h e w in g  p rev a len ce  in  a  s tu d en ts  in  

o rd e r  o f  th e ir  im p o rtan ce  w ere  a) m a le  frien d s , b) o ld e r b ro th e rs  an d  s is te rs , c) fem a le  

frien d s, d ) to b acco  use , w h e th e r c h ew in g  o r  sm o k in g , an d  e) p a ren ta l in flu en ce . A s m ay  

b e  co n c lu d ed  from  th is , th e  p re sen ce  o f  ro le  m o d e ls  a ro u n d  a ch ild  fo rm in g  an  

e n v iro n m e n t c o n d u c iv e  to  b e te l nu t c h ew in g  is v e ry  im p o rtan t. T h e  u se  o f  to b acco  

co m es n ex t a lth o u g h  w h e th e r  it is th e  to b acco  use  th a t a ffec ts  th e  b e te l n u t u se  o r  

w h e th e r it is vice versa  rem a in s  to  be  fu rth e r ex p lo red .

A lth o u g h  to b a c c o -c h ew in g  goes a lo n g  w ith  b e te l nu t, sm o k in g  has a  p e c u lia r ity  o f  its 

o w n  sh o w in g  th a t it is d irec tly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  m o d e m  E n g lish  ed u ca tio n . H o w ev er, th e  

d a ta  fo r th is  s tu d y  p e rta in s  to  th e  p erio d  F eb ru a ry  2 0 0 4  to  F eb ru a ry  2005 . W ith  the  

n a tio n w id e  sm o k in g  b an  in  e ffec t s in ce  17 D ecem b er 2 0 0 4 , the  h ab it o f  sm o k in g  m ay  

fu rth e r dec line .

It w as  seen  th a t s tu d en ts  get in tro d u ced  to bete l nu t use  ev en  b e fo re  th ey  a tta in  7 years 

o f  ag e  and  tha t 31 .5  %  o f  the  s tu d en ts  ch ew ed  bete l nu t b e fo re  th ey  reach ed  th e  ag e  o f

questionnaire by data collectors who had no connection with the schools. It was noticed
that the students had no problems in dealing with very personal and sensitive aspects.
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12 years. A s p e r  th e  fin d in g s, th e  m a jo r ity  o f  s tu d en ts  get in tro d u ced  to  b e te l nu t in th e  

ages ra n g in g  from  12 to  15. In v iew  o f  th ese  fin d in g s, p rev en tio n  p ro g ram s m ay  hav e  to  

s ta rt in th e  p rim ary  sch o o ls  so tha t m an y  s tu d en ts  can  be  p rev en ted  from  s ta rtin g  th e  

hab it. T h e  in te rv e n tio n  p ro g ram s sh o u ld  b a s ic a lly  try  to  m in im iz e  th e  in flu en ces  o f  the  

soc ia l e n v iro n m e n t and  co n tro l th e ir  b e te l u se  at h om e. It m ay  b e  rec o lle c ted  here  th a t 

m o re  th an  60  %  o f  s tu d en ts  ch ew  b e te l nu t w h ile  at hom e.

A s th e  s tu d y  in d ica ted  a h ig h  p e rcen tag e  o f  th o se  w h o  tr ied  to  s to p  c h e w in g  b e te l nu t, 

fu tu re  s tu d ie s  co u ld  go  o n e  step  fu rth e r and  ex p lo re  th e  rea so n s  fo r th is  e ffo rt as 

o ccu rren ce  o f  h ea lth  p ro b le m s  d u e  to  b e te l c h e w in g  m ay  n o t be  so o b v io u s  to  th is  

g roup . T h is  w ill be  u se fu l in  fo rm u la tin g  in te rv en tio n  p ro g ram s fo r th e  fu tu re .

A n d  fina lly , b ro a d e r  su rv ey s  co u ld  b e  co n d u c ted  in  fu tu re  to  lo o k  at th e  b e te l c h ew in g  

s itu a tio n  in  all ad u lt p o p u la tio n  in  th e  co u n try  no m a tte r  w h e th e r  th ey  a re  s tu d en ts , 

d ro p o u ts , o r  n o n -e d u c a te d  v illag e rs  w ith  sp ec ia l a tten tio n  to  th e  d iffe re n ce  in  th e  b e te l 

ch ew in g  p ra c tic e  a m o n g  genders. It m ay  a lso  b e  in te re s tin g  to  e x p lo re  w h y  ch ild ren  o f  

p a ren ts  w h o  a re  n o t E n g lish -ed u ca ted  sco re  m o re  in  th e  n e g a tiv e  life  e v e n ts  (s tre ss)

score.
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