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Abstract

Introduction: The use of psychoactive substances has been a worldwide problem that also
affects university students. This study aimed to raise patterns of psychoactive substances
used among Nursing and Medical students of a public institution of higher education.

Materials and methods: Cross-sectional study of quantitative approach, conducted
between September and November 2020 in the context of a public higher education
institution in southern Bahia, Brazil. The sample consisted of 202 university students.
Data were collected using an online questionnaire and the scale of screening for the use of
Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST). The descriptive
statistical analysis was performed.

Results: Most university students from nursing and medical courses (77.7%, n=156) have
already used any of the PAS in lifetime. Among those who have used some substances, the
highest frequency of use was alcoholic beverages (nursing 56%; medicine 43.4%), followed
by marijuana (nursing 17.6%; medicine 23.6%) and tobacco (nursing 13.7%; medicine
10.4%). There was no use of hallucinogens and cocaine/crack by nursing students.

Conclusion: The high incidence of PAS use (alcohol, tobacco, marijuana and hypnotics/
sedatives) among students, in isolation or poly-use, represents risks that should be considered
as a warning to the necessity of developing mental and academic health strategies regarding
the use of PSA.

KKeywords: students, health occupations, psychotropic drugs, hypnotics and sedatives,
alcohol drinking in college, marijuana use, students, medical, students, nursing
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Introduction

The use of psychoactive substances (PAS) has been a worldwide
problem that affects all ages, especially young people. Among
university students, the trend to increase the consumption of these
substances reflects academic experiences, especially those related to
the search for better results.'

The increased PAS consumption in the last decades of the 20™
century has been a cause of concern for the society and the scientific
community. In 2014, a study? interviewed nursing students and found
that 31.3% used alcohol in association with psychotropic drugs, even
though they received guidance about equivalent risks. A more recent
survey® with 567 university students found that 501 (88.4%) of them
already had alcohol associated with another substance, at least once in
their lives, in the past month or year.

In an attempt to know what drives university students to use PAS, a
research* identified, among others, as the main factors: curiosity, fun,
self-will, socialization, depression, search for relaxation, psychiatric
prescription, anxiety, experiencing the sensations provoked in the
body and mood motives, fleeing reality, dissatisfaction in the family
environment, search for comfort and existential emptiness.

Regarding access to substances, whether legal or illicit, a study®
shows that the older students are, greater are the possibilities of
facilitated access or experimentation, which may lead to problematic
use or dependence, related to the training type adopted by higher
education institutions (HEIs) and lifestyles at the university.

The COVID-19 pandemic also affected the mental health of
students, influencing the increased PSA consumption. During this
period, a study® of dependence level found that the health students
got a high percentage of “occasional use” and “suggestive abuse” for

alcohol, followed by marijuana, besides an association with lower
academic performance.

Considering that the COVID-19 pandemic may have aggravated
consumption related to the use of Alcohol and Other Drugs, this study
aimed to raise standards of PSA use among nursing and medical
students from a public higher education institution.

Methods

This cross-sectional, quantitative and descriptive study is part
of the research on “Psychological distress and academic profile in
health education”, realized in a public Higher Education Institution
in southern Bahia, Brazil.To form the sample for convenience,
the student should be regularly matriculated in the Nursing and
Medical courses of that institution and accept freely and consented
to participate in the research. The invitation was sent to all students
of those courses (N=481), by their e-mail address, with information
about the used instruments, the ethical aspects of the research and the
informed consent form. The response rates were 69.4% among those
studying Nursing and 13.4% Medicine. Students without presential
experience in the course (n=50) were excluded from the sample,
making a total of 202 students.

According to the power sample size calculation performed later,’
considering the prevalence of psychoactive substance use of 81.7%,*
95% confidence intervals, 5% error and a 10% replacement rate, the
recommended sample would be 194 participants. Thus, our final
sample of 202 is representative of the population studied.

The data were collected from September to November 2020,
from a self-administered questionnaire, electronically, through
Google Forms, containing questions that included sociodemographic
characteristics (gender, age, affiliation and marital status, among
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others) and the screening instrument “Alcohol, Smoking and
Substance Involvement Screening Test” (ASSIST).

ASSIST is a screening instrument developed by the World Health
Organization and validated in Brazil’ to detect problems associated
with the use of psychoactive substances throughout the user’s life and
in the past three months. It consists of eight questions and ten Likert
type subscales that also measure the level of dependence related to
the use of the following substances: Tobacco, Alcoholic Beverages,
Cannabis, Cocaine, Amphetamine-type stimulants, inhalants,
hypnotics or sedatives, hallucinogens, opioids and others. The risk
indicative are classificated in low risk (0-3), moderate risk use (4-15)
and suggestive of dependence or high risk (>16).!° The consistency of
this instrument, used online among Brazilian university students, was
considered good to moderate (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85 for tobacco,
0.73 for alcohol and 0.87 for marijuana), with acceptable sensitivity
(66-84%) and specificity (92-99%) for tobacco, alcohol, marijuana
and cocaine."

The results were analyzed using descriptive statistics of the
distribution of absolute and relative frequencies, using the Software
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences for Windows (SPSS,
version 20.0).

This study complied the ethical requirements of research
with human beings in Brazil and obtained approval (CAAE n.
03159318.4.0000.5526) of the Research Ethics Committee (REC) of
the investigated HEI.

Results

Most students are women (84.2%), single (88.6%), without
children (92.1%) and self-reported as brown or black (73.2%). The
mean age was 23.6 years. The highest number of respondents occurred
in the nursing course (72.3%) (Table 1).

Table 2 and 3 present results of ASSIST evaluation by group of
students. Most nursing and medical students (77.7%) have already
used or use any PAS. Of these, the highest frequency of use was
alcohol (nursing 56.0%; medicine 43.4%), followed by marijuana
(nursing 17.6%; medicine 23.6%) and tobacco (nursing 13.7%;
medicine 10.4%). There was no use of hallucinogens and cocaine/
crack by nursing students.

Table | Sociodemographic Profile of Nursing and Medical Students (n=202)

Variables Nur Med Total
% n % n %

Sex

Female 129 884 41 732 170 842

Male 17 1.6 15 26.8 32 15.8

Marital status

Single 124 849 55 98.2 179 88.6

Stable union 9 6.2 0 0 9 4.5

Married 8 55 | 1.8 9 4.5

Divorced 5 34 0 0 5 2.5

Children

None 133 9l.1 53 94.7 186 92.1

Yes 13 8.9 3 5.3 16 79

Ethnicity

Brown 66 45.2 26 464 92 45.5

Black 48 329 8 14.3 56 27.7
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Nur Med Total
Variables
N % n % n %
White 25 17.1 22 393 47 233
Indigenous 4 2.7 0 0 4 2
Yellow 2 1.4 0 0 2 |
Unknown | 0.7 0 0 | 0.5
Source: Created by the authors.
Table 2 Risk classification for substance use, nursing students (n=146)
Low Risk ~ Hoderate High  total
Substance Risk Risk
f % f % f % f %
Tobacco 19 76 6 24 0 0 25 13.7
Alcoholic 67 657 33 324 2 2 102 56
beverages
Marihuana 3 9.4 29 90.6 0 0 32 17.6
Cocaine/Crack 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Amphetamines | 333 2 66.7 0 0 3 1.6
Inhalants 2 100 O 0 0 0 2 1.1
Hypnotics/ 0 0 12 1000 0 0 12 66
Sedatives
Hallucinogens 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Opioids 3 50 3 50 0 0 6 33
Source: Created by the authors
Table 3 Risk classification for substance use, medical students (n=56)
. Moderate High
Substance Low Risk Risk Risk Total
f % f % f % f %
Tobacco 9 818 2 18.2 0 0 I 104
ﬁ"c°h°"° 38 826 6 I3 2 0 46 434
everages
Marihuana I 44 10 40 4 16 25 23.6
Cocaine/Crack 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Amphetamines 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Inhalants 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Hypnotics/ 10 667 5 333 0 0 15 142
Sedatives
Hallucinogens 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Opioids 7 778 2 22.2 0 0 9 85

Source: Created by the authors

The low risk was the predominant pattern of use in both groups
(nursing 52.2%; medicine 70.8%). High risk occurred for alcoholic
beverages (nursing 2.0%) and marijuana (medicine 16.0%). The
moderate risk in the use of hypnotics and sedatives was identified in
all those who used these substances in the nursing course (100.0%).
The same risk was presented among medical students, but to a lesser
extent (33.3%).

Discussion

By surveying the pattern of use of PAS in nursing and medical
students, this study found a high incidence in the use of licit substances,
such as alcoholic beverages, tobacco and hypnotics/sedatives. Alcohol
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is the most consumed psychoactive substance in the world'? and this
consumption can be facilitated by the easy distribution and affordable
cost. When related to young university students, consumption and
factors are intensified by many various reasons, among others, the
access to establishments that serves for fraternizations, parties, buying
for daily consumption; the necessity to feel belonging to a particular
social group; distancing parents or guardians.'?

Although most students present a low-risk pattern for alcoholic
beverages, the high frequency of use and the identification of
moderate and high risks in both groups suggest a problematic use
of this substance. These data should be observed considering the
risk of dependence and the high percentage of damage that alcohol
consumption can bring, since traffic accidents to pathologies, resulting
from continuous use. In many cases, the alcohol use is also considered
the gateway to other most harmful substances, thus characterizing
polyconsumption,'* causing great damage to the academic life and
mental health of those students.

Another legal psychoactive substance that presented a prevalence
of moderate risk for nursing and medical students was tobacco. In
addition to being widely consumed in the world, tobacco also presents
an important risk and in the long term can trigger circulatory diseases,
cancers and chronic respiratory diseases, being one of the main causes
of preventable deaths.'*1¢

The use of hypnotics/sedatives in the sample studied drew attention,
because despite being in a smaller number in relation to the use of
other substances, it presents a moderate risk presented in most of the
sample, being for all nursing, indicates continuous use and possible
dependence, besides the possible manifestation of associated health
problems. The students’ search for those substances may occur due
to the conditions of psychic suffering that the academic environment
provides, such as excessive workloads of studies, increased stress,
pressure related to academic performance, among others.'”'®

Marijuana, considered the third most used drug in the world, was
the second most used among the students interviewed and had a high-
risk prevalence among medical students. Such consumption may be
influenced by the abrupt change in the routine of studies and social
interaction, the influence of third parties such as friends, roommates
or loving partners, the distancing from family/hometown, the search
for momentary pleasure and/or relaxation, or the attempt to relieve
stress and anxiety caused by all academic collection and excessive
workload of the curriculum. In addition, access to these substances
is relatively easy and can be done through friends, acquaintances or
students from the HEI campus itself.'*

The use of Hallucinogens and Cocaine/Crack has not been recorded
and these data are consistent with the literature that says that academic
students avoid the use of substances that carry a social stigma, such
as cocaine/crack, besides being afraid to become dependent and to
be judged by the researchers, despite all the ethical rigor in research
conducted with humans. However, further research is necessary to
understand if there is a non-consumption or underreporting for these
substances. '8!

As limitations of this study, the taboo in relation to the theme
of psychoactive consumption, the fear of coercion, punishment
or judgments may cause the interviewee not to report his/her real
consumption, producing underestimated answers; the low-adherence
of medical students to the research may have produced a smaller
number than expected; less attention to the gender variable may have
influenced this result, since the pattern of consumption among women
may be different between each other and between genders.”!
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In general, the data of this study may have been influenced by
the COVID-19 pandemic period, as has been demonstrated in some
studies,** which have found a significant increase in the use of
alcohol, tobacco and marijuana and worsening in the life quality of
university students in the pandemic.

Conclusion

University life, the pandemic and the various factors involving
the psychic suffering of nursing and medical students can explain
the various patterns of PAS consumption found in this study. This
research found a high incidence in the use of PAS such as alcohol,
tobacco, marijuana and hypnotics/sedatives among students and this
consumption, in isolation or concomitantly with other substances,
presents imminent risks that should be considered a warning to the
necessity of developing strategies to improve mental and academic
health concerning the use of PAS.

When reflecting on the profile of students and their pattern of PAS
consumption, there is a question about the psychic suffering associated
with university life and that, recently, may have been aggravated by
the COVID-19 pandemic and how much these and other variables
may be associated with increased consumption and risk related to this
consumption, suggesting that other studies may bring new responses
to the better quality of life of those students.

This study is expected to contribute to the construction of policies,
programs and strategies to prevent the indiscriminate use of PAS
among young university students, considering the higher consumption
related to licit substances, the strategy of harm reduction, attention to
the management of psychic suffering in the context of nursing and
medical education, and, consequently, the improvement of the quality
of life of those students.

Acknowledgments

None.

Conflicts of interest

The author declares there is no conflict of interest.

References

1. de Luna IS, Grigoli Dominato AA, Ferrari F, et al. Consumption of psy-
chotropic drugs among the first medical students and sixth year of a
university in Sao Paulo. Colloguium Vitae. 2018;10(1):22-28.

2. Marchi KC, Barbaro AM, Miasso Al, et al. Anxiety and the consumption
of anxiolytics among nursing students of a public university. Rev Eletr
Enferm. 2013;15(3):729-737.

3. Santos DDM, Guimardes MM, Bodevan EC, et al. Use of psychoacti-
ve substances among university students. SMAD, Rev Eletronica Saiide
Mental Alcool Drog. 2019;15(3):1-9.

4. Barbosa LNF, Asfora GCA, Moura MC. Anxiety and depression and
psychoactive substance abuse in university students. SMAD, Rev Ele-
tronica Saude Mental Alcool Drog. 2020;16(1):1-8.

5. Batista RSC, Freitas TBC de, Nascimento EGC do, et al. Use of psy-
choactive substances among medical students at a university in the
Brazilian semiarid region. Medicine (Ribeirao Preto). 2022;55(1):e—
184136.

6. Portela JMG, Mello A de L, Freitas E de O, et al. Use of psychoacti-
ve substances and mental health in university students during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. REME Rev Min Enferm. 2022;26(1):10.

7. Jones SR, Carley S, Harrison M. An introduction to power and sample
size estimation. Emerg Med J. 2003;20(5):453-458.

Citation: Encarnagdo )P, Barros CSSC, Gundim VA, et al. Use of psychoactive substances among nursing and medical students. Int | Fam Commun Med.

2022;6(4):176—179.DOI: 10.15406/ijfcm.2022.06.00284


https://doi.org/10.15406/ijfcm.2022.06.00284
https://revistas.unoeste.br/index.php/cv/article/view/2167
https://revistas.unoeste.br/index.php/cv/article/view/2167
https://revistas.unoeste.br/index.php/cv/article/view/2167
https://revistas.ufg.br/fen/article/view/18924
https://revistas.ufg.br/fen/article/view/18924
https://revistas.ufg.br/fen/article/view/18924
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?pid=S1806-69762019000300005&script=sci_abstract&tlng=en
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?pid=S1806-69762019000300005&script=sci_abstract&tlng=en
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?pid=S1806-69762019000300005&script=sci_abstract&tlng=en
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1806-69762020000100014&lng=pt&nrm=iso&tlng=en
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1806-69762020000100014&lng=pt&nrm=iso&tlng=en
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1806-69762020000100014&lng=pt&nrm=iso&tlng=en
https://www.revistas.usp.br/rmrp/article/view/184136
https://www.revistas.usp.br/rmrp/article/view/184136
https://www.revistas.usp.br/rmrp/article/view/184136
https://www.revistas.usp.br/rmrp/article/view/184136
https://periodicos.ufmg.br/index.php/reme/article/view/37251.
https://periodicos.ufmg.br/index.php/reme/article/view/37251.
https://periodicos.ufmg.br/index.php/reme/article/view/37251.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12954688/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12954688/

Use of psychoactive substances among nursing and medical students

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

. Siebra SMS. Prevalence of consumption of psychoactive substances

among medicine students in the interior of Northeastern Brazil. Rev Bras
Educ Med. 2021;45(4):¢222.

. lara Ferraz Silva Henrique, Denise De Micheli, Roseli Boerngen de La-

cerda, et al. Validation of the Brazilian version of Alcohol, Smoking and
Substance Involvement Screening Test (ASSIST). Revista da Associa-
¢do Médica Brasileira. 2004;50(2):199-206.

Castelo Branco FM, Mamede LS, Castelo Branco Neto T. Factors asso-
ciated with the harmful use of drugs in “pirate” drivers*. J Nurs UFPE
on line. 2021;15:€245175.

Christoff AO, Barreto HG, Boerngen-Lacerda R. Development of a
Computer-Based Format for the Alcohol, Smoking, and Substance In-
volvement Screening Test (ASSIST) With University Students. Subst
Use Misuse. 2016;51(9):1207-1217.

Brasil. Ministério da Saude. Abusive alcohol consumption increases
42.9% among women. 2019.

Silva NG. Prevalence of alcohol use among academics of a center uni-
versitario de Varzea Grande - MT. Connection Line-Revista Eletronica
do UNIVAG. 2021;25(4):115-130.

Balayssac D. Use of Psychotropic Medications and Illegal Drugs, and
Related Consequences Among French Pharmacy Students - SCEP Stu-
dy: A Nationwide Cross-Sectional Study. Front Pharmacol. 2018;9:725.

Felipe TVS, Bianchi MTGL, Souza GS. The importance of the imple-
mentation of the smoking project in health units, in the municipality of
Rio Claro. Brazilian Journal of Health Review. 2021;4(1):2555-2568.

20.

21.

22.

Copyright:

©2022 Encarnagio et al. 179

de Carvalho Ricci N, Bonini RB, Coltri VM. Prevalence of tobacco use
among Biomedicine and Nursing students at Centro Universitario Barao
de Maua. RISE. 2021;2(1):23-29.

Boni RB. Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test
(ASSIST): manual de uso na aten¢do primaria. 2020.

Nawaz H, Khan AA, Bukhari S. Use of Psychoactive Drugs Among
Medical Undergraduates in Abbottabad. Journal of Ayub Medical Colle-
ge, Abbottabad: JAMC. 2017;29(4):599-603.

Kowalczuk K, Krajewska-Kutak E. Exposure to Psychoactive Compou-
nds amongst Students of Medical University. Central European journal
of public health. 2017;25(3):200-205.

Miranda DL, Dumith SC, Paludo SS, et al. Academic migration and ma-
rijuana use among undergraduate students: evidences from a sample in
southern Brazil. Ciénc saiide coletiva. 2019;24(8):3107-3116.

Alves TM, Rosa LCS. The Use of Psychoactive Substances by Wo-
men: the Importance of a Gender Perspective. Rev Estud Fem.
2016;24(2):443-462.

Silva MGS. Use of psychoactive substances in situations of social iso-
lation among university students. Brasilia, DF. Occupational therapy
course completion work — UnB, 2021.

Citation: Encarnagdo )P, Barros CSSC, Gundim VA, et al. Use of psychoactive substances among nursing and medical students. Int | Fam Commun Med.
2022;6(4):176—179. DOI: 10.15406/ijfcm.2022.06.00284


https://doi.org/10.15406/ijfcm.2022.06.00284
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15286871/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15286871/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15286871/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15286871/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27191627/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27191627/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27191627/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27191627/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31909072/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31909072/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31909072/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2018.00725/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2018.00725/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2018.00725/full
https://www.journalijdr.com/importance-implementation-smoking-project-primary-health-care-municipality-rio-claro
https://www.journalijdr.com/importance-implementation-smoking-project-primary-health-care-municipality-rio-claro
https://www.journalijdr.com/importance-implementation-smoking-project-primary-health-care-municipality-rio-claro
https://www.arca.fiocruz.br/handle/icict/43471
https://www.arca.fiocruz.br/handle/icict/43471
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29330986/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29330986/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29330986/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29022678/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29022678/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29022678/
https://www.scielo.br/j/csc/a/8HFfQPDCVF9fVPKFRTBNqGp/?lang=en
https://www.scielo.br/j/csc/a/8HFfQPDCVF9fVPKFRTBNqGp/?lang=en
https://www.scielo.br/j/csc/a/8HFfQPDCVF9fVPKFRTBNqGp/?lang=en

	Title
	Abstract 
	Keywords
	Introduction
	Methods 
	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusion 
	Acknowledgments 
	Conflicts of interest 
	References 
	Table 1
	Table 2
	Table 3

