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RESUMO  

Objetivo: Comparar o uso de substâncias psicoativas em profissionais da enfermagem da atenção básica e de instituição hospitalar. 
Método: Estudo transversal, desenvolvido com profissionais de enfermagem, utilizando-se dois instrumentos: caracterização 
sociodemográfica e ocupacional e o Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test. Na análise dos dados, utilizou-se 
estatística descritiva e o teste qui-quadrado para verificar as associações. Resultados: O consumo de álcool e tabaco na vida e, nos 
três últimos meses, foi, proporcionalmente, maior entre profissionais da atenção básica. O uso de sedativos foi maior nas instituições 
hospitalares, sobretudo o uso na vida (p=0,05). O forte desejo de álcool e sedativos esteve presente entre profissionais das 
instituições hospitalares e para o tabaco foi maior nos profissionais da atenção básica. Conclusão: Ao comparar, nota-se que houve 
uso distinto de drogas entre os profissionais das instituições hospitalares e os profissionais da atenção básica. 
Descritores: Equipe de Enfermagem; Transtornos Relacionados ao Uso de Substâncias; Bebidas alcoólicas; Saúde do trabalhador; 
Saúde mental. 
 

ABSTRACT 
Objective: To compare the use of psychoactive substances in nursing professionals in primary care and hospital institutions. Method: 
a cross-sectional study developed with nursing professionals, using two instruments: socio-demographic and occupational 
characterization and the Alcohol, Smoking, and Substance Involvement Screening Test. In the data analysis, descriptive statistics and 
the chi-square test were used to verify associations. Results: the consumption of alcohol and tobacco in life and the last three months 
was proportionally higher among primary care professionals. The use of sedatives was greater in hospital institutions, especially the 
use in life (p = 0.05). The strong desire for alcohol and sedatives was observed among professionals in hospital institutions, whereas 
the need for tobacco was greater among professionals in primary care. Conclusion: Different drug uses were observed when 
comparing professionals from hospital institutions and professionals from primary care. 
Descriptors: Nursing;Team; Substance-Related Disorders; Alcoholic Beverages; Occupational Health; Mental Health.  

 
RESUMEN 
Objetivo: comparar el uso de sustancias psicoactivas entre los profesionales de enfermería de la atención primaria y los de 
instituciones hospitalarias. Método: estudio transversal, desarrollado con profesionales de enfermería, utilizando dos instrumentos: 
caracterización sociodemográfica y ocupacional y el Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test. En el análisis de los 
datos se utilizó la estadística descriptiva y el test de chi-cuadrado para verificar las asociaciones Resultados: el consumo de alcohol y 
tabaco a lo largo de la vida y en los últimos tres meses fue proporcionalmente mayor entre los profesionales de la atención primaria. 
El uso de sedantes fue mayor en las instituciones hospitalarias, especialmente el uso a lo largo de la vida (p = 0.05). El fuerte deseo 
de alcohol y sedantes estaba presente entre los profesionales de las instituciones hospitalarias y el consumo de tabaco fue mayor 
entre los profesionales de la atención primaria. Conclusión: al compararlos se observa que hubo un uso diferente de medicamentos 
entre los profesionales de instituciones hospitalarias y los profesionales de atención primaria. 
Descriptores: Grupo de Enfermería; Trastornos Relacionados con Sustancias; Bebidas Alcohólicas; Salud Laboral; Salud Mental. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The use of Psychoactive Substances (PAS) is 

a serious public health problem worldwide. It is a 
factor that generates losses in the social and 
health areas(1-2). Data show that the prevalence of 
PAS use (except alcohol) is 5.2% in the world 
population, which corresponds to 243 million 
people who consume some type of substance(3). In 
2015, at least one of every three people in Europe 
reported an episode of excessive alcohol 
consumption (consumption of more than five 
drinks on a single occasion) in the last 30 days, 
and, one of every five people had daily smoking 
and 7% used cannabis in the last year(2). 

PAS consumption, especially licit ones, is a 
recreational and socially acceptable habit, aimed 
at promoting relaxation, social interaction, and 
others(4). However, when this habit becomes 
abusive, the individuals become susceptible to 
negative consequences for their health, including 
traffic accidents, physical and verbal violence, 
unprotected sexual intercourse, consumption of 
other illegal substances, damage to social 
relationships and the occupational environment, 
as well as triggering a greater susceptibility to the 
development of chemical dependence(4,5). 

The indiscriminate use of PAS does not have 
differences among population groups. It is a habit 
observed in the most different population 
scenarios, including among nursing 
professionals(4,6-7). In the nursing staff, the 
prevalence of PAS consumption has varied 
between 6% and 8%, and it may be even higher 
when analyzing the abusive use of sedatives 
20%(3). 

When a worker develops the habit of 
consuming some PAS, this act can generate 
significant complications in the work 
environment, such as reduced productivity and 
perception of activities, greater susceptibility to 
accidents at work, dissatisfaction with their 
occupational environment, and higher rates of 
absenteeism(3). 

Nursing is inserted in all levels of health 
care, including primary and medium care. These 
environments have similar characteristics such as 
unhealthy environment, low job satisfaction, 
precarious work conditions, deficit in 
interpersonal and multi-professional 
relationships, structural and organizational 
aspects, lack of participation, and involvement in 
service decisions. Therefore, all these factors favor 
mental illness, and, many times, they resort to the 
consumption of PAS in the search for alternatives 

to relieve tensions related to the occupational 
environment(8). 

Although the use of PAS in health 
professionals has already been the subject of 
research, there is still a need for studies that 
compare the use of these substances between 
professionals in primary care and hospital 
institutions, since they have different work 
processes. The findings may provide support to 
managers and nursing workers in the 
implementation of preventive actions, harm 
reduction, and treatment according to different 
needs. Thus, this study aimed to compare the use 
of psychoactive substances in nursing 
professionals in primary care and hospital 
institutions. 

 
METHOD 

This is a cross-sectional study, developed 
with nursing professionals (nursing assistants, 
nursing technicians, and nurses) from 13 Basic 
Health Units (UBS) and two medium complexity 
hospital institutions in four small cities in the 
interior of the State of Paraná. 

The inclusion criterion adopted was to work 
in the institutions for at least six months and the 
exclusion criterion was to be away from their 
activities, for any reason, during data collection. A 
total of 70 professionals met these criteria.  

Data collection took place from November 
2017 to March 2018, by a team with three nursing 
students previously trained for the collection. The 
probable participants were approached in up to 
three attempts. The professionals who agreed to 
participate in the study were sent to reserved 
rooms in their workplaces in which they were 
informed about the purpose of the study, signed 
the Informed Consent Form (ICF) and answered 
the data collection instrument available in a sealed 
individual envelope, to maintain the reliability and 
confidentiality of the participant. 

For data collection, we used two 
instruments. The first one for socio-demographic 
and occupational characterization, including the 
following variables: age, gender, marital status, if 
they had children; life habits: physical exercise and 
level of satisfaction with their leisure activity 
opportunities; and the work and occupational 
environment: professional training, workplace, 
shift, number of jobs, weekly hours, level of 
satisfaction in the relationship with co-workers 
and the immediate boss, satisfaction with the 
opportunities for expressing work-related 
opinions, level of balance between their 
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professional and personal/family life, level of 
knowledge/ability to perform tasks and individual 
monthly income. 

The second instrument was the Alcohol, 
Smoking, and Substance Involvement Screening 
Test (ASSIST). It investigates alcohol consumption 
and nine other classes of drugs (tobacco, alcohol, 
marijuana, cocaine, amphetamines, inhalants, 
hypnotics/sedatives, hallucinogens, opioids, and 
others). This is a validated instrument adapted to 
the Portuguese language, with good levels of 
reliability, which recommend its use(9). This 
instrument includes questions about the 
frequency of use in life; consumption in the last 
three months; strong desire/urgency to consume 
in the past three months; stop doing any activity 
in the last three months due to the consumption 
of the substance; problems related to its use, such 
as health, financial, social, concern about the 
consumption by people close to the user; and 
attempts to control/decrease/cease use. 
However, for this study, we only used the 
questions of use in life, the last three months, and 
strong desire. 

We used the Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0 for data 
analysis. Descriptive statistics describe and 
summarize the data obtained. We used univariate 
analysis through the chi-square test, comparing 
the relationship between the work environment 
and socio-demographic and occupational 
characteristics and the consumption of 
psychoactive substances by nursing professionals. 

This research was submitted to the 
Research Ethics Committee of the State University 
of Northern Paraná and obtained a favorable 
opinion under nº 2,211,294. All participants signed 
the ICF and the study followed the ethical 
assumptions defined by Resolution 466/2012. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Thirty-five of the 70 nursing professionals 
worked in primary care and the other 35 in 
hospital institutions. When comparing socio-
demographic and occupational characteristics, we 
observed that gender (p = 0.012), age (p = 0.036), 
food (p = 0.027) and education (p = 0.002) were 
statistically different between groups (Table 1). 

Nursing professionals, both in the hospital 
and in primary care, experience workloads with 
specific characteristics of each environment and 
occupational routine. These specificities are often 
associated with excessive demands, precarious 
working conditions, insufficient number of human 

and material resources, excessive working hours, 
low wages, among other factors that negatively 
interfere with patient care and cause health 
problems for these professionals(10). 

Workloads cause worker dissatisfaction, 
wear, and illness, in addition to hindering the 
performance of creative and effective work(10), 
contributing to the worker using strategies to 
manage this suffering associated with his work 
practice such as missing work, abusive food 
consumption and the use of PAS(6,11). 

After the industrial revolution, the man 
began to seek new ways to maximize pleasure and 
minimize the suffering experienced in his work 
environment, highlighting the use of PAS as a 
quick and effective strategy to achieve well-being, 
increasing mood, socializing, relaxing and reducing 
stress whether for their occupational environment 
or their personal life(12).  

Regarding the socio-demographic 
characteristics of the participants, there was a 
predominance of females, adults, married people, 
mostly nursing technicians, and who worked 
during the day. These data are similar to the 
national nursing scenario, in which most 
professionals are female (84.6%) and of the 
category of nursing technicians (80%)(3,5,13). 

In the world, nursing has approximately 
19.3 million nurses and, in Brazil, the professional 
category represents half of the health workforce, 
representing a total of more than two million 
professionals. Of these, 24% are nurses, 56% 
nursing technicians, and 20% nursing assistants(14) 
who are inserted in all levels of care, developing 
direct or indirect assistance to the patient. 

Regarding marital status, we found that 
most of the participants in this study were 
married. Other studies(3,6-7,11,15) show that single 
individuals have a higher risk of alcohol 
consumption patterns than married people. Thus, 
a stable union is a protective factor for alcohol 
consumption, especially among men, since 
women, historically, have a greater concern for 
their health and seek to develop healthier lifestyle 
habits(15). 

Another protective characteristic is having 
children, that is, when the professional develops 
an emotional involvement with the children, it is 
characterized as a factor that protects people 
from consuming alcohol, tobacco, and other 
drugs(16). 

Also, when analyzing the occupational 
characteristics of nursing professionals regarding 
their satisfaction with co-workers and the boss, 
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the data from this study showed that there is a 
duality. That is that a significant percentage of 
professionals in both workplaces are satisfied, but 
it is still clear that dissatisfaction occurs. We 
noticed that the nursing work routine, working 
conditions, difficulties in dealing with suffering, 
death, and conflicting interpersonal, and 
interprofessional relationships lead to greater 
professional dissatisfaction(17). All of these factors 
lead to an increase in the consumption of licit and 
illicit drugs by nursing professionals because the 
harmful/abusive use of PAS acts as a 
defense/escape strategy related to the demands 
and dissatisfactions imposed on daily work(18). 

Research carried out with 1,608 workers in 
Norway showed that those who are at increased 
risk for alcohol consumption have greater 
psychological distress and less satisfaction with 
their work than workers who have harmful alcohol 
consumption(19). 

A study(20) developed in China showed that 
difficulties in interpersonal relationships between 
health professionals are experienced daily in the 
work environment, and the main factors that 
influence the development of conflicting 
relationships in these professionals are 
highlighted by poor communication between 
teams, excessive stress, and competing task 
priorities. All these factors negatively influence 
the health of the professional, which, in turn, 
favors a reduction in the quality of care, increases 
adverse events, and, consequently, professional 
exhaustion, causing occupational stress providing 
the consumption of PAS whether it is harmful or 
abusive(11, 19,20-21). 

Most participants in the study said they do 
not exercise and have an inadequate diet. A study 
carried out with nurses identified that the practice 
of physical activities (moderate/high or low 
intensity) decreases by almost half the risk of 
developing problems related to alcohol 
consumption than sedentarism(23). 

The practice of physical exercises and 
healthy eating are important habits for the 
development of a good quality of life when the 
professional has positive characteristics regarding 
their lifestyle. Consequently, this habit will reflect 
in a better performance in the assistance, 
decrease in occupational stress, and a lower 
probability of consuming PAS since alcohol 
consumption is associated with difficulties in 
managing the demands at work(3). 

The relationship between health and the 
practice of physical activity is positive since this 
practice acts in the prevention of diseases and the 
maintenance and recovery of the health of people 
in all age groups. An active lifestyle by the practice 
of physical activity contributes to a good physical 
condition, which is an important factor for the 
prevention and treatment of diseases, health 
maintenance, and a precious instrument for 
improving the quality of life, and consequently, 
better performance in their work activities(9). 

Another risk factor for nursing professionals 
in the development of Chronic Non-
Communicable Diseases (NCD), resulting from the 
risk factors identified as the lack of physical 
activity, inadequate diet, obesity, and the use of 
alcohol and other drugs(1). 

 
Table 1 – Socio-demographic and occupational characteristics of nursing professionals. Paraná, Brazil, 2020. 
(n=70)  

Variables  
Basic Care Hospital institution 

p-value 
n % N % 

Gender     
 

Male 0 0 6 100 
0,012 

Female  35 54,7 29 45,3 

Age      

18 to 40 years old  17 45,9 20 54,1 
0,036 

More than 40 years old  15 53,6 13 46,4 

Marital status      

Married 21 56,8 16 43,2 
0,169 

Other 14 42,4 19 57,6 

“continues to the next page” 

Variables  
Basic Care Hospital institution 

p-value 
n % N % 

Income      
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Up to 1 minimum wage 7 50 7 50 
0,617 

More than 1 minimum wage  28 50 28 50 

Food habits      

Bad 24 61.5 15 38.5 
0.027 

Good 11 35.5 20 64.5 

Exercise      

No 24 53.3 21 46.7 
0.309 

Yes 11 44 14 56 

Children      

No 6 33.3 12 66.7 
0.085 

Yes 29 55.8 23 44.2 

Formation      

Technical level 23 47.9 25 52.1 
0.002 

Graduation 12 54.5 10 45.5 

Shift at work      

Day 35 72.9 13 27.1 
0.232 

Night 0 0 22 100 

Satisfaction with co-workers      

Low 13 50 13 50 
0.598 

High 22 50 22 50 

Satisfaction with the boss      

Low  12 42.9 16 57.1 
0.232 

High 23 54.8 19 45.2 

Source: The author.  
 

When analyzing the consumption of PAS 
(Table 2) in nursing professionals, a similarity is 
identified with the general population in which 
alcohol and tobacco are the most consumed 
substances. However, the consumption of 
sedatives was also evident in this population. 
Studies(3,6,11) developed with the same population 
also showed the same specificities when analyzing 
the type of substance consumed in life. Therefore, 
we can affirm that the PAS is in the most different 
population groups, with no distinction between 
gender, age, and education(22, 24-25). 

Alcohol consumption stands out as the most 
consumed substance in life (68.6%), followed by 
tobacco (48.6%), marijuana (8.6%) and sedative 
(87.1%). These results are similar to that found in 
the literature (3), in which, among the general 
population, alcohol, tobacco and marijuana are 
the most consumed SPA in the world, representing 
a major public health problem worldwide. Still, the 
use of alcohol and tobacco are directly related to 
the increase in premature mortality and years of 
life lost due to disease loads related to functional 
disability(2). 

Alcohol consumption stands out as the most 
consumed substance in life (68.6%), followed by 
tobacco (48.6%), marijuana (8.6%), and sedative 
(87.1%). These results are similar to data in the 
literature(3), in which, alcohol, tobacco, and 
marijuana are the most consumed PAS worldwide 
among the general population, representing a 
major public health problem worldwide. The use 
of alcohol and tobacco are also directly related to 
the increase in premature mortality and years of 
life lost due to diseases causing functional 
disability(2). 

A study developed with nurses in Taiwan 
that aimed to examine the patterns of 
benzodiazepine use showed that, in the period of 
the study, there was an increasing trend for use 
among these professionals, with nurses over the 
age of 45 and those with an experience of 5 years 
or more were more likely to use it, as well as in 
those with depression, anxiety and sleep 
disorders(23). Thus, the use of the sedative 
observed in this study can be directly related to 
the occupational characteristics experienced by 
professionals in their work environment.  

 
Table 2 – Characteristics of psychoactive substance use in life, among nursing professionals. Paraná, Brazil, 
2020. (n=70)  
Variable Yes No 
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N % N % 

Use in life     

Tobacco 34 48.6 36 51.4 

Alcohol 48 68.6 22 31.4 

Marijuana 6 8.6 64 91.4 

Cocaine 4 5.7 66 94.3 

Amphetamines 3 4.3 67 95.7 

Inhalants 3 4.3 67 95.7 

Hypnotics/Sedatives 9 12.9 61 87.1 

Hallucinogens 3 4.3 67 95.7 

Opioids 8 11.4 62 88.6 

Others 6 8.6 64 91.4 

Source: The author.  

 
When comparing the use of PAS among the 

participants in this study (Table 3), it is evident 
that the consumption of alcohol and tobacco in life 
and the last three months was proportionally 
higher among primary care professionals than in 
the hospital institution professionals. However, 
this was not a statistically significant difference. 

The use of sedatives was higher in those in hospital 
institutions, especially the use in life (p = 0.05). The 
strong desire to consume alcohol and sedatives 
was greater among professionals in hospital 
institutions and for tobacco it was among 
professionals in primary care.

 
Table 3 – Comparison of alcohol, tobacco, and sedatives consumption according to the work environment. 
Paraná, Brazil, 2020. (n=70)  

Variables  
Basic Care Hospital Institution 

P 
N % N % 

Use in life      

Alcohol 27 56.2 21 43.8 0.19 

Tobacco 15 44.1 19 55.9 0.23 

Sedatives 4 44.4 5 55.6 0.05 

Last 3 months      

Alcohol 18 58.1 13 41.9 0.16 

Tobacco 11 55.0 9 45.0 0.39 

Sedatives 1 25.0 3 75.0 0.30 

Strong Desire      

Alcohol 7 46.7 8 53.3 0.52 

Tobacco 10 62.5 6 37.5 0.19 

Sedatives 0 0.0 1 100.0 0.48 

Source: The author.  

 
A study showed that factors associated with 

the nursing work environment such as stress, work 
overload, dissatisfaction, interpersonal 
relationships, and communication deficits can 
contribute to an increase in the consumption of 
sedatives, hypnotics, and antipsychotics and, 
consequently, increase the risk of overdose(22). 

Corroborating these findings, a study with 
nurses from public hospital institutions found that 
alcohol, tobacco, and sedatives were the most 
consumed substances and that, the more 
unfavorable the nurse's work environment, 

especially in the relationship with doctors, 
organizational support and autonomy, the higher 
the consumption of PAS(11). Thus, providing a 
favorable environment to nursing professionals 
who work, both in primary care and in the hospital 
institutions, for their professional practice, is 
essential since these characteristics reflect 
positively on their physical and mental health. 

We believe that nursing professionals who 
do not have healthy habits and lifestyles are more 
likely to use PAS. Research carried out with 
nursing professionals at a general hospital showed 
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that inappropriate/unhealthy behaviors are 
directly related to the practice of harmful/abusive 
alcohol consumption(3). 

The comparison between the two work 
environments investigated in this study found that 
being a nursing professional who works in the 
hospital environment presented a higher 
frequency for a strong desire to consume alcohol 
and sedatives. The work process and occupational 
characteristics between the two occupational 
environments are different; however, problems 
can be common, such as lack of materials, high 
demand from patients, lack of human and material 
resources in quantity and quality, among others. 
However, the characteristics inherent to hospital 
institutions such as working hours, patient 
complexity, dealing with death, pain, and job 
insecurity/instability are factors that contribute to 
alcohol abuse/dependence(7). 

Regarding nursing professionals who work 
in primary care, we can highlight that they are also 
exposed to risks that can favor the consumption of 
PAS. These professionals daily experience the 
excess demand, structural and physical problems, 
and failure in the care networks, which hinders 
professional performance and contributes to job 
dissatisfaction, contributing to a greater possibility 
for the consumption of PAS(10). 

When analyzing a study that approached 
nursing professionals who work in Family Health 
Strategy teams, the results showed that 44.6% of 
professionals consumed alcohol in the binge 
pattern, 16.2% had symptoms of depression, 
15.2% had stress and 23.2% had anxiety, which, 
the use of alcohol in binge pattern was associated 
with depression (p =, 035). 

Thus, we believe that nursing professionals 
are becoming physically and mentally ill, and use 
PAS as a defense strategy, which can be associated 
with personal problems related to their extra-
work environment, as well as problems with the 
occupational environment such as the lack of 
autonomy, organizational support and the doctor-
nurse relationship, factors that contribute to the 
consumption of PAS(12). 

The easy access to medications controlled 
by the nursing team may be another aspect 
associated with the consumption of sedatives. 
This is a matter of concern in the context of 
nursing, as the use of psychotropic substances and 
depression may be related to working conditions, 
difficulties in dealing with suffering and death, 
interpersonal and interprofessional relationships, 
and professional unpreparedness. The 

consumption of these substances aims to reduce 
the physical and psychological loads that these 
professionals are continuously exposed (15). 

 
CONCLUSION 

In this study, we observed that the use of 
PAS occurs among nursing professionals. 
However, when comparing the institutions 
studied, we concluded that professionals from 
hospital institutions predominantly use sedatives 
and alcohol, and primary care professionals use 
tobacco more. 

Although the study achieved the proposed 
objective, it presented limitations by the cross-
sectional design that does not allow the 
establishment of the cause and effect relationship 
because it is a self-reported survey, in which the 
interviewees may have answered the 
questionnaire, considering the standards socially 
acceptable in their environments. Thus, we 
suggest further studies. 

This study brings unique contributions since 
most of the Brazilian research with nursing 
professionals is carried out in medium and large 
cities. Thus, when comparing the use of PAS 
among professionals in primary care nursing and a 
hospital in a small city, there are advances since it 
is a reality still little revealed. It also collaborates 
so that the managers, together with the nursing 
professionals, seek actions to eliminate the 
consumption of these drugs and thus, promote 
health. 
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