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Conceito psicológico de otimismo e uso de drogas entre estudantes de enfermagem

Marcos Hirata Soares1, Margarita Antonia Villar Luís2, Clarissa Mendonça
Corradi-Webster3, Júlia Trevisan Martins4, Andréia Gonçalves Pestana Hirata5

ABSTRACT
Objective: To describe the consumption of  psychoactive substances among undergraduate nursing students and nursing residents, and verify a correlation
between psychoactive substances and the perception of optimism. Methods: This is a quantitative, descriptive, correlational study involving 229 subjects,
including 184 undergraduate students and 45 nursing residents, from a public University of  Parana, in 2010. The Life Orientation Test and the Screening
Test for Alcohol, Tobacco and other Substances were used for the study. Descriptive statistics, Spearman correlation and Kruskal Wallis statistics were used
for analysis. Results: We found significant differences for the consumption of  tobacco and sedatives within different series. There was weak negative
correlation between sedatives and optimism. Misuse was found for alcohol, tobacco, marijuana and sedatives. Conclusions: Further studies should be
conducted to understand the reasons for the gradual increase in tobacco use in the series, the dramatic decline in tobacco use and sedatives in the Residency
Program in Nursing and the correlation between use of sedatives and optimism, in order to prevent injuries and promote mental health in students.
Keywords: Students, nursing; Internship, Nonmedical Higher Education Institutions ; Substance abuse detection

RESUMO
Objetivo: Descrever o consumo de substâncias psicoativas entre alunos de graduação em Enfermagem e residentes em Enfermagem e verificar a
correlação deste com a percepção de otimismo. Métodos: Trata-se de uma pesquisa quantitativa, descritiva e correlacional abrangendo 229 sujeitos,
sendo184 alunos de graduação e 45 da modalidade residência em Enfermagem de uma universidade pública do Paraná, no ano de 2010. Os Testes
de Orientação de Vida e o de Triagem do Envolvimento com Álcool, Tabaco e outras Substâncias foram aplicados e utilizada a análise estatística
descritiva, assim como os testes de correlação de Spearman e o de Kruskal Wallis. Resultados: Foram encontradas diferenças estatísticas significantes
para o consumo de tabaco e sedativos entre as diferentes séries.  Houve correlação negativa fraca no uso de sedativos, e otimismo. O consumo
indevido foi encontrado para álcool, tabaco, maconha e sedativos. Conclusões: Novos estudos devem ser realizados para se compreender os
motivos do aumento gradativo do uso de tabaco nas séries, a queda drástica do uso de tabaco e os sedativos no Curso de Residência em Enfermagem
e a correlação entre uso de sedativos e otimismo, como forma de prevenir os agravos e promover a saúde mental nos estudantes.
Descritores: Estudantes de enfermagem; Internato não médico; Instituições de ensino superior; Detecção do abuso de substâncias

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Describir el consumo de sustancias psicoactivas entre alumnos de pregrado en Enfermería y residentes en Enfermería y verificar la correlación
de éste con la percepción de optimismo. Métodos: Se trata de una investigación cuantitativa, descriptiva y correlacional que abarcó a 229 sujetos,
siendo184 alumnos de pregrado y 45 de la modalidad de residencia en Enfermería de una universidad pública del Paraná, en el año de 2010. Fueron
aplicados los Tests de Orientación de Vida y del Triaje del Involucramiento con Alcohol, Tabaco y otras Sustancias, utilizándose el análisis estadístico
descriptivo, así como los tests de correlación de Spearman y el de Kruskal Wallis. Resultados: Se encontraron diferencias estadísticas significativas para
el consumo de tabaco y sedantes entre las diferentes series.  Hubo correlación negativa débil en el uso de sedantes, y optimismo. El consumo indebido
fue encontrado en relación al alcohol, tabaco, marihuana y sedantes. Conclusiones: Deben realizarse nuevos estudios a fin de comprender los motivos
del aumento gradual del uso de tabaco en las series, la caída drástica del uso de tabaco y los sedantes en el Curso de Residencia en Enfermería y la
correlación entre el uso de sedantes y optimismo, como forma de prevenir los agravios y promover la salud mental en los estudiantes.
Descriptores: Estudiantes de enfermería; Internado no médico; Instituciones de Enseñanza Superior; Detección de abuso de substancias
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Concepto psicológico de optimismo y uso de drogas entre estudiantes de enfermería

Psychological concept of optimism and drug use among
nursing students*
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INTRODUCTION

The matter of abuse and/or dependence on alcohol
and other drugs should not be understood as a
exclusively psychiatric or medical problem, as its social,
psychological, economic and political implications
should be taken into account in the global understanding
of the problem, which should cover the “substance,
individual and environment” triad and its most diverse
characteristics, which permit endless configurations in
psychoactive substance use(1). Data suggest that the
prevalence levels of tobacco and alcohol dependence
in the Brazilian population correspond to 10.1% and
12.3%(2), respectively, which continue at the same height
in the I National Survey on Alcohol Consumption
Patterns in the Brazilian Population(3).

In the I National Survey involving 12,856 college
students(4), higher frequencies of tobacco use were
identified in the Southeast, among students in biological
sciences. Also, 48.7% reported previous use of  illegal
substances, with marihuana as the most frequently
consumed substance, followed by amphetamins,
tranquilizers, inhalants and hallucinogens. Regarding use,
gender did not interfere either, although it is known that
some conditions negatively or positively affect people
to use drugs, as mentioned in a study involving students
living in university accommodations, where easy access
to drugs and different existing problems make students
more vulnerable to psychoactive substance use(5).

These conditions, which make people more or less
vulnerable to chemical dependence, can be greater or
smaller when the characteristics or attributes of an
individual, social group or environment contribute to
increase or decrease the probability that drugs abuse will
occur. Nursing students are subject to biopsychic
exhaustion due to the required academic activities and
contact with ergonomic, psychosocial and organizational
risks in the work environment(6-7).

With a view to creating a more integrative concept,
the World Health Organization (WHO) created the
Positive Mental Health concept, which comprises a
group of key concepts, including wellbeing and positive
states of mind, which also represent a comprehensive
part of health. Spiritual, environmental, physical, social
and emotional factors are seen as integrative and
interactive inside this complex system, including love,
familiarity and ability to maintain reciprocal relations for
example, as well as empathy and good sense, creation
of emotional/social intelligence, temperament and self-
control, curiosity and creativity, courage, justice, hope
and future perspective(8).

Also, researchers(9) proposed the dimension of
optimism as a way to assess mental health. Optimism is
described as the trend to believe that believe will generally

have good and bad experiences in life, in a more or less
optimistic way. This construct was defined based on
people’s expectations of  the events that will occur in
their lives. Based on this premise, the Life Orientation
Test-LOT was developed, which WHO also considers
a positive mental health indicator(8,10).

The concept of optimism derives from that of
attributional style, which in turn derives from a cognitive
model that establishes that the causal explanations people
adopt will influence their future life expectations. Hence,
in this model, negative events of internal, stable and global
causes are related with a pessimistic posture while, when
negative events attributed to external, unstable and specific
causes are supposedly related with a more optimistic
orientation. It is again repeated, however, that differences
exist between both concepts, as optimism assesses
people’s expectations of  future events, while the
attributional style measure assessed people’s causal
explanations of events(9-10).

Optimism can be understood and discussed in
different ways. To give an example, in Psychology, the
concept of optimistic orientation in life has been studied
in different contexts, like in education, where it is related
with the ability to adapt and school performance. In
one study, low levels of  optimism serves as predictive
factors of difficulties to adapt to the academic
environment in college students, in terms of  depressive
symptoms, feelings of solitude and stress symptoms
throughout the first course year, and also of lesser
academic performance in subsequent years(9,11). A more
recent study by one of the researchers on this theme(12)

served to compare the optimistic perception of  women
who underwent breast cancer surgery. Among other
information, the study concludes that women who
reported greater optimism perceived greater social
support from partners, family and friends.

Although no study was found which related
psychoactive substance use and optimism, research on
this theme is considered important, as the analyzed
studies(9,11-15) do not address this theme. Thus, the present
is a practically unedited study on the theme and relevant
for Nursing.

Nursing students and residents’ academic-professional
daily reality exposes them to a situation of greater
vulnerability to psychic suffering and coping forms in
which they use legal and illegal drugs(5-7). Besides, for
some, these experiences can overcome their coping skills
in such a way as to trigger a mental disorder.

In view of these considerations, the following
inquiries are raised:

- Does legal and illegal drugs use increase
progressively with course years?

- Are there significant differences related to the
consumption pattern and course year the student is in,
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also regarding nursing residents?
- Are optimistic/pessimistic perceptions correlated

with the use of some kind of drug?
In this study, alcohol, tobacco and sedative

consumption will be emphasize, due to the characteristic
of legal drugs as a public health problem.

Thus, in this study, we aimed to describe psychoactive
substance consumption among undergraduate Nursing
students and Nursing residents and to check its
correlation with perceived optimism.

METHODS

A quantitative and descriptive correlational study was
carried out. The sample comprised 184 undergraduate
Nursing students and 45 graduate students in the Nursing
residence program (R1 and R2), totaling 229 students
from a public university in Paraná State. Inclusion criteria
were: being an undergraduate or graduate (resident)
Nursing student and accepting to participate in the study.

The following data collection instruments were used:
Life Orientation Test (LOT)(9,11-16): validated for

Brazilian Portuguese(14) with a Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of 0.68. It aims to measure the life orientation
construct, considering the more or less optimistic way
people perceive their lives. This construct was defined
in terms of  people’s expectations on the events that will
occur in their lives in the future. It is part of the self-
regulation theory of behavior, according to which people
fight to reach goals, when they believe these are possible
and that their actions will produce the desired effects in
this sense(15).

The Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement
Screening Test (ASSIST) is an internationally validated
test by WHO, which serves to assess involvement with
legal and illegal drugs. It was planned for different
countries and scenarios(17-19) and has been validated in
Brazil(18-19). The second version(19) was used in this study.
It is a structured questionnaire, comprising eight questions
on the use of nine classes of psychoactive substances
(tobacco, alcohol, cocaine, stimulants, sedatives, inhalants,
hallucigens and opioids). Questions address usage
frequency in life and in the last three months, use-related
problems, concern with use by people close to the user,
impaired performance of  expected tasks, failed attempts
to quit or reduce usage, compulsive use and injectable
use.

Approval for the research project was obtained from
the Institutional Review Board at Universidade Estadual
de Londrina (Opinion No 057/10). Subjects were orally
invited to participate between June 27th and July 26th

2010. The faculty members responsible for the activities
were previously asked permission, so as to find the best
day for data collection. On the sechuled days, the

research aim was explained, and anonymity and all other
recommendations regarding ethical standards in research
involving human beings were guaranteed. At the time
of data collection, class groups from the second and
fourth year had already taken Mental Health subjects in
line with the course curriculum.

After initial orientations, none of the subjects refused
to participate. Thus, the Informed Consent Term was
distributed and, after their signature, the students received
the two questionnaires, stapled together.

For data analysis, a worksheet was constructed
inMicrosoft Office Excel 2007. Data were exported
toStatistical Package for Social Sciences v.11 (SPSS). Data
analysis involved absolute and relative frequencies and
calculation of  means. Group means were compared
through the Kruskal-Wallis test. Spearman’s correlation
test was used to discover possible correlations among
the variables. Significance was set at p < 0.05.

RESULTS

Regarding psychoactive substance use, statistically
significant differences were found for tobacco and
sedative consumption among different groups (Kruskal
Wallis, p<0.05).

The mean LOT score was 17.72 (min=7;
Max=17.72; sd-3.31). A weak negative correlation was
found between sedative use and optimism (r= -2.19),
indicating that, the lower the degree of reported
optimism, the higher the levels of sedative use and abuse.
No significant differences were found, however, in
terms of  other substance consumption and their
correlation with optimism in different class groups.

Data in Table 1 reveals that most students declared
themselves non-smokers (67.2%). Marihuana, in turn,
ranked third among referred psychoactive substances
and was the substance study subjects most consumed,
also followed by sedatives, which include anxiolytics and
hypnotics.

The analysis of  data in Table 2 shows that the
percentage of students who declared themselves non-
smokers remained practically unchanged among first
to third-year students, ranging from 76.7% to 69.4%,
respectively, with a more than 30% decrease in the fourth
year, but returning to the same pattern among R1 and
R2 students. Occasional use, then, gradually increases
up to R1 and decreases in Nursing R2. Low levels are
found for use suggesting abuse (2%), found in the
second and third year and indicated as null among
Nursing residents.

It should be highlighted that, as students advance,
more of  them confirm sedative consumption, although
no significant differences were found among different
groups (p=0.43; Kruskal Wallis).
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Table 1 –Students from all class groups according to drugs consumption pattern in undergraduate and specialization-
residence courses in Nursing. Londrina - PR, 2010.

Table 2 –Referred tobacco consumption pattern according to course years in undergraduate and specialization-
residence courses in Nursing. Londrina - PR, 2010.

Table 3 –Students per course year in undergraduate and specialization-residence courses in Nursingwho indicated
previous sedative consumption, Londrina - PR, 2010.

Table 4 –Percentage of  students in undergraduate and specialization-residence courses in Nursingwho indicateddrugs
use in life. Londrina - PR, 2010.

 
No use Occasional use Suggestive of abuse Suggestive of dependence 

Type of drug 
n % n % n % n % 

Total  
% 

Tobacco 154 67.2 60 26.2 14 6.1 1 0.4 100 
Alcohol  29 12.7 117 51.1 82 35.8 1 0.4 100 
Marihuana 195 85.2 28 12.2 6 2.6 - - 100 
Cocaine 224 97.8 5 2.2 - - - - 100 
Amphetamins  224 97.8 5 2.2 - - - - 100 
Inhalants  220 96.1 8 3.5 1 0.4 - - 100 
Sedatives  203 88.6 21 9.2 5 2.2 - - 100 
Hallucinogens 222 96.9 7 3.1 - - - - 100 
Opioids 227 99.1 2 0.9 - - - - 100 
Others 227 99.1 1 0.5 1 0.5 - - 100 

n=229

No use Occasional use Suggestive of abuse Suggestive of dependence Total 
Year n % n % n % n % n % 
1st year 33 76.7 5 11.6 5 11.6 - - 43 18.8 
2nd year 40 80.0 8 16.0 1 2.0 1 2.0 50 21.8 
3rd year 34 69.4 14 28.6 1 2.1 - - 49 21.4 
4th year 14 33.3 16 38.1 7 16.7 - - 42 18.3 
R1 14 60.9 9 39.1 - - - - 23 10.0 
R2 16 72.7 6 27.3 - - - - 22 9.1 

n=229

 
Self-referred consumption Total per year 

Year 
n % n % 

1st year 3 7.0 43 18.8 
2nd year 5 10.0 50 21.8 
3rd year 7 14.3 49 21.4 
4th year 8 21.6 42 18.3 
1st yearNursing Residency 1 4.4 23 10.0 
2nd yearNursing Residency 2 9.1 22 9.1 
Total  26 11.3 229 100.0 

 

In your life, which of these substances have you already used? (non-medical use)  
No 

%  
Yes 

%  
a. Tobacco derivates (cigarettes, cigars, pipe, chewing tobacco...)  67.7 32.3 
b. Alcoholic beverages (beer, wine, spiri ts, including cachaça, whisky, vodka, vermouth...)  14.8 85.1 
c. Marihuana (joint, pot, hash...)  86.9 13.1 
d. Cocaine, crack (powder, rock,dissolvable in water, cloud...)  96.9 3.1 
e. Amphetamine or ecstasytype stimulants (pills...)  97.8 2.2 
f. Inhalants (glue, cheirinho-da-loló, paint, fuel, ether, ethyl chloride,benzene...)  96.1 3.9 
g. Hypnotics/sedative (sleeping pills: diazepam, lorazepam, lorax , dienpax, rohypnol).  98.7 1.3 
h. Hallucinogens (LSD, acid, datura stramonium infusion, mushrooms...)  96.9 3.1 
i. Opioids (heroin, morphine, methadone, codeine...)  98.7 1.3 
j. Others, Specify: (antidepressants, herbal medicines) 99.1 0.9 
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Data in Tables 4 and 5 reveal, except for referred
sedative consumption, which increases almost nine times,
that the drugs consumption pattern preserves the same
proportions, with slight variations.

According to data in Tables 4 and 5, 32.3%
mentioned previous tobacco use and 32.8% confirmed
having smoked at least once in the last three months,
indicating high possibilities that students are smoking
while in college.

DISCUSSION

Data in Table 1 are a source of  concern, as 51.1%
indicated occasional alcohol consumption, 35.8% suggest
abuse, 0.4% a dependence pattern and 12.7% did not
drink; the applied instrument, however, does not permit
measuring consumed quantities, in view of binge
consumption. Tables 4 and 5 reveal that 85.1% of  the
subjects mentioned previous alcohol consumption and
87.3% at least once in the last three months. This indicates
that students are probably consuming alcohol while in
college. In another study of 393 students from a private
nursing college, 89.6% had already consumed alcohol(20).

In a study of Brazilian college students(4), 86.2% had
already consumed alcohol, with the South showing the
highest percentage of alcohol consumers (92.1%), but
without significant differences in terms of  class groups
and study areas, like in the case of  tobacco. In another
study of 51 nursing students(7), alcohol and tobacco
consumption levels were higher during the boarding
period and, in a study(21) of 179 nursing students at a
public university, 22.4% indicated previous tobacco
consumption. According to data in Tables 4 and 5, the
possibility that students are consuming tobacco while in
college is high.

These data are in line with a survey among Brazilian
college students(4), in which 32.2% of students who
indicate smoking are concentrated in the South, 35.6%

at public institutions and43.3% in biological sciences.
Also, 35.7% of  students who mention smoking study
full-time (like in this case), but this is the lowest rate
when comparing tobacco consumption per study
period, while 50.5% of students who study in the
morning period indicate smoking.

In Tables 4 and 5, drugs classified under “others”
regard antidepressants and herbal medicines, indicating
use in life and in the last three months. Based on these
data, it can be supposed that students are using these
drugs while in college. According to Table 3 and
Spearman’s correlation test, a weak, negative but
statistically significant correlation was found between
sedative consumption and optimism (r= -0.219; p<0.05).
These data suggest that, due to the small number of
subjects who mentioned sedative consumption, the
correlation level was low. It is possible though that, in a
population with more subjects indicating sedative
consumption, a stronger and clinically significant
correlation may be found.

The comparison of  Tables 4 and 5 shows that
unprescribed sedative consumption increased in the last
three months. In other words, during the study period,
consumption levels are almost nine times higher than
referred consumption in life, indicating that university
life can influence self-medication in students. According
to a study of college students in 2009(4), sedative abuse
is present in 2.2% of students, but a more detailed
comparison is not possible, as the drugs classification
used in that survey differs from the ranking applied in
the present nursing research. According to a study(20) of
self-referred consumption among 393 students from a
private Nursing course, anxiolytic consumption was
found in 19.1%, suggesting that students may be using
these drugs more.

Another study(22), which reports on the results of
different other studies, involving more than 1,000 North
American Nursing schools, revaled and access to and

Table 5 - Distribution (%) of  students in undergraduate and specialization-residence courses in Nursingwho
indicated their drugs consumption pattern in the last three months. Londrina - PR, 2010.

 

In the last three months, how frequently have you used this(ese) substance(s) you 
mentioned? (First drug, then second drug, etc.) 

Never 
% 

At least 
once 

% 
a. Tobacco derivates (cigarettes, cigars, pipe, chewing tobacco...) 67.2 32.8 
b. Alcoholic beverages (beer, wine, spiri ts, including cachaça, whisky, vodka, vermouth...)  12.7 87.3 
c. Marihuana (joint, pot, hash...)  85.2 14.9 
d. Cocaine, crack (powder, rock,dissolvable in water, cloud...)  97.8 2.2 
e. Amphetamine or ecstasytype stimulants (pills...)  97.8 2.2 
f. Inhalants (glue, cheirinho-da-loló, paint, fuel, ether, ethyl chloride,benzene...)  96.9 3.1 
g. Hypnotics/sedative (sleeping pills: diazepam, lorazepam, lorax, dienpax, rohypnol).  88.6 11.4 
h. Hallucinogens (LSD, acid, datura stramonium infusion, mushrooms...)  96.9 3.1 
i. Opioids (heroin, morphine, methadone, codeine...)  99.1 0.9 
j. Others, Specify: (antidepressants, herbal medicines) 99.1 0.9 
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