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ABSTRACT
Objective: to assess the use of nonprescription psychoactive medications and their associations 
with psychoactive substance use and health aspects among nursing students. Method: a cross-
sectional study conducted with 182 students at a nursing school in the city of Vale do Ribeira, Brazil. 
Sociodemographic information, screening for alcohol, tobacco and other drug use, information 
on physical and mental health and physical activity practices were assessed. Results: more than 
half of the students (79.2%) used psychoactive drugs without prescription, with a predominance 
of monthly consumption. Consumption of these drugs was found to be associated with alcohol 
use, binge drinking, smoking and illicit drug use. Conclusion: the findings have implications for 
the implementation of health promotion strategies among nursing students, in view of lifestyle 
changes.
Descriptors: Substance-Related Disorders; Students, Nursing; Health; Drug Utilization; Exercise.

RESUMO
Objetivo: avaliar o uso de medicamentos psicoativos sem prescrição médica e suas associações 
com o uso de substâncias psicoativas e aspectos de saúde entre estudantes de enfermagem. 
Método: estudo transversal realizado com 182 estudantes em uma escola de enfermagem 
localizada no Vale do Ribeira, Brasil. As informações sociodemográficas, triagem do uso álcool, 
tabaco e de outras drogas, informações sobre saúde física, mental e práticas de atividades 
físicas foram avaliadas. Resultados: mais da metade dos estudantes (79,2%) fizeram uso de 
medicamentos psicoativos sem prescrição, com predomínio do consumo mensal. Constatou-
se que o consumo destes medicamentos esteve associado ao uso de álcool, ao binge drinking, 
ao tabagismo e o consumo de drogas ilícitas. Conclusão: esses achados têm implicações para 
a implementação de estratégias de promoção de saúde junto aos estudantes de enfermagem, 
tendo em vista mudanças no estilo de vida.
Descritores: Transtornos Relacionados ao Uso de Substâncias; Estudantes de Enfermagem; 
Saúde; Uso de Medicamentos; Exercício.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: evaluar el uso de drogas psicoactivas de venta libre y sus asociaciones con el uso 
de sustancias psicoactivas y aspectos de salud entre estudiantes de enfermeira. Método: 
estudio transversal realizado con 182 estudiantes en una escuela de enfermería ubicada 
en Vale do Ribeira, Brasil. Se evaluó información sociodemográfica, detección de consumo 
de alcohol, tabaco y otras drogas, información sobre salud física y mental y prácticas de 
actividad física. Resultados: más de la mitad de los estudiantes (79,2%) usaban drogas 
psicoactivas sin receta, con un predominio del consumo mensual. Se descubrió que el 
consumo de estas drogas estaba asociado con el consumo de alcohol, el consumo excesivo 
de alcohol, el tabaquismo y el consumo de drogas ilícitas. Conclusión: estos hallazgos 
tienen implicaciones para la implementación de estrategias de promoción de la salud 
entre los estudiantes de enfermería en vista de los cambios en el estilo de vida. 
Descriptores: Trastornos Relacionados com Sustancias; Estudiantes de Enfermería; Salud; 
Uso de Medicamentos; Ejercicio.

Nursing students: medication use, 
psychoactive substances and health conditions

Estudantes de enfermagem: uso de medicamentos, substâncias psicoativas e condições de saúde

Estudiantes de enfermería: uso de medicamentos, sustancias psicoactivas y condiciones de salud.
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INTRODUCTION

The misuse of psychoactive drugs, such as consumption 
without assessment and medical indication, has been worrying 
and increasing in the last decades(1-3), particularly in the young 
population(4). Substance abuse with sedative, analgesic, anx-
iolytic, anesthetic or stimulant properties has been classified 
as an epidemic profile in several countries(5-7). In the university 
context, these substances are mainly used to enhance the ef-
fects of other substances, provide physical and mental changes 
and increase the concentration period for intellectual activities 
among students. They are also perceived as socially acceptable 
compared to illicit drug use(1,5).

Non-medical use of psychoactive drugs is defined as non-
prescription, recreational or self-medication use, including the 
prescribed dosage(8). There is a growing concern among health 
professionals and managers regarding the explosive growth of 
this consumption. In 2010 2.6 million individuals started using 
psychotropic drugs (tranquilizers, sedatives and stimulants) with 
an average age of 25, 24 and 21 years, respectively(9). This initia-
tion has taken place at an earlier age.

In addition to the use of nonprescription psychoactive drugs(5), 
the consumption of tobacco(10), illicit drugs(11) and alcohol(12), es-
pecially in binge drinking (BD)(13) among undergraduate students 
is reported recurrent in the literature. According to data from the 
First Brazilian National Survey on Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug 
Use (Levantamento Nacional sobre Uso de Álcool, Tabaco e Outras 
Drogas), more than 18,000 undergraduate students made use of 
these substances at some point in their lives(14). In addition, one 
in three undergraduate students have consumed binge drinking 
alcohol in the past 12 months. There are several negative conse-
quences of this abuse to the health of young people, considering 
the vulnerability to which they are exposed, as they are still in the 
stage of physical growth and emotional maturation(14).

This epidemiological picture has motivated educators and health 
professionals to seek strategies that minimize health problems 
and strengthen the adoption of a healthy lifestyle(15-17). Within the 
young population, nursing students are a target audience that 
has been poorly studied regarding the abuse of alcohol and other 
psychoactive substances, as well as the use of over-the-counter 
medications. As it is a social segment exposed to various influ-
ences and with an exhaustive routine in the training process, it is 
considered highly vulnerable to stress. This situation is aggravated 
by the precariousness of the modes of coping adopted in view 
of the stressful events experienced in the daily life of academic 
life, such as the high workload devoted to studies and work(1); 
the particularities of socialization experiences and peer relation-
ships experienced in the university environment(3); the pursuit of 
improving the standard of intellectual and academic performance 
required for professional preparation(1); and the lack and / or 
insufficiency of involvement in healthy activities and behaviors 
such as regular exercise and balanced eating(18).

The prevalence of psychoactive medication use without 
prescription seems to be increasing among young undergradu-
ate students. There is growing evidence about the negative 
consequences associated with this consumption, which allows 
characterizing it as a public health problem(3). Students who use 

over-the-counter psychoactive medications, which are often 
clandestinely bought or shared by the network of colleagues and 
friends, mostly also develop problems due to the use of other 
substances. There is also the consumption of alcohol and other 
medications(19), involvement in risky sexual behaviors, suicidal 
thoughts(20), decreased sleep quality(21), in addition to the nu-
merous negative repercussions experienced in all walks of life.

Considering the ease of access to psychoactive substances 
among undergraduate students, the prevalence of abuse and the 
potential health risks, the need to investigate these variables in 
different populations and regions is imminent. The prevalence 
of psychoactive medication use without prescription in under-
graduate students has been recurrently assessed in the scientific 
context(3,22-23). However, few studies address the problem in nurs-
ing students by assessing the relationship with health behaviors 
and psychoactive substance use.

OBJECTIVE

To assess the use of nonprescription psychoactive medica-
tions and their associations with psychoactive substance use 
and health aspects among nursing students. 

METHODS

Ethical aspects

The study was submitted and approved by the Research Ethics 
Committee of the Union of Teaching and Research Institutions 
(UNISEPE - Pesquisa da União das Instituições de Ensino e Pesquisa). 
All stages of the study were performed in accordance with the 
norms and principles that guide research with human beings 
established by CNS (Conselho Nacional de Saúde – Brazilian 
National Health Board) Resolution 466 of December 12, 2012. 

Design, period and place of study

A descriptive survey with a quantitative approach, conducted 
between August and November 2016, in a private higher educa-
tion institution based in Vale do Ribeira, São Paulo, Brazil.

Population, sample, inclusion and exclusion criteria

Considering a total of 261 (100%) nursing students enrolled 
in the evening course in 2016, through sample calculation (95% 
reliability and 2% accuracy) the minimum sample required was 
estimated at 156 students. Students were selected according to 
the eligibility criteria: being regularly enrolled, 18 years of age 
or older, and being present in the classroom at the time of data 
collection. Students who were absent for any reason and those 
who were absent from the classroom after two attempts to col-
lect data on different days were excluded from the study. Thus, 
the rate of respondents was 69.7% (n=182) students.

Study protocol

Data were collected in the 10 semesters of the nursing course 
at the end of the period of routine academic activities of the 
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institution, by prior appointment and authorization of the teacher, 
so as not to interfere with class hours. For data collection the 
tools used were: (1) Sociodemographic and clinical informa-
tion form; (2) binge or binge drinking(24); (3) Fagerström Test of 
Nicotine Dependence (FTND)(25); (4) Patient Health Question-
naire (PHQ2)(26).

(1) Sociodemographic and clinical information form: pres-
ents items related to gender, age group, marital status, year 
of undergraduate study, with whom you live, experimental 
use of illicit drugs, chronic illness, current health, frequency of 
consultation with the doctor, use and frequency of psychoac-
tive medication use without prescription last year (considered 
the dependent variable), anthropometric measurements, body 
mass index (BMI) and physical activity. The overall nutritional 
status was classified from the BMI, estimated based on the cutoff 
points proposed by the World Health Organization(27), with low 
weight BMI < 18.5 kg/m2, normal weight defined as BMI> 18.5 
and less than 24.9 kg/m2, overweight with a BMI of 25 to 29.9 
kg/m2 and obesity with a BMI ≥ 30 kg/m².

(2) Binge drinking: was asked directly about alcohol intoxi-
cation, with dichotomous answer (Yes/No). According to the 
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism(28), binge 
is characterized by the consumption of five or more single-
dose drinks by men, or four or more by women regardless of 
the frequency of drinking. A Brazilian validation study showed 
good levels of sensitivity, specificity and accuracy above 0.83 
for the assessment of this item through AUDIT-3(29).

(3) Fagerström Test of Nicotine Dependence (FTND): adapted 
and validated tool for the Brazilian population, which aims to 
identify nicotine dependence levels(25). It presents six items 
related to habits and behaviors related to smoking, and its 
classification is scored in five levels: 0-2 - very low, 3-4 - low, 
5 - medium, 6-7 - high, 8-10 - very high.

(4) Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ2): this tool consists 
of two items that assess the frequencies of depressed mood 
and anhedonia (little interest or pleasure in performing daily 
activities) in the last two weeks. PHQ2 is a useful tool for screen-
ing depressive disorders, especially in health settings(30). The 
purpose of the assessment is not to establish a diagnosis or 
monitor the severity of depression, but to propose an initial 
screening. A validation study in Brazil showed good reliability 
indices, with sensitivity values of 0.83 and specificity of 0.92(26). 
To read the results add up all the answer items. The total score 
ranges from zero to six points. The final grade comprises 0 to 2 
points without symptoms suggestive of depression and above 
three points with symptoms suggestive of depression.

Analysis of results, and statistics

Statistical analyzes were performed using the Statistical Pack-
age for Social Science (SPSS) version 19.0 (License 10250887). In 
the data analysis was used descriptive and inferential statistics. 
The association between psychoactive drug use without pre-
scription and sociodemographic characteristics, alcohol con-
sumption, tobacco use, illicit substances and health conditions 
were established through the Chi-square test (χ2), with analysis 
of adjusted residuals for location of values. significant. In all 

inferential statistical analyzes, p value <0.05 was considered 
as a limit of significance.

For multivariate analysis, the logistic regression model esti-
mated by the Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE) Functions 
was used. The significance of the individual parameter of ex-
ploratory variables was assessed using the Wald Chi Square test 
to assess the use of psychoactive drugs without prescription, 
the use of other psychoactive substances and health behaviors. 
For the adjusted model (ORA), we considered the dependent 
variable (1) use of psychoactive drugs without prescription (cat-
egorized with dichotomous answer Yes/No), which was tested 
with the independent variables that showed significant values 
in the chi-square test (p < 0.020). That is: (a) Alcohol use and (b) 
binge drinking (AUDIT-C); (c) nicotine dependence (FTND); (d) 
experimental use of illicit drugs; (e) BMI; (f ) frequency of physi-
cal activity; (g) physical activity, (h) intense physical exercise for 
at least 20 minutes a day, twice or more a week; (i) walking or 
cycling daily. Subsequently, the convergence index model was 
used, thus obtaining values of R = 0.0752 and R2 = 0.1173. For 
the global null hypothesis test likelihood ratio χ2(5) = 14,225, p = 
0.014 and Wald’s test (5) = 12,255 and p value = 0.031. Adjusted 
Odds Ratio (ORA or Exponent (Beta)) and 95% Confidence Interval 
(CI) were considered. The performance of the adjustment model 
and its predictive power were calculated by the percentage of 
agreement level (61.3%) and disagreement (24.4%), in addition 
to Somers’ D - 0.368, Gamma = 0.430, Tau values. -a = 0.122. These 
factors adequately explain the model used in the present study.

RESULTS

Regarding sociodemographic characteristics, most students 
were female 137 (75.2%), single 111 (60.9%), young people with 
a mean age of 26.7 ± 8.0 years, ranging from 17 to 57 years and 
45 (24.7%) were enrolled in the fourth year of the course. The 
consumption of psychoactive medication without prescription 
was reported by 144 (79.2%) of the students. Of these, 38 (29.9%) 
used it in the last year, 68 (47.4%) with monthly frequency, 19 
(13.2%) weekly and 14 (9.5%) daily (data not shown in table). 
In all the years attended, most students reported psychoactive 
drug consumption without prescription, with a statistically 
significant difference (Table 1).

More than half of the students used alcohol in the last 30 
days 103 (56.6%) and 89 (48.9%) consumed in the binge pat-
tern. Only 11 (6%) were smokers; of these, 6 (54.5%) had a mean 
level of nicotine dependence (FTND) and 19 (10.4%) had tried 
some type of illicit drug (data not shown in table). Students 
who consumed alcohol for the past 30 days in binge drinking, 
smoking, low nicotine addiction, and illicit drug use were as-
sociated with over-the-counter medication (Table 2).

Low rates of illicit substance use were identified last year 19 
(10.4%), with the most commonly used drug being marijuana 
15 (8.2%), followed by inhalants 1 (1.1%), hallucinogens 1 
(1.1%) and ecstasy 1 (1.1%). Regarding the use of psychoactive 
drugs without prescription among 38 (20.8%) cases there was 
a predominance of tranquilizers/sedatives 19 (50%), amphet-
amines 8 (21%), anabolic 4 (10.5%), anticholinergics 5 (13.1%) 
and opioids 2 (5.3%).
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Regarding health problems, 144 (79.2%) students reported no 
chronic diseases; half, 93 (51%), go to a doctor only when ill and 
132 (72.5%) have no difficulty sleeping. Regarding perceptions 
about current health, almost half of the students, 86 (47.2%), 
said they had adequate health and the other part reported that 
they needed improvement, 82 (45%). In addition, students with 
BMI within the normal range predominated, 117 (64.3%), and 
no symptoms suggestive of depression (PHQ2), 144 (79.1%) 
were found. These variables did not differ between the group 
of students with and without psychoactive medication without 
prescription (data not shown in table). 

Table 2 - Relationship of psychoactive substance use among nursing stu-
dents and the use of psychoactive drugs without a prescription, Registro, 
São Paulo, Brazil, 2016 (n=182)

Variables
Medication use n (%)

Yes No χ2

144 (79.2) 38 (20.8) p value

Alcohol use
No 70 (88.6) 9 (11.4) χ2(1)=7.605

p = 0.006*Yes 74 (71.8) 29 (28.2)

 
No 82 (88.2) 11 (11.8) χ2(1)=9.431

p = 0.002*Yes 62 (69.7) 27 (30.3)

Smoking
No 138 (80.7) 33 (19.3) χ2(1)=4.280

p = 0.039*Yes 6 (54.5) 5 (45.5)

Nicotine Dependence (FTND)
Abstentions/ very low 139 (80.8) 33 (19.2)

χ2(2)=7.954
p = 0.019*Low 3 (75.0) 1 (25.0)

Medium 2 (33.3) 4 (66.7)

Experimental use of illicit drugs
No 134 (82.2) 29 (17.8) χ2(1)=9.011

p = 0.003*Yes 10 (52.6) 9 (47.4)

Note: Chi-square test (χ2). *p value <0.05.

Table 3 - Distribution of nursing students according to psychoactive medi-
cation use without prescription, health conditions and behavior (n=182), 
Registro, SP, Brazil, 2016

Variables
Medication use n (%)

Yes No χ2

144 (79.2) 38 (20.8) p value

**BMI
< 19.1 11 (100.0) --

χ2(3)=11.803
p = 0.008*

19.2-27.3 98 (83.8) 19 (16.2)
27.4-32.3 22 (66.7) 11 (33.3)
> 32.4 10 (58.8) 7 (41.2)

Little interest or pleasure in 
performing daily activities

None 73 (83.9) 14 (16.1)
χ2(3)=9.576
p = 0.023*

Any days 45 (78.9) 12 (21.1)
Half of the days 16 (84.2) 3 (15.8)
Lmost every day 10 (52.6) 9 (47.4)

Physical activity practice
No 78 (71.6) 31 (28.4) χ2(2)=9.405

p = 0.002*  Yes 66 (90.4) 7 (9.6)

Frequency of physical activity
Not applied 65 (70.7) 27 (29.3)

χ2(2)=8.823
p = 0.012* 1 - 2 times 44 (84.6) 8 (15.4)

≥ 3 times 35 (92.1) 3 (7.9)

Intense exercise for at least 20 
minutes a day. twice or more a week

No 67 (71.3) 27 (28.7) χ2(1)=7.241
p = 0.007*Yes 77 (87.5) 11 (12.5)

Walking or cycling daily
No 30 (65.2) 16 (34.8) χ2(3)=7.203

p = 0.007*Yes 114 (83.8) 22 (16.2)

Note: Chi-square test (χ2). *p value <0.05; **BMI: Body Mass Index. 

Table 1 - Sociodemographic characteristics of nursing students and re-
lationship of psychoactive drug use without prescription, Registro, São 
Paulo, Brazil, 2016 (n=182) 

Variables
Medication use n (%)

Yes No χ2

144 (79.2) 38 (20.8) p value

Gender
Female 110 (80.3) 27 (19.7) χ2(1)=0.460

p = 0.498Male 34 (75.6) 11 (24.4)

Age group
17 – 19 26 (78.8) 7 (21.2)

χ2(3)=2.738
p = 0.434

20 – 29 66 (75.9) 21 (24.1)
30 – 39 41 (87.2) 6 (12.8)
> 40 years 11 (73.3) 4 (26.7)

Marital status
Without a partnet 88 (79.3) 23 (20.7) χ2(1)=0.004

p = 0.948With a partner 56 (78.9) 15 (21.1)

Undergraduate course year
First 32 (86.5) 5 (13.5)

χ2(4)=9.927
p = 0.042*

Second 28 (65.1) 15 (34.9)
Third 29 (85.3) 5 (14.7)
Fourth 39 (86.7) 6 (13.3)
Fifth 16 (69.6) 7 (30.4)

Note: Chi-square test (χ2). *p value <0.05.

Most students expressed interest or pleasure in performing 
daily activities: 87 (47.8%) (data not shown in table). Students using 
psychoactive drugs without prescription differed in relation to 
BMI. Those who used these drugs were classified as overweight: 
22 (66.7%) and obesity 10 (58.8%), as well as showing little inter-
est or pleasure in performing daily activities: 10 (52.6%), with 
statistically significant values. The practice of physical activity or 
sport of any modality, intensity and frequency differed among 
students taking psychoactive drugs without prescription (Table 3).

Table 4 - Multivariate analysis of the relationship between psychoactive 
drug use without a prescription and the type and frequency of physical 
activity among nursing students. Registro, São Paulo, Brazil, 2016

Variables Standard 
Error p value ORA (95% IC)

Intercept 0.2674 < 0.0001
Physical activity practice

Yes 0.4318 0.401 2.0 (0.380 - 11.213)
Frequency of physical activity

1 - 2 vezes 0.5777 0.604 1.7 (0.227 - 12.542)
≥ 3 vezes 0.3402 0.824 1.1 (0.338 - 3.971)

Intense exercise for at least 20 
minutes a day, twice or more a week

Yes 0.2651 0.718 1.2 (0.428 - 3.421)
Walking or cycling daily

Yes 0.2060 0.079 2.0 (0.920 - 4.624)

Note: ORA - Odds Ratio Adjusted. CI – Confidence Interval. *p value <0.05.
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In multivariate analysis, the use of nonprescription psychoac-
tive drugs was not associated with physical exercise regardless 
of type and frequency (p > 0.05) (Table 4).

DISCUSSION

This is one of the few studies conducted in Brazil with nursing 
students that assessed the use of psychoactive drugs without 
prescription, analyzing outcomes such as alcohol, tobacco, illicit 
drugs and health conditions. The findings of this investigation 
suggest that such use was associated with alcohol and illicit drug 
use, among other indicators that worsen health conditions. The 
variety of social and behavioral profiles associated with non-
prescription psychoactive drug use among nursing students is 
reflected in possible health damage and potential interference 
with academic performance(31-32). For this reason, understanding 
the patterns of health behaviors can help develop intervention 
strategies and promote a healthy lifestyle and can alleviate the 
global burden of disease, especially in the academic environment(33).    

Research on behaviors and health styles(10-11) among nursing 
students has been increased, but studies assessing the abuse of 
psychoactive drugs without prescription in this population and as-
sociated factors are still scarce. This limits the potential for discussion 
and strategy development for these behaviors. It was found that 
more than half of the students used psychoactive drugs without 
prescription in the last year, and this consumption was of monthly 
prevalence. The reasons given for the prevalence of misuse varied 
according to age, gender and other factors. However, the major 
causes include ease of access, misinformation about properties and 
the perception that they are less harmful than illicit drug use(34).

National studies have assessed non-prescription self-medication 
and non-abusive use in undergraduate students(23,35). However, 
the results available for the most part are not specific to nursing 
students. An American investigation indicated that approximately 
one in five undergraduate students reported over-the-counter 
drug abuse at some point in their lives(2). Among the students in 
this study, the most commonly abused medications were tran-
quilizers/sedatives and amphetamines. Reporting of anabolic, 
anticholinergic and opioid use was observed less frequently.

In Brazil, a study conducted with 229 undergraduate and gradu-
ate nursing students identified a negative correlation between 
self-reported sedative use and the degree of student optimism(36). 
In addition, the same study found that students reported using 
anxiolytics, stimulants, hallucinogens, and / or hypnotics at 
some point in their lives, among other psychoactive substances 
such as alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana. Although there is little 
specific evidence for nursing students, abuse by young people 
and especially women has been a common practice(22). Probably, 
the abuse of tranquilizers / sedatives is motivated by the attempt 
to reduce the anxiety generated by daily life and improve sleep 
quality(22). However, these substances have the ability to induce 
dependence and make the person tolerant, so that the body 
gradually needs larger doses to achieve the desired effects(34).

Amphetamine abuse has similar effects to cocaine use(37), i.e., 
these drugs, when used, have the property of causing addiction(34). 
Amphetamines in the university context are generally used to 
increase wakefulness, motivation, and cognitive aspects such as 

learning and memory(34). They can also minimize depressant ef-
fects induced by alcohol use, generating euphoria and decreased 
sense of drunkenness(38) at university parties. In addition, they 
can be used to reduce appetite in obesity treatment(39).

In the present study, the use of psychoactive drugs without 
prescription among students differed in relation to the year at-
tended. Students enrolled in all years had a higher prevalence of 
this use compared to those who did not consume this substance, 
especially the first, third and fourth year. It is understood that the 
involvement in this consumption at the beginning of graduation 
is stimulated by curiosity, improvement in academic performance 
and ease of access, mainly because they are from the health area. 
In the final years, it may be associated with stress triggered by 
graduation, overload of academic work, compulsory internship 
and, consequently, preparation for insertion in the labor market. 

As it was a predominantly female sample, statistically significant 
differences were expected in relation to gender. The Brazilian 
survey on the use of psychotropic drugs highlights that the use 
of anxiolytics is twice as high in women and amphetamine four 
times as compared to men(40). In addition, the National Institute on 
Drug Abuse (NIDA) indicates that women take over-the-counter 
psychoactive drugs in quantities and frequencies higher than 
men(34), a trend not confirmed in this study. Another relevant result 
is that the use of psychoactive drugs without prescription was 
prevalent among students who consumed alcoholic beverages in 
the last 30 days, in binge, with low level of nicotine dependence 
and, in addition, made experimental use of illicit drugs. In multi-
variate analysis, illicit drug use and binge were not confirmed as 
associated with increased odds among drug abusers.

Safety in the use of prescription drugs in combination with 
other substances is related to and depends on a number of fac-
tors, including drug types, strengths, concomitant use with other 
substances (e.g., alcohol, tobacco and other drugs) and individual 
health factors(34). Alcohol consumption and binge drinking can often 
influence the adoption of behaviors that are often not beneficial 
to health, such as nicotine consumption, physical inactivity, over-
weight and abuse of other psychoactive substances(41).

The association between BD and the use of nonprescription 
psychoactive drugs identified in this study can be explained by 
the fact that many medications, when misused, interact with the 
effects of alcohol and / or trigger similar events to other drug 
use(4). With regard to illicit drug use and psychoactive drug abuse, 
it is suggested that this use may be associated with the fact that 
many drugs and / or medications have similar effects. However, 
social acceptance of drug abuse is greater.

The consumption of these drugs may be linked to the fact 
that in many situations students and/or health professionals 
are knowledgeable, have access to information and establish a 
direct relationship with the drugs in academic and professional 
daily life(42). The use of tranquilizers/sedatives was identified in 
half of reports of drug abuse. In this context, it is necessary to 
reflect and intervene, since the abuse of these drugs represents 
a potential factor that can be aggravating to health.

Regardless of the type of psychoactive medication taken (tran-
quilizers/sedatives and amphetamines), these substances cause 
adverse effects by contributing to the development of tolerance, 
dependence and withdrawal(43). Such a long-term situation can 
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result in significant health damage, impacting the professional, 
personal and social lives of nursing students. Future nurses should 
be encouraged to engage in healthy self-care behaviors so that 
they can encourage the community in which they operate. 

Another noteworthy result is the issue of body weight (overweight 
and obesity) among students using over-the-counter medications. 
They had altered BMI, considered overweight, sedentary lifestyle 
and anhedonia symptoms. The academic routine of the nursing 
course is often marked by an exhaustive workload of theoretical 
/ practical classes and internships. It should be noted that the 
students investigated come from a course that works at night and 
that more than half work during the day. Little time is spent for 
self-care, as a dedication to leisure activities, sports and attention 
to one’s physical and mental health, essential for the pursuit of 
well-being. Thus, students often choose to consume quick meals 
based on high-calorie, multi-processed foods, stop exercising(43-44), 
and abuse medications(2) to optimize academic performance. 

As observed in the multivariate analysis, the practice of physical 
exercise was not related to the increased chances of using nonpre-
scription drugs. There are other factors that should be explored, 
such as eating habits, academic routine and the practice of social 
recreation activities. The university environment is a privileged 
space for the implementation of programs that favor changes 
in habits and other significant changes in students’ lives(45). Thus, 
the adoption of new habits during the academic course can have 
lifelong repercussions, whether healthy or not(44). 

In a study conducted with undergraduate students from 
the Northeast region of Brazil, it was found that a significant 
portion of the students did not adopt healthy living standards 
related to eating habits, physical exercise, smoking and alcohol 
consumption(46). These are considered factors directly associated 
with chronic noncommunicable diseases. In this context, it is 
important to highlight that the Brazilian National Curriculum 
Guidelines (Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais) of the nursing course 
determine that “nurses must be competent in taking care of 
their own physical and mental health and seek their well-being 
as citizens”(47). It is necessary for human resources institutions 
to offer conditions conducive to the practice of healthy living 
habits and to provide tools that encourage the acceptance of 

self-image, the development of problem-solving skills and the 
regular practice of physical activity.

Study limitations

The results of the present study should be carefully assessed, 
as they involve the assessment of a peculiar sample of nursing 
students from a Brazilian region, which may not reflect the reality 
of other students. Moreover, as they are students of the evening 
course, they constitute a different profile of the reality of students 
from public universities. Most are older workers, while much of 
the research conducted with Brazilian undergraduate students 
comes from full-time students and/or from public universities.

Contributions to nursing, health or public policy

The results have some implications for clinical practice re-
garding the role of educational institutions in investigating and 
intervening early in the health indicators of nursing students. 
Assessing the context of use, expectations for over-the-counter 
medication use and health behaviors among students can be 
better appreciated with more robust samples and longitudinal 
studies. Moreover, it is important to deepen the questions related 
to signs and symptoms suggestive of depression in future stud-
ies, since in this investigation the hypothesis of association with 
drug abuse was partially confirmed.

CONCLUSION

Drug abuse without prescription was associated with binge 
drinking, as well as illicit drug use and nicotine dependence among 
nursing students. In this group, there was also impairment in physical 
exercise and body weight above the ideal. In order to reduce the 
impacts of problems associated with over-the-counter medication 
use among nursing students, the results of this study can be used 
for the planning and implementation of actions aimed at healthy 
lifestyle and damage prevention in higher education institutions. 
In this case, it is important to consider the economic, cultural and 
social aspects that permeate the different regions of Brazil. 
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