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Use of psychoactive substance by health professionals: Integrative Review

The aim was to identify which factors lead health professionals to use psychoactive substances, 

identify the most commonly abused substances and the consequences for the worker’s life. This 

is an integrative review carried out in the database of virtual health library, which resulted in 88 

articles, of which after evaluation there were 12. It was found that triggering factors were related 

to pressure at work, environmental and individual risks and that centrally acting drugs are used 

despite they recognized the risks. We concluded that conducting research on the professional 

profile is important in order to implement preventive health interventions for this population.

Descriptors: Health Personnel; Occupational Health; Substance-Related Disorders.
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Uso de substâncias psicoativas por profissionais de saúde: Revisão 
Integrativa

Objetivou-se conhecer quais fatores levam os profissionais de saúde a utilizarem substâncias 

psicoativas, identificar as mais utilizadas e as consequências para vida do trabalhador. Trata-se 

de uma revisão integrativa, com buscas na biblioteca virtual em saúde, que resultou em 88 

artigos, dos quais após avaliação restaram-se 12. Constatou-se que os fatores desencadeadores 

estavam relacionados à cobrança no trabalho, riscos ambientais e individuais e que apesar 

de reconhecerem os riscos do uso, consumiam drogas de ação central. Conclui-se que se faz 

importante a realização de pesquisas sobre o perfil profissional com o intuito de implementar 

ações preventivas em saúde para esta população.  

Descritores: Profissionais da Saúde; Saúde do Trabalhador; Abuso de Substâncias Psicoativas.

Uso de sustancias psicoactivas por los professionales de la salud: 
Revisión Integradora

El objetivo fue conocer los factores que llevan los profesionales de la salud al uso de sustancias 

psicoactivas, identificar las más utilizadas y las consecuencias para la vida del trabajador. 

Se trata de una revisión integradora, la busca fue hecha en la biblioteca virtual en salud, que 

resultó en 88 artículos, dos puestos para la evaluación restaram-se 12. Se encontró que los 

factores desencadenantes estaban relacionados con las exigencias del trabajo, con los riesgos 

ambientales e individuales, y que al tiempo que reconoce los riesgos de uso, consumen drogas 

de acción central. Se concluye que es importante hacer más  investigaciones sobre el perfil 

profesional con la intención de implementar  acciones preventivas de salud para esta población.

Descriptores: Personal de Salud; Salud Laboral; Trastornos Relacionados con Sustancias.

Introduction

Psychoactive Substances (PS) are those that act on 
the central nervous system, altering brain functioning and 
the notion of perception and behavior. PS are divided 
into legal and illegal substances. The first can be sold 
in local commerce with governmental authorization and 
permission from society, while illegal drugs can not; they 
all banned and are generally associated with addiction 
and violence(1).

It is important to emphasize and learn the incidence 
of the use of PS among health professionals who care 
for the health of others, sometimes leaving their own 
health in second place. A study conducted at a public 
college in Rio de Janeiro surveyed the epidemiology of 
recurrent drug use, revealing that 83% of the research 

participants had tried or used drugs, especially alcohol, 
tobacco and anxiolytics. Regarding the regular use 
of PS, about 9% reported that they still used it. The 
justification given by professionals was that drugs served 
to provide relaxation, celebrate special situations and 
rejoice, and relief anxiety(2).

Another research conducted at a college in 
Rondônia with Nursing students revealed that use of 
alcohol is prevalent, followed by tobacco and marijuana. 
In addition, the population that most consumed drugs 
were the female, young and mostly single. With this, 
there is a growing concern with these professionals, 
because in their professional performance, all the basic 
concepts of health for the population is to be developed 
and disseminated by them. Learning the pattern of 
consumption of PS since undergraduate training up 
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to professional exercise is important in order to better 
implement public health measures(3). 

The interest to investigate this topic arose from the 
study of two subjects of the Nursing course: Nursing 
in Mental Health, which addresses the problem of 
chemical dependence, and Nursing and Workers’ 
Health, which deals with issues related to the health 
and safety of workers. In view of the interdisciplinarity 
and transversality of the themes, the motivation and 
restlessness to carry out the present integrative review 
emerged. The study aims to know the motivating factors 
leading health professionals to use of psychoactive 
substances and their perception about such use, and also 
to identify the drugs consumed and the consequences 
for the life of the workers.

Methodology

Health in modern times has been challenged to 
rest upon evidence based practice. Thus, this study 
used the method of integrative review. This research 
method allows gathering the main results of researches 
carried out on a certain theme through previously chosen 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. An integrative review 
highlights the gaps that need to be addressed and serves 
as a guide for future scientific studies(4).

In order to make it operational, the following phases 
were adopted in the present work: formulation of the 
problem and identification of the theme, establishment of 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, collection and evaluation 
of data, analysis and interpretation of the collected data, 
and presentation of results. Thus, to guide the review, the 
following questions were established: What motivates 
health professionals to use psychoactive substances 
and what perceptions do they have about their use? 
Which substances are most consumed and how does 
this use affect the life of the workers?

“Health professionals, worker’s health and 
psychoactive substances abuse” were used as 
descriptors in the study, in a grouped and organized 
way. The criteria used for the search were articles 
published in national journals and articles that addressed 
the theme “use of psychoactive substances by health 
professionals”. In the course of the research, it was 
noticed that the temporal criterion should not be used 
due to the scarcity of studies available on this theme.

In the results of the initial search, 88 articles were 
found. After a synthetic reading of the studies, it was 
observed that 28 articles should be excluded because 
they were repeated, and 49 articles because they 
did not address the chosen theme. Thus, 12 papers 
published in national journals were kept in the study. The 
bibliographical survey was carried out through the Virtual 

Health Library - VHL, with search in Public databases/
Medline publisher - PubMed, Scientific Electronic Library 
Online - Scielo, Latin American and Caribbean Health 
Sciences - Lilacs and Medical Literature Analysis and 
Retrieval System Online - Medline.

The primordial information in the studies to be 
highlighted was defined after a careful reading of the 
selected articles and based on the guiding question of 
the research. This stage culminated in the segregation 
of work into two categories. These categories were 
based on the contexts most often portrayed by the 
articles and on the subjects that can qualitatively better 
contribute to the development of the chosen theme. 
They are: Factors triggering the use of psychoactive 
substances by health professionals and the perception 
of these professionals about this use and; Psychoactive 
substances used by health professionals and the 
consequences of their use and abuse.

From the textual analyses, a summary table listing 
the publications was prepared and the following topics 
were presented: title, journal, authors, year, objective, 
result and conclusion. Data were analyzed after a careful 
reading of the selected texts, focusing on the proposed 
objectives and according to the results found.

Results

The complete reading of the analyzed articles after 
a screening by application of inclusion and exclusion 
criteria, a synoptic table was prepared (Figure 1) 
presenting details of the information rescued from the 
nine selected articles.

Among the articles included in the review, eight 
addressed the use of PS among nurses, one among 
physicians. Two articles dealt with the use of drugs 
specifically by the class of anesthesiologists, one 
by primary care network professionals, and another 
addressed the practice of self-medication by nursing 
workers in a hospital area.

As for the research sites of these articles, it was 
observed that seven were carried out in public hospitals, 
two specifically with workers of an Intensive Care Unit; 
two were performed in outpatient clinics for chemical 
dependence; one with primary health care professionals; 
and two at university research centers.

Regarding the type of journal in which the studies 
of this review were published, six were published in 
nursing journals, three in medical journals and three in 
general health journals. As for the type of research, four 
presented qualitative approach, four hadquantitative 
approach, two had a cross-sectional design and two 
were bibliographical surveys.
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Title Journal Authors Year Objective Results Conclusion

Work conditions 
as a triggering 
factor for 
the use of 
psychoactive 
substances 
by nursing 
workers.

Anna Nery 
School 
Nursing 
Magazine

Martins ERC; 
Zeitoune 
RCG(5).

2007

To analyze the 
working conditions 
as a triggering 
factor for the 
use of drugs by 
nursing workers.

The results showed 
that the use of 
psychoactive 
substances by 
professionals in 
the workplace may 
be related to the 
conditions of work 
overload and to 
the ease of access 
to drugs, and that 
such substances 
compromise their 
health and the 
development of 
their work activities.

The results of the 
research show 
therefore that it is 
necessary to seek 
to know the work 
reality of nursing 
professionals 
so as to make it 
possible to follow 
the situations 
in which use of 
psychoactive drugs 
by professionals 
happen and, allied 
to worker’s health 
actions a plan of 
attention to nursing 
workers can be 
implemented.

Factors 
predisposing 
to the use of 
psychotropics 
by nursing 
professionals

UERJ 
Nursing 
Journal

Dias JRF;
Araújo CS;
Martins ERC; 
Clos AC;
Francisco MTR; 
Sampaio 
CEP(6).

2011

To analyze the 
factors predisposing 
to personal 
involvement of 
nursing workers 
with psychotropics.

The involvement 
of professionals 
occurs due to high 
stress and long 
working hours, 
heacy demands 
and dissatisfaction 
in the work or family 
environment.

Coping with misuse 
of psychotropic 
drugs by nursing 
workers requires, 
mainly, ethical 
reflections and 
change of attitude 
aiming at self-
care, professional 
responsibility and 
search for decent 
conditions and a 
healthy work.

Concepts of 
nursing workers 
on drugs: The 
visibility of risks. 

Public Health 
Notebook

Martins ERC; 
Zeitoune RCG; 
Francisco MTR; 
Spindola T; 
Marta CB(7).

2009

To describe the 
conceptions 
of nursing 
professionals 
about drugs and 
discuss their 
perceptions about 
the risks of their 
consumption and 
their relation with 
work.

The results show 
that the subjects 
conceive the use of 
licit drugs as natural 
and acceptable.

Seeing the 
consumption of 
drugs as a solution 
to alleviate family 
and work problems 
seems to be a 
trivialization of 
drug use, since its 
effects are known 
to be detrimental to 
health, family, work 
and society.

(continuation...)
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Abuse of 
Anesthetic 
Drugs by 
Anesthesiologists

Brazilian 
Journal of 
Anesthesiology

Jungerman FS; 
Alves HNP; 
Carmona MJC; 
Malbergier A; 
Conti NB(8).

2012

To review the 
literature on 
the use of 
psychoactive 
substances in 
anesthesiologists.

Although the most 
common abuse 
drug among 
anesthesiologists is 
alcohol, the abuse 
of anesthetic agents 
is the most worrying 
due to its high 
potential of causing 
dependency, as well 
as to its often lethal 
consequences. The 
most commonly 
used are opioids 
(fentanyl and 
sufentanil), propofol 
and inhaled 
anesthetics.

Substance 
abuse among 
anesthesiologists 
is a subject that 
needs further 
attention, mainly 
due to the seriour 
consequences that 
this consumption 
can cause to both 
professionals and 
patients.

Self-medication 
among nursing 
workers in 
public hospitals.

The Latin 
American 
Journal of 
Nursing

Barros ARR; 
Griep RH; 
Rotenberg L(9).

2009

To investigate the 
prevalence of self-
medication and 
associated factors 
among nursing 
workers.

The prevalence 
of self-medication 
was 24.2%, the 
most mentioned 
anatomic group 
was the nervous 
system and 
the therapeutic 
group included 
analgesics.

Self-medication is 
a frequent practice 
in the nursing team 
and is associated 
with several factors 
that should be 
considered in 
strategies aimed 
at better health 
conditions among 
these workers.

Nurses and 
drug abuse: 
compromising 
self-care and 
the provision of 
care to others

UERJ 
Nursing 
Journal

Zeferino MT; 
Santos EPS; 
Carraro TE; 
Radünz V; 
Frello AT(10).

2006

To reflect on 
factors that 
can lead health 
professionals, 
especially nurses, 
to use licit or illicit 
drugs.

Studies pointing out 
health professionals 
as more susceptible 
to drug dependence 
due to the greater 
possibility of self-
administration and 
free access to 
such substances 
in their work 
stood out. Drugs 
are often used 
as an attempt to 
minimize or reverse 
the professional 
burnout syndrome.

This practice lead 
professionals to 
develop other 
imbalances and 
violate the ethical 
and aesthetic 
precepts of the 
profession because 
the effect of the 
drug changes their 
behavior, logical 
reasoning, decision-
making and the 
ability to carry 
out specialized 
procedures, posing 
risk to the lives 
of people under 
their care and 
compromising their 
own health.

(continuation...)
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Clinical and 
Demographic 
Profile of 
Anesthesiologists 
who use Alcohol 
and Other Drugs 
Assisted in a 
Pioneer Service
in Brazil.

Brazilian 
Journal of 
Anesthesiology

Alves HNP; 
Vieira DL; 
Laranjeira RR; 
Vieira JE;
Martins LAN(11).

2012

The objective 
of this study 
is to present 
a descriptive 
analysis of the 
clinical and 
sociodemographic 
profile of a sample 
of chemical 
anesthesiologists 
treated at a 
referral service, 
as well as to 
list psychiatric 
comorbidities, the 
most frequently 
used drugs, and 
the psychosocial 
and professional 
repercussions of 
consumption.

There was a high 
prevalence of use 
of opioids (59.6%), 
benzodiazepines 
(35.1%) and 
alcohol (35.1%). 
Opioid users 
sought treatment 
earlier compared 
to non-users of this 
substance and that 
happened generally 
under the influence 
of peer pressure or 
under influence of 
the regional council 
of medicine.

Anesthesiologists 
may present a 
distinct risk profile 
for use of opioids. 
The pattern of onset 
of consumption, 
associated with the 
years of medical 
residency or the 
early years of 
medical practice, 
reinforces the 
hypothesis of opioid 
dependence as 
an occupational 
problem among 
anesthesiologists.

Clinical and 
demographic 
profile of 
physicians 
with chemical 
dependence. 

Journal of 
the Brazilian 
Medical 
Association

Alves HNP;
Surjan JC;
Martins LAN;
Marques ACPR;
Ramos SP;
Larajeira RR(12).

2005

To trace the 
clinical and 
demographic 
profile of a sample 
of physicians 
under treatment 
for chemical 
dependence, 
evaluate the 
psychiatric 
comorbidities and 
consequences 
associated with 
drug consumption.

As for the 
substances, the 
associated use 
of alcohol and 
drugs was more 
frequent (36.8%), 
followed by alcohol 
alone (34.3%) 
and drugs alone 
(28.3%). Concerning 
the social and 
legal problems, 
the following 
were observed: 
unemployment 
in the previous 
year in almost 1/3 
of the sample; 
marriage problems 
or separation 
(52%), involvement 
in automobile 
accidents (42%),  
juridical problems 
(19%), occupational 
problems (84.8%) 
and 8.5% had had 
problems with the 
Regional Councils of 
Medicine.

The authors 
recommend care 
and preventive 
measures for the 
problem.

(continuation...)
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Working 
conditions and 
self-medication 
in professionals 
of the basic 
health network 
in the city   of 
Pelotas, RS

Brazilian 
Journal of 
Epidemiology

Tomasi E; 
Sant’anna GC; 
Oppelt AM; 
Petrini RM; 
Pereira IV; 
Sassi BT(13).

2007

To investigate 
the conditions 
and morbidity of 
professionals of 
the basic health 
care network in 
Pelotas through 
sociodemographic, 
behavioral, 
working, 
environmental 
and morbidity 
information.

Among 
professionals, 25% 
used to practice 
self-medication, 
especially among 
physicians and high 
level professionals, 
among workers 
of higher 
socioeconomic 
level and among 
those with more 
than one job.

It is believed that this 
is a theme that should 
still be addressed in 
schools of training of 
health professionals, 
alerting for the risks 
of self-medication 
and focusing on 
the causes and 
occupational aspects 
that can be modified 
through policies 
and programs 
of professional 
valorization and 
better offer of working 
conditions.

Use of 
psychotropics 
by nurses: its 
relation to work

CINERGS - 
Magazine of 
the University 
of Santa Cruz 
do Sul/UNISC

Vieira GCG; 
Brida RL; 
Macuch RS; 
Massuda EM; 
Preza GP(14).

2016

To investigate 
whether nursing 
professionals 
used psychoactive 
medication, and 
experience work 
overload and 
to survey the 
knowledge that 
these professionals 
have about the risk 
factors to which they 
are exposed in the 
work environment.

The nurses use 
psychoactive 
medication because 
they are at the limit 
of their physical 
and psychic health, 
due to the demand 
of work and risk 
factors to which 
they are exposed in 
their work activities.

Nurses experience 
high levels of 
stress, which lead 
them to the use 
of medications, 
sometimes without 
medical advise, 
resulting in impaired 
quality of life.

Illnesses 
and use of 
psychoactive 
drugs among 
Intensive Care 
Unit nursing 
workers

Journal of 
Nursing of 
the UFSM

Vieira TG; 
Beck CLC; 
Dissen CM; 
Componogara 
S; Gobatto M; 
Coelho APF(15).

2013

Illnesses and use 
of psychoactive 
drugs among 
Intensive Care 
Unit nursing 
workers.

Among nursing 
workers, 28.5% 
used psychoactive 
medication; 
24.4% reported 
that the drugs were 
prescribed; and 
24.4% presented a 
psychic illness, most 
frequently depression, 
corresponding to the 
case of 14.2%. The 
shift in which there 
were more workers 
with psychic illness 
was the night shift, 
corresponding to 
43.7%. Moreover, 
63.2% of workers 
reported that they 
practiced self-
medication, using 
antidepressant drugs, 
corresponding to 
12.2%.

It is necessary to 
create strategies to 
prevent sickness, 
the use of 
psychoactive drugs 
and self-medication 
by health workers.

(continuation...)



228 SMAD, Rev. Eletrônica Saúde Mental Álcool Drog. 2017 Oct.-Dec.;13(4):221-231.

https://www.revistas.usp.br/smad

Title Journal Authors Year Objective Results Conclusion

Self-medication 
among nursing 
workers at 
a hospital in 
Uberaba-MG.

Electronic 
Management 
and Health 
Magazine.

Bittar CML, 
Gontijo IL (16).

2015

To know the 
routine self-
medication among 
nursing workers 
of a hospital in 
Uberaba (MG) 
and the main 
health complaints.

It was verified 
that 54% of the 
nursing assistants 
and technicians 
and 66% of the 
nurses frequently 
or sporadically 
used drugs 
without medical 
recommendation. It 
was observed that 
psychic disorders 
(depression, 
stress and anxiety) 
appeared in greater 
proportion among 
nurses (36%) and 
diseases.

The study showed 
that the majority 
of nursing workers 
used medications 
frequently 
without medical 
recommendation, 
with headache and 
musculoskeletal pain 
as the most common 
causes to adopt 
self-medication. 
However, self-
medication was Not 
always directly or 
exclusively related 
to the presence of 
pathologies, but 
rather related to 
the easy access 
that facilitates 
the unnecessary 
consumption of 
medicines.

Figure 1 – List of selected articles according to title, journal of publication, authors, year, objectives, results and 
conclusions. Teresina, PI, Brazil, 2016.

Discussion

The study on use/abuse of psychoactive substances 
by health professionals requires a detailed and in-depth 
analysis of the most common triggers and psychoactive 
substances. To aid this analysis, the articles were 
divided and discussed according to topics for a better 
understanding of the theme. 

Triggering factors 

Reflection on the factors that trigger the use 
of psychoactive substances should involve the 
understanding of the history of the individuals, the social 
environment in which they are inserted, the conditions in 
which they live and work, and the feelings experienced 
such as frustrations, dissatisfaction, fears and anguish 
that can make them look for activities and means that 
bring pleasure and relief to their problems(5). 

The use of psychotropics can be influenced by 
several reasons, among them anxiety, nervousness 
and daily stress. This could be observed when related 
to the workspace, with respect to a certain influence 
of the workload. Thus, physical and psychological 
wear is a factor that can lead people to get involved 
with psychoactive substances. Other determinants 
include the precarious conditions and inadequate work 
environment that discourages professionals(5-6).

The profile of nursing workers who use PS is 
characterized by a predominance of women, workers 
with a extra load of home activities, deprived of leisure, 
and whi have positive feelings towards work but 
consider the work environment stressful. The most 
common stressors are related to excessive control 
by the institution, difficult interpersonal relationships, 
noncompliance of ethical precepts by colleagues, routine 
and repetitive activities, excessive number of patients, a 
climate surrounded by suffering and death, insufficient 
wages, lack of leisure, lack of support and recognition 
by the institution, among others(10).

The Nursing work process throughout Brazil 
is represented by an exhaustive workload and high 
demands. Low wages cause workers to seek further 
jobs, culminating in the accumulation of responsibilities. 
These aspects impair the quality of life of workers, since 
there is no time for leisure to spend with the family or 
for extra work activities that cause them pleasure(14-15).

In this respect, Martins and Zeitoune(5) point out that 
nursing workers feel satisfied with their work, seeing 
the task of caring for others rewarding, despite the 
moments of sadness and suffering. And this ambivalence 
of feelings creates conflicts within these professionals 
who sometimes need other unhealthy means to relieve 
stress. Thus, the use of PS as a solution to alleviate 
persisting problems in the family or work environment is 
dangerous because the effects of this practice have been 
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confirmed as harmful to society as a whole. Moreover, 
if an individual lacks protective factors such as family, 
religion, emotional and other well-structured conditions, 
other means will consequently be used in an attempt 
to reduce distress and suffering. 

Other triggers that can be mentioned are work and 
family demands, environmental and individual risks that 
facilitate drug availability, poverty, social change, genetic 
predisposition, and social exclusion. Although tension 
exists in all professions, some professionals are more 
predisposed to get involved with drug abuse than others. 
The experience of pleasure or suffering depends on the 
interaction between the subjectivity of the worker and 
the environmental, socio-cultural, economic and political 
conditions in which work is embedded(6). 

With respect to the reasons that can lead nursing 
workers to use drugs, it is necessary to know the risk 
factors and protective factors. Risk factors include 
situational conditions and the environmental context 
involving the likelihood to use drugs. On the other hand, 
protective factors correspond to the environmental 
context and situational conditions that inhibit or reduce 
the likelihood of such use. This way, it is understood 
that there are reasons that lead some professionals in 
the same work environment to present a greater risk 
behavior than others(5,14).

Regarding the medical category, research indicates 
that this is the one that most gets involved with self-
medication, and the reasons are exposure to work stress, 
more than one employment in most cases, and easy 
access to medications. Thus these are risk factors for 
the abuse of psychoactive substances among health 
professionals. With respect to the health professionals 
in general involved in the research, the majority of the 
people involved with consumption of PS were women, 
and one third were of low socioeconomic level(13).

However, the desire to relax, to end problems, and 
to feel a little pleasure are not the only aspects that lead 
professionals to use drugs. The need to stay awake for 
longer periods of time, to be able to work more, and the 
frequent need to hold on more than one job to support the 
family have a similar influence favoring the use of PS(5).

Occupational conditions of health professionals 
should be better worked, as well as the workload and 
mental hygiene. This is true in particular in the case of 
the nursing group that is directly involved in the care of 
individuals, who handles psychotropic substances in a 
daily basis, and are thus vulnerable to involvement with 
these drugs. It is necessary that the health institution 
takes care of the quality of life and work of these 
professionals, because it is paramount to take care of 
who provide care(6).

Some studies bring several reasons reported by 
health care professionals to justify the use of PS, among 
them the sadness and anxiety caused by the profession 
and by their interaction with patients. In addition, they 
report that the lack of medication causes them feeling 
“that the day will be very bad”. It is observed, however, 
that as these professionals sense they are recognized in 
their work environment, the incidence rate of use of PS 
decreases. Thus, recognition is a means of combating 
mental illnesses among these workers(14-15). 

One factor that may also influence the use or not of 
SPA concerns the knowledge about these substances 
and the perception of the users. In this sense, with regard 
to the perception of health professionals about the use of 
psychoactive substances, it was possible to observe that 
they know and admit that drugs are chemical substances 
that cause changes in their behavior and are harmful 
to health(7).

The recognition of licit drugs as something 
incorporated into society, and of illicit drugs as something 
different, is cultural. However, the consumption of both 
kinds of drugs is detrimental to the health of the individuals. 
Some people may claim that they drink, smoke and self-
medicate without seeing it as a bad thing, but rather 
as natural practices. It is necessary to highlight that 
alcohol, tobacco and some drugs, especially anxiolytics 
and amphetamines, are the most consumed drugs and 
those that cause the greatest harm to the people(7).

The similarity between the body of patients and 
professionals is also used as a justification for the use 
of medications without precise indication and medical 
evaluation. In this situation, it is noteworthy that the 
professionals are aware of the risks that the drug brings, 
showing therefore a contradiction in the sense that they 
know the risks for others but not for themselves(7).

Psychoactive substances used by health 
professionals 

A study carried out in two public hospitals in Rio 
de Janeiro, a large general hospital and a reference 
center for maternal and child health, revealed that the 
prevalence of self-medication among nursing workers 
was 24.2%. The most consumed drugs were those 
for the nervous system, corresponding to 46.7% of 
the cases, and the most used subgroup was that of 
analgesics - 43.4%(9).

A study carried out at a Philanthropic Hospital in a 
city in Paraná revealed that 70.5% of the interviewed 
nurses reported using psychoactive medications and 
44% practiced self-medication because of the ease of 
obtaining the medications(14). According to Bittar and 
Gontijo (16), self-medication is related to a complex set of 
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intrinsic and extrinsic factors pertaining to each individual. 
This includes their conception of work, the level of 
satisfaction with the work environment, the way how 
they deal with the challenges of the profession, cultural 
patterns and the level of education related to medication. 
In the study carried out in a Hospital in Uberaba-MG 
with nursing workers, the authors concluded that 66% 
of the nurses practiced self-medication frequently or 
sporadically and that psychic disorders such as anxiety, 
stress and depression were the health problems most 
reported by this professional category. 

Self-medication tends to be more frequent among 
younger people, and higher education levels are 
more often associated with self-medication. There are 
innumerable reasons that can explain this, including 
greater knowledge about medicines, greater economic 
power, less confidence in doctors, and a greater sense 
of personal autonomy regarding personal decisions on 
health issues(9).

With regard to anesthesiologists, the use of alcohol 
and other drugs caused them professional problems 
(87.7%), marital problems (52.6%), psychiatric 
hospitalization (29.1%), automobilistic accidents 
(21.1%), unemployment in the previous year (17.5%) and 
problems with the Regional Council of Medicine (24.6%). 
The use of opioids was also high in this category and 
the age of onset of this addiction coincided with the 
phase of medical residency and the immediate period 
following this phase, which seems to be a time of greater 
vulnerability for this particular type of addiction. Besides 
personality disorders and psychiatric comorbidities, it is 
possible that other specific factors may have contributed 
to the emergence of dependence to opioids among 
anesthesiologists in the study sample(11).

The types of anesthetic agents most used by 
anesthesiologists were opioids, particularly an 
increased use of proporfol and inhaled anesthetics. 
Anesthesiologists tend to overuse opioids like fentanyl 
and sufentanil. There are several circumstances related 
to the professional activity of anesthesiology. Ease of 
access to drugs, solitary and stressful medical activity, 
excessive working hours and possible concomitance 
with psychiatric disorders are some of them(8).

The most commonly used drugs among medical 
professionals are alcohol, cocaine, benzodiazepines, 
marijuana, opiates, amphetamines, and solvents. 
The most involved specialties are medical clinic, 
anesthesiology, pediatrics, gynecology and obstetrics, 
psychiatry, public health and radiology. The continuous 
use of these substances caused depression, bipolar 
affective disorder and personality disorder. As 
abovementioned, other problems were observed in 
these users, including unemployment in 30.8% of cases, 

marital problems and separation, car accidents, legal 
problems, and problems with the Regional Council of 
Medicine (RCM)(12).

A study carried out in all basic health services in 
the urban area of   Pelotas between May and September 
2004 revealed the prevalence of self-medication found 
in all professionals of 24.8%, similar to the study by 
Barros, Griep and Rotenberg(9). The professional 
categories with the second highest rates in this study 
were nurses and dentists (32%). Those who performed 
more consultations per day had the lowest prevalence 
of self-medication(13).

Conclusion

The present review allowed us to conclude that the 
most commonly used psychoactive substances by health 
professionals are alcohol, tobacco, anxiolytics, opioids, 
and self-medication with a wide variety of concomitant 
drugs. The reasons that lead them to seek to consume 
these substances in general are related to workload, 
work stress, family problems, as well as other external 
influences that may contribute to such behavior. 

Therefore, health institutions need to be more 
prepared to deal with such cases, among their 
professionals, by creating specific protocols for this 
purpose. Moreover, there is a need for further research 
on the theme because the use of PS is a problem 
that affects not only the professionals, but the whole 
community. Thus, more field studies are needed to 
map and observe the profile of these workers so as 
to subsidize the implementation of actions in health 
institutions in favor of a more targeted preventive care.
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