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Objective: to identify the sociodemographic and chemical-

dependency profile of users at a Psychosocial Care Center 

- Alcohol and Other Drugs. Method: a retrospective and 

cross-sectional study carried out by referring to 360 medical 

records. Results: the majority of users were males (91.1%, 

n = 328), illiterate/Elementary School (70.8%, n = 255), 

without a partner (76.9%, n = 277), and lived in urban areas 

(63.3%, n = 228). Simultaneous use of multiple drugs was 

found in 43.5% (n = 157) and exclusive alcohol dependency 

in 40.4% (n = 146). Conclusion: the predominance of single 

men with low schooling and dependency on multiple drugs 

and/or alcohol was found. This knowledge is relevant to 

evidence-based strategy proposals.

Descriptors: Health Profile; Drug Users; Street Drugs; 

Substance-Related Disorders.

Sociodemographic and chemical-dependency profile of 
users at a specialized Psychosocial Care Center
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Perfil sociodemográfico e de dependência química dos usuários 
de um Centro de Atenção Psicossocial especializado

Objetivo: identificar o perfil sociodemográfico e de dependência química dos usuários de um 

Centro de Atenção Psicossocial Álcool e Outras Drogas. Método: estudo transversal e retrospectivo 

realizado por meio de consulta a 360 prontuários. Resultados: a maioria dos usuários era do 

sexo masculino (91,1%; n = 328), analfabeta/Ensino Fundamental (70,8%; n = 255), vivia 

sem companheira(o) (76,9%; n = 277) e morava na zona urbana (63,3%; n = 228). O uso 

simultâneo de múltiplas drogas foi encontrado em 43,5% (n = 157) e a dependência exclusiva 

de álcool em 40,4% (n = 146). Conclusão: evidenciou-se predomínio de homens solteiros com 

baixa escolaridade e em dependência de múltiplas drogas e/ou de álcool. Esse conhecimento é 

relevante para propostas de estratégias baseadas em evidências.

Descritores: Perfil de Saúde; Usuários de Drogas; Drogas Ilícitas; Transtornos Relacionados ao 

Uso de Substâncias.

Perfil sociodemográfico y de dependencia química de los 
usuarios de un Centro de Atención Psicosocial especializado

Objetivo: identificar el perfil sociodemográfico y de dependencia química de los usuarios de un 

centro de atención psicosocial alcohol y otras drogas. Método: estudio retrospectivo y transversal 

realizado por medio de consulta a 360 prontuarios. Resultados: la mayoría de los usuarios eran 

del sexo masculino (91,1%, n = 328), analfabeto/enseñanza fundamental (70,8%, n = 255), vivía 

sin compañera (76,9%; n = 277) y vivía en la zona urbana (63,3%, n = 228). El uso simultáneo 

de múltiples drogas se encontró en el 43,5% (n = 157) y la dependencia exclusiva de alcohol 

en el 40,4% (n = 146). Conclusión: se evidenció predominio de hombres solteros con baja 

escolaridad y en dependencia de múltiples drogas y/o de alcohol. Este conocimiento es relevante 

para propuestas de estrategias basadas en evidencias.

Descriptores: Perfil de Salud; Consumidores de Drogas; Drogas Ilícitas; Trastornos Relacionados 

con Sustancias.
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Introduction

Drugs are psychoactive substances that can cause 

bodily, physiological and behavioral changes, as well 

as changes in the degree of awareness of their users, 

which vary according to the substances used and to 

intrinsic factors to the individual(1). Dependency on these 

substances is complex and has a multifactorial origin(2).

Drugs are known to cause severe health damage. 

Cannabis ativa (marijuana), for instance, can produce 

cognitive impairment and mental disorders, such 

as depression and suicidal behavior, in addition to 

cardiovascular and pulmonary diseases(3). There is also 

the possibility of more serious consequences, as the World 

Health Organization attributes more than 450,000 deaths 

per year to the use of these substances(4).

Worldwide, it is highlighted that disorders caused 

by alcohol use are the most prevalent, with an estimated 

number of 100.4 million cases in 2016. Next, marijuana 

(221 million) and opioid (26.8 million) dependency is 

observed(5). Dependency among males and females varies 

according to psychoactive substance type, region and 

socio-cultural aspects. In South America and elsewhere, 

there is a higher consumption of specific substances 

among men as compared to women(6-7).

In Brazil, it is noteworthy that the Psychosocial Care 

Centers for Alcohol and Other Drugs (CAPSad) are the 

main devices to embrace users who make harmful use 

of drugs. The purpose of these services is to promote 

social reintegration through access to work, leisure, the 

exercise of civil rights and the strengthening of family 

and community ties(8).

With this regard, it is pointed out that the problems 

arising from the use of psychoactive substances are also 

related to each individual’s social, cultural and economic 

issues(9); therefore, it is essential to learn about one’s 

characteristics in order to provide readjustment and/or 

propose strategies that are better directed to the social and 

clinical reality of such individuals. Furthermore, the present 

study is justified by the fact that it was conducted in a 

municipality in the state of Sergipe, in Northeastern Brazil, 

whose original scientific production on chemical dependency 

is incipient and superficial in relation to regional specificities. 

In view of the above, the objective was to identify 

the sociodemographic and chemical-dependency profile 

of users at a CAPSad located in Northeastern Brazil.

Method

This is a cross-sectional, quantitative, retrospective 

and descriptive study, using secondary data from a 

CAPSad in northeastern Brazil. Data collection took place 

between the months of August and December 2018 by 

referring to the medical records of active and inactive 

users at the institution.

According to the data provided by the health service’s 

management, it was estimated that there were 600 

records of active and inactive users in 2017. Based on 

this, the sample calculation was made, considering a 96% 

confidence level and a 4% sample error(10). A 15% safety 

margin was added to the calculated number, resulting in 

360 evaluated participants.

Thus, after obtaining authorization from the CAPSad 

management, the researchers visited the service and 

grouped all the medical records in the active and 

inactive files available at the institution’s Medical and 

Statistics Archive Service (SAME). Such records were then 

numbered (in pencil), and 360 of them, which were eligible 

for the study, were drawn, thus ensuring the selection of 

participants by simple random sampling.

Participants in the study were users who had already 

been (“inactive”) or who were still being (“active”) 

monitored at CAPSad João Rosendo dos Santos, located 

in Lagarto, Sergipe, Brazil. Exclusion criteria were 

users whose medical records had a significant lack of 

information. It is noteworthy that the studied CAPSad 

considers users to be “inactive” when they have not 

participated in the therapeutic activities offered by the 

institution for six or more months. 

Data were collected using a form consisting of 

objective questions on sociodemographic conditions, 

psychological problems and characteristics of psychoactive 

substance use. Such collection instrument was created 

with the limitation of having only the variables existing 

in the institution’s medical records.

For statistical analysis, the univariate and bivariate 

techniques were used to obtain the distribution of absolute 

and relative frequency values between the nominal and 

ordinal qualitative variables. The mean, standard deviation 

and the minimum and maximum values of the quantitative 

variables were also calculated. The package used was 

IBM® SPSS - Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

20.0 Mac (SPSS 20.0 Mac, SPSS Inc., Chicago, Illinois, 

USA).

This study was approved in July/2018 by the 

Research Ethics Committee of the Federal University of 

Sergipe, according to report no. 2.784.416 and CAAE 

no. 92400818.9.0000.5546. The researchers followed 

the guidelines and regulatory standards provided for in 

Resolution no. 466/2012 by the National Health Council, 

concerning research involving human beings.

Results

Three hundred and sixty CAPSad users participated 

in the study, of whom 177 were considered “active” and 

183 “inactive” by the institution. The participants’ mean 

age at their first admission to the service was 33.8 years 

(standard deviation: 12.5; minimum: 10; maximum: 73), 

and, at the time of the study, it was 37.2 years (standard 
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deviation: 12.8; minimum: 10; maximum: 77). Adolescents 

corresponded to 4.4% (n = 16) of the sample, and more 

than half were aged ≥ 35 years (56.4%; n = 203) (Table 1). 

Most of the participants were males (91.1%; n = 

328), illiterate or had only attended elementary school 

(70.8%; n = 255), lived without a partner (o) (76.9%; n 

= 277) and, among these (n = 277), almost all of them 

lived with a relative (99.6%; n = 276). As for their place 

of residence, 63.3% (n = 228) lived in an urban area, 

31.9% (n = 115) in a rural area and 3.9% (n = 14) were 

homeless (Table 1).

Table 1 - Distribution of absolute and relative frequencies 

of users’ sociodemographic variables at a CAPSad* (n = 

360). Lagarto, SE, Brazil, 2018

Sociodemographic variables N† %‡

Age

≤ 19 years 16 4.4

20 to 34 years 137 38.1

≥ 35 years 203 56.4

Unknown 4 1.1

Sex

Male 328 91.1

Female 32 8.9

Area of residence

Urban 228 63.3

Rural 115 31.9

Homeless (urban area) 14 3.9

Unknown 3 0.9

Schooling

Illiterate 34 9.4

Elementary School 221 61.4

High School 37 10.3

Higher Education 2 0.6

Unknown 66 18.3

Marital status

Living with a partner 71 19,7

Living without a partner 277 76,9

Unknown 12 3,4

Living with a relative (n = 277)

Yes 276 99.6

No 1 0.4

Source: SAME of CAPSad João Rosendo dos Santos

*CAPSad = Psychosocial Care Center – Alcohol and Drugs; †N = Absolute 
Frequency; ‡% = Relative Frequency

The simultaneous use of multiple drugs was 43.5% 

(n = 157). The drugs most often taken as a single drug 

were alcohol (40.4%; n = 146), crack (6.9%; n = 25) 

and marijuana/Cannabis sativa (5.6%; n = 20), with a 

weekly frequency of use, especially six or seven days a 

week (Table 2).

Regarding the form of admittance to CAPSad, it was 

observed that 61.9% (n = 223) of the users sought the 

service spontaneously, and 34.7% (n = 125) were referred 

from other services in the municipality’s mental health 

network (Table 2).

Table 2 - Distribution of absolute and relative frequencies 

of variables related to the chemical-dependency profile of 

users at a CAPSad* (n = 360). Lagarto, SE, Brazil, 2018

Variable related to the chemical-dependency 
profile N† %‡

Drug being used

Alcohol 146 40.4

Crack 25 6.9

Marijuana/Cannabis sativa 20 5.6

Cocaine 4 1.2

Tobacco 2 0.6

Thinner 2 0.6

Simultaneous use of multiple drugs 157 43.5

Unknown 4 1.2

Weekly frequency of alcohol use alone (n = 146)

1 to 3 days a week 15 4.2

4 or 5 days a week 32 8.9

6 or 7 days a week 99 86.9

Weekly frequency of crack/cocaine use alone 
(n = 29)

1 to 3 days a week 4 13.8

4 or 5 days a week 10 34.5

6 or 7 days a week 15 51.7

Weekly frequency of marijuana use alone  
(n = 12)

1 to 3 days a week 2 16.7

4 or 5 days a week 4 33.3

6 or 7 days a week 6 50

Form of admittance to CAPSad*

Spontaneous search 223 61.9

Referral from other mental health services 125 34.7

Court order 2 0.6

Unknown 10 2.8

Source: SAME of CAPSad João Rosendo dos Santos

*CAPSad = Psychosocial Care Center – Alcohol and Drugs; †N = Absolute 
Frequency; ‡% = Relative Frequency

It is noteworthy that 26.4% (n = 57) of users had 

committed acts of violence against themselves, and 44.7% 

(n = 97) against another person (Table 3).
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Table 3 - Distribution of absolute and relative frequencies 

of variables related to the violence profile of users at a 

CAPSad*. Lagarto, SE, Brazil, 2018

Variables related to the violence profile N† %‡

Violence against oneself (n = 216)‡

Yes 57 26.4

No 159 73.6

Violence against another person (n = 217)‡

Yes 97 44.7

No 120 55.3

Source: SAME of CAPSad João Rosendo dos Santos

*CAPSad = Psychosocial Care Center – Alcohol and Drugs; †N = Absolute 
Frequency; ‡% = Relative Frequency

Discussion

The present study found a predominance of 

psychoactive substance use among adult males. Such 

finding corroborates a study conducted in southern 

Brazil(11) in which 74.8% of the chemically dependent 

individuals were males. Regarding age, it is believed that, 

although drug use initiation occurs in adolescence, the 

demand for health services, and especially for CAPSad, 

will generally occur later, when the biological and 

socioeconomic damages caused by the use of psychoactive 

substances become more evident to users and/or families.

Low schooling was another commonly present 

characteristic among the participants. This result is in 

line with those of a study conducted in Maceió (AL) with 

200 crack users, in which 61.5% had only elementary 

education(12). It is noteworthy that the level of education of 

chemically dependent individuals is an important factor to 

be considered when carrying out educational/therapeutic 

activities on drugs, since it is necessary to adjust the 

language used and the level of the theoretical approach 

applied to the subject to be addressed.

Regarding marital status, most of the evaluated users 

lived without a partner at the time of study. A similar result 

was found in an investigation on 123 chemically dependent 

individuals, in which only 19.5% were married or had a 

steady relationship(13). Such difficulty in initiating and/

or maintaining a loving relationship is attributed to the 

conflicts that are generated from the use of psychoactive 

substances.

Most users lived with their relatives. Authors 

report that the family can be a protective as well as an 

aggravating factor in relation to drug use, since conflicting 

homes favor the experimentation of substances. Also, 

in cases where family conflict is a possible cause of 

dependency, this will make users’ rehabilitation difficult(14). 

With this regard, the importance of trying to learn about 

individuals in their entirety during embracement, thus 

understanding their family contexts, the difficulties that 

they face in life and the possible factors triggering the 

use of psychoactive substances, from the perspective of 

users themselves, is reinforced.

Another finding was the high prevalence of 

spontaneous search for CAPSad by users, which, in turn, 

can be justified, among other factors, by the difficulties 

faced in the Health Care Network. This result is similar to 

that found in a study conducted with 369 CAPSad users 

in the Triângulo Mineiro Region, in which almost half of 

the participants also reported the spontaneous search for 

these health services(15). It is believed that the recognition 

of the mental health service by the city residents as well 

as the role played by users’ families in this process may 

have had an influence, since these aspects may or may 

not encourage them to adopt such an initiative behavior 

to seek help/care.

As for the chemical dependency profile, it was 

observed that the simultaneous use of multiple drugs 

and the exclusive dependency on alcohol prevailed in the 

sample. The greater exclusive use of alcohol is explained 

because it is a legal and easily accessible drug, in addition 

to meeting economic interests as well as those of the 

mainstream media, which stimulate its consumption(16-17).

Exclusive crack dependence showed to be second in 

place in this study. It is pointed out that this is a substance 

with high power of physical and psychological degradation, 

which, in prolonged use, can lead to the impairment of 

quality of life in general(18). Authors suggest that the 

increase in the number of crack users is associated with 

the search for more potent effects and the low cost of 

the substance(19).

Marijuana and cocaine ranked third and fourth as an 

exclusive dependency among participants, respectively. 

This result differs from that indicated by a study carried 

out in Porto Alegre with 1,125 users, in which an inversion 

of these positions was obtained: cocaine (19.5%) and 

marijuana (14.4%)(20). However, it is noteworthy that 

the same authors showed simultaneous use of multiple 

drugs in 42% of the sample, this figure being similar to 

that found in the present study (43.5%).

It is known that Brazil is a country with a large 

number of violent deaths that are commonly related to 

drug use(21). With this regard, it was observed that almost 

half of the sample in the present study reported having 

already committed violence against another person. This 

may be associated with the age at which drug use begins, 

the frequency of use and the decision-making difficulty 

when under the influence of psychoactive substances and/

or in a withdrawal crisis(22). 

In this respect, it is noteworthy that, contrarily to 

possible daily observations, the purchase of these drugs 

does not necessarily result from thefts or violent acts 

against other people, but at the expense of resources 

from users’ work itself or from the sale/pawning of their 

personal property or their family members’(23). Therefore, 
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violence against other people emerges in this group as one 

of the possible consequences of the use of psychoactive 

substances, and not as the main form of obtaining drugs.

The limitations in this study are mainly related to the 

instrument used for data collection, since it was restricted 

to only the variables existing in the medical records of 

the CAPSad chosen for the investigation. This has made it 

impossible to further approach certain issues concerning 

the chemical dependency of the users being assessed.

Conclusion

There was a predominance of single men, with 

low schooling, who lived in urban areas and showed 

dependency on multiple drugs and/or exclusively on 

alcohol. Regarding the exclusive use of psychoactive 

substances, it was noticed that, in addition to alcohol, 

other drugs also stood out: crack and marijuana. This 

knowledge is important for proposing therapeutic and 

harm-reduction actions in chemical dependency that are 

better directed to the reality of the subjects assessed. 

In this context, it is intended to include, in the 

CAPSad investigated, a routine of health education actions 

concerning the biopsychosocial risks and implications 

associated with each of the psychoactive substances 

observed in order to foster collaboration from the 

respective users in their Singular Therapeutic Projects 

at the health care service in question.

It is also inferred that these users are prone to 

violence against themselves as well as against others 

due to the complexity involved in the phenomenon of 

violence among users of psychoactive substances. It is 

suggested that further studies should be conducted in 

order to better understand the reasons for that violence 

and the factors associated with such outcomes.

Thus, it is believed that the findings in the 

present study are relevant to the formulation and/or 

implementation of evidence-based harm-reduction/

therapeutic strategies. It is essential, therefore, that 

health institutions specialize in order to better embrace 

these individuals, since their problems also affect family 

members as well as the community in which they live.
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