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Objective: to evaluate attentional impairment in cocaine 

users when compared to a control group, as well as identify 

and describe sociodemographic data, cocaine abuse and/or 

dependence in a sample of university students and patients of 

a Psychosocial Support Center. Method: A descriptive study 

with a quantitative approach. A total of 25 people participated 

in the research, 15 from the control group and ten from 

the experimental group. Instruments were used to measure 

attention (Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment) 

and the instrument to measure what types of substances had 

already been used by the subjects (Alcohol, Smoking and 

Substance Involvement Screening Test), outlining the research 

to be more objective. Results: attentional impairment 

caused by cocaine use was perceived in the user population 

compared to the control group. Conclusion: this study allows 

the possibility to reflect on the damage caused by the use 

of cocaine and opens new perspectives for the discovery of 

other harms of the use of the same drug.

Descriptors: Students; Illicit Drugs; Cocaine; Attention; 

Patients.

Attention assessment in cocaine users in Psychosocial Support Center
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Avaliação da atenção em usuários de cocaína 
em Centro de Apoio Psicossocial

Objetivo: avaliar os danos atencionais em usuários de cocaína quando comparados a um grupo-

controle, assim como identificar e descrever os dados sociodemográficos, o consumo abusivo e/

ou a dependência de cocaína em uma amostra de universitários e de pacientes de um Centro de 

Apoio Psicossocial. Método: estudo descritivo com abordagem quantitativa. No total, 25 pessoas 

participaram da pesquisa, sendo 15 do grupo-controle e dez do grupo experimental. Foram 

utilizados instrumentos para medir a atenção (Bateria Psicológica para Avaliação da Atenção) e o 

instrumento para mensurar quais tipos de substâncias já foram utilizadas pelos sujeitos (Alcohol, 

Smoking and Substance Involvement Screening Test), delineando a pesquisa para que seja mais 

objetiva. Resultados: foram percebidos prejuízos atencionais causados pelo uso da cocaína na 

população de usuários em comparação com o grupo-controle. Conclusão: este estudo permite 

a possibilidade de refletir sobre esses danos causados pelo uso da cocaína e abrem-se novas 

perspectivas para a descoberta para outros prejuízos do uso da mesma droga.

Descritores: Estudantes; Drogas Ilícitas; Cocaína; Atenção; Pacientes.

Evaluación de la atención en consumidores de 
cocaína en un Centro de Apoyo Psicosocial

Objetivo: evaluar el daño atencional en consumidores de cocaína en comparación con un grupo 

control, así como identificar y describir los datos sociodemográficos, el consumo abusivo y/o 

dependencia de cocaína en una muestra de estudiantes universitarios y pacientes de un Centro de 

Apoyo Psicosocial. Método: consiste en un estudio descriptivo con enfoque cuantitativo. En total, 

25 personas participaron en la investigación, 15 del grupo control y 10 del grupo de usuarios. Se 

utilizaron instrumentos para medir la atención (Bateria Psicológica para Avaliação da Atenção) y 

qué tipos de sustancias ya han sido utilizadas por los sujetos (Alcohol, Smoking and Substance 

Involvement Screening Test), perfilando la investigación para que sea más objetiva. Resultados: el 

daño atencional causado por el uso de cocaína se percibió en la población usuária, em comparación 

com el grupo contról. Conclusión: este estudio permite la posibilidad de reflexionar sobre estos 

daños provocados por el uso de cocaína y abre nuevas perspectivas para el descubrimiento de 

otros daños del uso de la misma droga.

Descriptores: Estudiantes; Drogas Ilícitas; Cocaína; Atención; Pacientes.
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Introduction

The abuse of cocaine can cause various health 
problems to the individual, both physiological and social 
and psychological. According to the Statistical and 
Diagnostic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), among 
the mental and behavioral disorders due to the use of 
cocaine are Dependence, Abuse, Intoxication, Abstinence, 
Delirium, Psychotic Disorders, Mood Disorders, Anxiety 
Disorders, Sleep Disorders, and Sexual Dysfunctions(1).

The problem concerning the use of cocaine in Brazil 
is worrying. It is estimated that 13.3 million people have 
consumed cocaine in the decade of the 2000s(2) and, in the 
country, according to the 1st Household Survey on Drug 
Use, conducted by the Brazilian Center for Information 
on Psychotropic Drugs(3), it was found that 7.2% of males 
between 25 and 34 years old had already used the drug.

Furthermore, the data on cocaine users increases 
among students not only in the capital cities of São Paulo 
and Rio de Janeiro, but in the other ten capital cities 
covered by the study(4). In another survey conducted in 
1997, it was noted that the use of cocaine appeared in 
ninth place in the preference for use by students(5). In the 
following survey, in 2004, it appears in fifth place(4). There 
has also been an increase in the number of cocaine users/
dependents among patients seeking care in specialized 
clinics(6).

Drug use is a growing public health problem. The 
National Survey (LENAD - 2012) points out that, among 
illicit drugs, cocaine use among adults is in third place, 
with 1.7% who used the drug in the last 12 months, 
totaling 2,287,720 people in a total of 134,370,019 people 
surveyed. In relation to adults who have used the referred 
drug at least once in their lives, this number jumps to 
5.1 million(7).

Cocaine is a highly reinforcing substance in the 
Central Nervous System (CNS). After administration 
and absorption into the bloodstream, it quickly 
reaches the brain, more specifically the reward circuit 
(mesolimbic system), the region where it predominantly 
exerts stimulant effects. It causes the blockage of 
neurotransmitter reuptake in the presynaptic cleft, leading 
to an increase in the amount of serotonin, dopamine and 
noradrenalin at the synapses, which, in turn, stimulate 
the postsynaptic receptors.

The dopamine then continues bombarding the 
receptors, leading the user to the sensation of pleasure(8). 
In the long term, however, a decrease in the availability 
of dopamine and serotonin in these areas is believed to 
occur, which has been associated with anhedonia (absence 
of pleasure) and the other withdrawal symptoms that the 
user experiences(9). 

Among the several damages caused by cocaine 
consumption, the neurological ones deserve special 
reflection, among them, the attentional problems. It is 

evident that, despite the fact that the use of cocaine is 

growing and that there is an awareness about the causes 

of psychoactive substance consumption, there is a great 

influence of the environment and also a historical and 

cultural issue involving this type of act(10).

Regarding neurological damage, substance abuse 

is associated with damage in several brain areas, but 

especially in the prefrontal cortex. One of the cognitive 

processes associated with the prefrontal cortex, which 

is impaired by substance abuse, refers to attention and 

flexibility as a possibility to form and maintain concepts(11).

Attention is considered a biological basis, which can 

be altered due to factors such as impulsivity, compulsivity, 

and the regular use of cocaine. In people who use 

long-term, there are alterations in the dopaminergic 

transmission in the cortico-limbic pathways (located in 

the frontal lobe), which can cause atrophy (or structural 

alterations) in the cortico-subcortical area. The latter is 

responsible for the reticular activating system, which, in 

turn, is responsible for controlling vision, hearing, eye 

and body movement(12).

Attention is one of the basic psychological 

processes that have, by definition, “the mind’s taking 

possession, clearly and vividly, of what seems like several 

simultaneously possible objects or chains of thought”. To 

this end, focus and concentration of consciousness are 

essential(13). 

The frontal lobes are of great importance in the 

formation of conscious activity, participating in the 

formation of intentional thoughts and in the individual’s 

actions, having control of the dominant foci. They regulate 

the conscious activity by ensuring the selectivity of what 

will be accomplished by means of an objective. When 

there are massive lesions in the lobes, the inhibition of 

the intervening factors ceases, that is, there is a collapse 

which prevents a directed behavior, substituting it by 

repetitive acts and outside the objective presented(14).

Attention makes it possible to use some mental 

resources in the best possible way. By decreasing attention 

on some internal and external stimuli, such as sensations, 

thoughts, and memories, it is possible to focus on what 

matters at that moment, increasing the possibility of 

responding quickly to some stimuli, thus memorizing and 

remembering more easily what is presented(15).

Attention can bring benefits when it is conscious. 

Besides its own value, conscious attention fulfills 

three roles in relation to its cognitive role: it monitors 

interactions with the environment, maintaining awareness 

about adaptations and situations; it relates the past and 

the present, involving memories and sensations so that 

they have a congruent meaning, and can even help as 

a basis for personal identity; it assists in planning and 

control over present or future actions(15).
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Within the attentional process, there is a division 
of several types of attention, called selective attention, 
alternating attention, sustained attention, concentrated 
attention, and divided attention(16).

Selective attention is the process by which stimuli are 
selected for further processing while others are ignored. 
In vision, the primary means of directing attention is eye 
movements. The same is also true for hearing. Generally, 
one can hear selectively using cues, such as the direction 
from which the sound is coming and the characteristics 
of the speaker’s voice. Alternate attention is responsible 
for the ability to maintain focus on an object while 
simultaneously performing a task(17). Finally, sustained 
attention is the ability to persist attention on a specific 
stimulus or sequence of stimuli(16). Concentrated attention 
consists of the ability to focus, select, and sustain 
attention on target stimuli in the face of multiple other 
stimuli available in the same environment(18). In addition to 
these, one is also reminded of divided attention, in which 
“we prudently allocate our available attention resources 
to coordinate our performance on more than one task 
at a time”(15).

The attentional impairments are confirmed by a 
study showing that in heavy drug users there is a deficit 
in sustained attention and in the execution of complex 
tasks, thus not retaining and sustaining attention for a 
long period. Individuals in abstinence present a lower 
inhibitory capacity, as well as in the coordination and 
manipulation of information(19).

Given these findings, this study is important to know 
the importance of Neuropsychology for the evaluation 
of neuropsychological constructs, such as executive 
functions, since attention is one of them, as well as to 
understand how cocaine can cause damage and harm 
to the attentional aspects within the basic psychological 
processes. In this way, it is also expected that this 
study will contribute to the future elaboration of other 
researches that will contribute to the reduction of insidious 
risk factors.

Method

This is a descriptive study, with a quantitative, case-
control approach. The use of instruments allows testing 
hypotheses, more concrete results and, consequently, 
less susceptible to misinterpretation. 

The subjects of this research were patients, of legal 
age, who used a Psychosocial Care Center (PSCC) and 
were abusive and/or dependent on cocaine. Besides these, 
we also used a sample of people that were not users of 
PSCC, in this case, students of the Psychology course of 
a University in the ABC region and that were not users 
of cocaine, so that we could make a comparison of the 
attentional damage caused by the use of cocaine.

The inclusion criteria were considered to be being 
monitored in PSCC and users and/or addicts of cocaine 
or crack, as well as university students who did not use 
the same drug. The exclusion criteria were users of PSCC 
who used other drugs and university students who used 
cocaine and who were not students of the Psychology 
course or from the university researched.

The User Group sample was calculated by 
convenience, that is, as it was possible to find volunteer 
participants who fit the inclusion criteria and the Control 
Group participants were chosen randomly, that is, they 
were drawn from a class of Psychology undergraduate 
students.

The following instruments were used for this 
research: Criterion Brazil Questionnaire for the 
socioeconomic description of the participants and, for 
the sociodemographic classification of the subjects, an 
identification questionnaire with questions related to 
age, gender, religion, race, marital status, education, and 
socioeconomic level (available from http://www.abep.org). 

The Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement 
Screening Test (ASSIST) was developed by researchers 
from several countries under the coordination of the 
World Health Organization (WHO) and, consequently, 
was translated into several languages, including Brazilian 
Portuguese, having already been tested for validity and 
reliability(20). This is a structured questionnaire containing 
eight questions that assess the consumption of nine 
classes of psychoactive substances (tobacco, alcohol, 
marijuana, cocaine, stimulants, sedatives, inhalants, 
hallucinogens, and opiates). The questions address the 
frequency of use in life and in the last three months, 
problems related to use, concern about use on the part of 
people close to the user, impairment in the execution of 
expected tasks, unsuccessful attempts to stop or reduce 
use, feeling of compulsion, and injecting use. 

The Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment 
(PBA) aims to perform an assessment of the general 
attentional capacity, as well as an individualized 
assessment of specific types of attention, namely, 
Concentrated Attention (CA), Divided Attention (DA), 
and Alternate Attention (AA)(21). It consists of three 
tests, each of which aims to assess one of the proposed 
attentional types. In turn, the analysis of the three tests 
together provides the measure of general attention. 
The tests were built from several abstract stimuli that 
were used to compose the three answer sheets (CA, DA 
and AA), sometimes as target stimuli, sometimes as 
distractor stimuli. The distribution of stimuli follows the 
same quantity in each instrument, containing 400 stimuli 
distributed in 20 lines with 20 stimuli each. Of the total, 
120 are target-stimuli (maximum possible score) and 280 
are distractors(21). The final result of each test is obtained 
by considering the target stimuli that the person scored, 
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subtracting the errors and omissions he committed. In 
this way, the total number of points is arrived at. In the 
case of general attention span, the result is obtained by 
adding the total points for each of the tests (CA+DA+AA), 
with a maximum of 360 points. As for the application time, 
in the case of the CA, it is two minutes; for the DA, four 
minutes; and for the AA, two minutes and 30 seconds. 
The order of application must be strictly followed, starting 
with the CA, followed by the DA, and finally the AA. The 
application can be individual and collective(21).

The Free and Informed Consent Term (FICT) 
explained to the participant that he would answer the 
questionnaires and the test under the guarantee of 
confidentiality of his information and anonymity. It also 
emphasized that the participant could withdraw at any 
time and that his or her participation was free, that 
is, it did not imply expenses or any kind of receipt of 
remuneration or payment.

All the instruments mentioned above were used in 
both groups. The ASSIST instrument was used based 
on and reaffirmed by updated research(20-21). They were 
chosen to better measure what was being proposed. 
Each of the instruments collected information that 
was fundamental to the formation of the results of this 
research.

The research was carried out at PSCC. According to 
the Ministry of Health, this has as its priority the care of 
users with mental disorders, aiming at well-being and 
better social insertion, having intensive, semi-intensive, 
and non-intensive treatment regimes. It is also responsible 
for training and supervising primary care teams, as well 
as contributing to other programs in the area(22). There 
was also a collection at the Psychology School Clinic of 
the Methodist University of São Paulo. 

Contact was made with the two institutions (PSCC 
and the Higher Education Institution) for the approval 
of the research (data collection) for submission to 
the Research Ethics Committee and the beginning of 
the collection with users of PSCC and students of the 
university.

After identifying who were the patients that fit as 
subjects of this research, a pilot test was carried out 
with two patients to verify their ability to understand the 
instruments that were used in the research. After the pilot 
phase, data collection began. The same process was done 
with the university students.

The participants were informed about the reasons 
for the research and consulted about their desire to 
participate or not. In order to participate in the research, 
all of them received the FICT in which they were given 
all the research information. After signing the form, they 
were then considered as subjects of the research.

In addition to PSCC patients, we also collected data 
from other volunteers who were not PSCC patients, were 

of legal age and were not users of cocaine in order to 
compare the attentional data of consumers and non-
users of cocaine and other drugs in general, in this case, 
students from UMESP. 

Data collection was conducted at the beginning 
of 2019. The participants answered the questionnaire 
within their respective institutions. In total, 25 volunteers 
participated in the research, being divided into 15 
participants in the Control Group and ten participants in 
the User Group. The comparison of data was performed 
using a chi-square statistical test.

The participants, in case they felt any sensitization 
caused by the research, could count on the support of 
the researchers, as well as on the professionals of these 
institutions.

The data was treated with descriptive statistics, 
which has the basic objective of synthesizing a series of 
values of the same nature, allowing an overview of the 
variation of these values, organizing and describing the 
data through descriptive measures.

This study was guided by Resolution 466/12 of 
the National Health Council (NHC)(23), The study was 
submitted to and approved by the Ethics and Research 
in Human Beings Committee under protocol number CAAE 
02680218.5.0000.5508.

Results

The research was divided in two stages. The first 
was done with Psychology students to measure the abuse 
and/or dependence on alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, 
but especially the use of cocaine. The second part of the 
research was the collection of data with patients from a 
PSCC located in the ABC region. 

Besides the consumption of alcohol, tobacco and 
other drugs, the research was dedicated to raising the 
indices on the psychological construct Attention, in both 
groups, with the objective of comparing the performance 
of attention between the groups and to verify the possible 
associations between cocaine and attention, being these 
alternate, divided, concentrated and general (the last one 
is an average of the three attentions). 

The Control Group was mostly female (86.6%) and 
mainly composed of young adults (73.3%). The ethnic 
group was all white, mostly single (66.6%), and more 
than half of the participants said they lived with relatives 
(60%). On the other hand, only 40% claimed to live 
with a spouse or alone. A little more than half of the 
respondents said they had some job (53.3%) and those 
who said they did not have any job were 46.6%. It was 
also detected, in the sample, a higher proportion of those 
who said they had some religion (60%) against 40% who 
said they had no religion. Regarding social status, most 
of them were in the B1/B2 group, socioeconomic strata, 
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in which family income varies, between nine and eighteen 
thousand, approximately 66.6% of the sample.

The second group, called the User Group, was 
composed of a sample of subjects who attended PSCC. The 
sample was mostly male (70%) and composed of young 
adults. Almost all subjects were brown, mostly single 
(70%), and 60% lived with spouses or alone. Half of the 
interviewees were employed, 60% of the participants were 
religious, and in relation to social status, they were mostly 
in the lower social classification (C1/C2/D), representing 
70% of the subjects. 

The instrument to measure the consumption of 
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, ASSIST, offered three 
types of informative data: lifetime use, use in the last 
three months, and need for some type of intervention. 

In the control group, in relation to lifetime 
consumption, it was noted that, significantly, 93.3% of 
the sample had already consumed alcohol at some point in 
their lives. Next, the legal drug of greater use was tobacco 
(60%), followed by the illicit drug marijuana (60%). Next, 
the most consumed illicit drugs were hallucinogens, with 
26.7% of the sample, and amphetamines/ ecstasy, with 
13.3%. Finally, among the illicit drugs with lower incidence 
were detected: cocaine, inhalants, and hypnotics/
sedatives, with 6.7%. The use of opioids and injectable 
drugs was not found in the sample.

In the User Group, the absolute use of alcohol, 
tobacco, marijuana and cocaine/crack (100%) drew 
attention, in which all had used at least two of these 
substances in the last three months. In relation to illicit 
drugs, the consumption of hallucinogens (80%), marijuana 
(70%), amphetamines/ecstasy (60%), inhalants (30%), 
hypnotics/sedatives (10%), and opioids (10%) were 
noted.

Regarding the consumption of alcohol, tobacco and 
other drugs in the last three months, the Control Group 
showed low incidence for tobacco use, since 73.3% of the 
sample said they had not consumed it in the last three 
months. Regarding alcohol use, there was a majority 
for weekly consumption (33.3%), which, when added 
to monthly consumption, still did not show an absolute 
majority (46.6%). Among the illicit drugs, it was noticed a 
greater expressiveness in the consumption of marijuana, 
since 13.3% consumed it monthly. For the other drugs, 
no incidence was noted, except for hypnotics/sedatives, 
which were found to be used once or twice in the last 
three months (6.7%).

In the User Group, in the last three months, it was 
noted, in relation to licit drugs, that 80% used tobacco daily 
or almost every day. Adding the weekly use, which can be 

consumed daily or almost every day, the sample reached 
100% of consumption. When observing the illicit drugs, it 
was noticed a high incidence for the use of cocaine/crack 
around 90%, taking into consideration the weekly use and 
daily or almost every day use. For marijuana use, 20% used 
weekly; for amphetamines and ecstasy, 20% used once or 
twice. In contrast, in relation to hallucinogens, 10% said 
they had used or twice and/or monthly.

Regarding problems related to alcohol, tobacco 
and other drug use, the Control Group showed that only 
6.7% of tobacco users needed treatment. On the other 
hand, tobacco users (20%), alcohol users (33.3%), and 
marijuana users (26.7%) required brief interventions. In 
relation to the consumption of other drugs, there were 
no rates for interventions.

In the User Group, regarding licit drug problems, 
of the tobacco users, 50% needed treatment and 30% 
needed brief intervention. Of the alcohol users, 60% 
needed treatment. Regarding illicit drugs, of the marijuana 
users, 40% needed brief intervention. For crack/cocaine 
users, 40% were for treatment and 60% for brief 
intervention. For hallucinogenic drugs and amphetamine/
ecstasy, 20% needed brief intervention and only 10% 
needed intervention for inhalant use.

In relation to the Psychic Attention construct, the 
PBA instrument presented the data referring to age and 
education.

In the Control Group, it was noted that, in CA, DA 
and AA, by age group, in CA, there was predominance of 
Lower Answers (40%); in DA, Medium Higher (33.3%) 
and, in AA, Higher (tying with Lower, representing 
26.7%). In relation to the results per schooling, there 
was a predominance of Lower Answers (46.7%) for CA 
and Medium Lower (53.3%) for DA, being that, in AA, the 
quantity of people who stayed in the Lower or Medium 
Lower category is the same (26.7%).

Regarding the User Group, it was observed that, in 
CA, DA and AA, by age group, there was a predominance 
of Lower Answers for CA (70%) and AA (60%) and Medium 
Lower Answers for DA (50%). By education, there was a 
predominance of Lower Responses in CA (70%) and AA 
(70%) and a predominance of Medium Lower Responses 
(50%) in DA. 

In general, it was noted that the Control Group, 
although they use some substances, such as tobacco and 
alcohol, showed better performance of responses when 
compared to the User Group, which, in turn, used other 
substances, the main one being cocaine. The following 
sample was delineated by age group, as shown in Figure 
1, since the schooling of the groups is very distinct.
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In relation to CA, in Figure 2, it can be seen that the 
Control Group had a better performance by representing, 
in general, the percentile in the Medium Higher and Higher 
ranges, while the User Group showed a lower performance 
by the 70% percentile of frequency in the Lower category 
and tied with the Control Group by the 20% percentile, 
being classified as the expected average for their age. 

In the DA, the groups presented scores in the 
categories below and above average, as shown in Figure 
3, aiming to highlight the User Group’s single higher 
average. However, the Control Group obtained other 
percentages such as Medium, Medium Higher, and Higher, 
which, when compared to the User Group, demonstrated 
a higher percentage above the average.

*CA = Concentrated Attention

Figure 1 - Comparison of results of the Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment (PBA) in CA* by age group. 
São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil, 2019 

*DA = Divided Attention

Figure 2 - Comparison of results of the Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment (PBA) in DA* by age group. 
São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil, 2019
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In addition to this information, there is an attention 
category, called General Attention, which is nothing more 
than the sum of all the test scores.

In Table 1, it is possible to see that, in General Care, 
the Control Group was distributed in the Lower, Medium 

Lower, Medium Higher and Higher categories, while the 
User Group was only distributed in the Lower and Medium 
Lower categories.

*AA = Alternate Attention

Figure 3 - Comparison of results of the Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment (PBA) in AA* by age group. 
São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil, 2019 

Finally, the AA was the one in which the Control 
Group showed the highest performance by the percentages 
Medium Higher and Higher. The User Group, on the other 

hand, had its highest scores in the categories Lower and 
Medium Lower than expected. 

Table 1 - Comparative General Attention of the two groups. São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil, 2019

VARIABLES
Control Group Percentile User 

Group Percentile
Chi-square

 N=15 N=10

General Attention - Age Group

Lower 4 26.70% 6 60% p<0.027

Medium Lower 5 33.30% 4 40% p<0.036

Medium - - - -

Medium Higher 5 33.30% - - p<0.154

Higher 1 6.70% - - p<0.227

General Attention - Schooling

Lower 3 20% 8 80% p<0.010

Medium Lower 8 53.30% 2 20% p<0.041

Medium - - - -

Medium Higher 3 20% - - p<0.340

Higher 1 6.70% - - p< 0.198
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It was possible to observe the performance of 
attention by its categories, as well as in general, based 
on the study performed for the construction of the test 
(GAP) and, in this study, the comparison between the 
groups. However, through these facts, it is possible that 
the performance of the volunteers from the User Group, 
in the test, was lower than expected by the average. 
According to the ASSIST data, it was possible to notice 
that the User Group has the need for intervention for some 
substances, however, besides tobacco and alcohol, as in 
the Control Group, there was the need for intervention 
for the use of cocaine. 

From this data, it was possible to verify that the 
use of cocaine is directly related to the performance of 
users when performing the test, since all users needed 
intervention or treatment according to the ASSIST, 
and also that the group had a low performance when 
performing the test. It is worth noting that the User Group 
did not use only one substance, and may have influences 
of other drugs in the test result. 

Discussion

From the data collected in this research, it was 
possible to notice several factors that are related to the 
use of licit and illicit substances. It is noticed that the use 
of substances was present in the entire sample, whether in 
the Control Group or in the User Group. Researchers have 

made mentions, in a literature review, related to cocaine 
use, for example, in which 4% of the Brazilian population 
has used cocaine once in their lives, representing about 
5.6 million people(24).

In the sample, it was evidenced by the ASSIST data 
that alcohol and tobacco were the most used by college 
students, followed by marijuana and hallucinogens. These 
data reaffirm the notes of researchers(24) that substance 
use has been increasing, as well as researchers have 
commented on the use being a result of a socio-historical 
issue(10). In the Criterionnaire Brazil, there were questions 
about the financial and social issue of each individual 
and, as shown earlier, it was noticeable that the User 
Group is in the lower social and financial classes than the 
Control Group. Consequently, the frequency and type of 
substance used were discrepant, presenting cultural and 
social issues that could be involved. 

In a 2010 national survey on the use of alcohol, 
tobacco and other drugs among college students in the 
27 Brazilian states(25), it was pointed out that alcohol is 
the most used substance among college students, just 
as it was possible to note, in this study, that alcohol and 
tobacco are among the substances most used by college 
students. The study included students under 18 years 
old to over 35 years old. Regarding substance use in 
life, alcohol is the most used by students in the 18-24 
age group, and regarding tobacco, by students over 35 
years old. Powder cocaine, hallucinogens, and ecstasy 

Figure 4 - Comparison of results of the Psychological Battery for Attention Assessment (PBA) summed (to form General 
Attention) by age group. São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil, 2019

Regarding the Medium Lower classification, it is 
possible to notice that the groups had close results, but 
in the Lower, Medium Higher and Higher categories, the 

Control Group showed higher performance, as shown in 
Figure 4.
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have the highest frequency of use by college students 
aged 25-34(25).

Besides the information demonstrated, in this 
research the attentional damage caused by cocaine 
use was perceived, corroborating what was found in 
the literature(26) in which neurological changes through 
substance use in general were mentioned, and the authors 
also reported that both cocaine addicts and cocaine users 
have deficits in attention(27).

In a study with a sample of 30 adolescents, 15 
were substance dependent and 15 were not dependent 
on any substance. Regarding the substances the addicts 
used, seven were dependent on alcohol, 13 on tobacco, 
seven on marijuana, six on inhalants, and six on cocaine/
crack. The addicts submitted to the tests showed impaired 
performance in terms of cognitive and executive functions 
in performing tasks, being linked to the functioning of 
the medial, dorsolateral, and posterior areas of the pre-
frontal cortex. Their findings showed that substance use 
during adolescence can compromise the neuromaturation 
processes formed in childhood, that is, the degradation 
of the white matter(26).

As previously presented, the frequency with which 
the User Group used some substance in the last three 
months is higher than the Control Group. It should 
also be considered that the Control Group, although it 
obtained higher percentages than the User Group, also 
maintained a low performance regarding the results below 
the average, in agreement with studies(8-28). 

From the results of the research, it was noted that, 
under the conditions in which the User Group found 
themselves, both due to social and cultural issues and 
in relation to substance dependence, it was noticeable 
and associable that the abusive use of these substances 
corroborated a performance below that expected, as 
shown. However, an unusual factor noticed in the results 
was that one of the results by age group was in the 
medium higher range. 

According to a study(29), Chronic cocaine users 
who have attention deficit, diagnosed with ADHD, have 
tendencies to present impairments in inhibitory functions. 
In this study, the instrument “Adult Self-Report” was 
used, being an Achenbach System of Empirically Based 
Assessment (ASEBA) scale. From the results of the work, 
it is possible to relate the attention deficit with the chronic 
use of cocaine, being explained by the sensitivity in the 
reward system, since the study relied on neurological 
images. 

In general, it is noticeable that further studies are 
needed for more concrete data, however, the sample 
relied on internal and external factors, such as financial 
situation, social status and feelings, as well as the Control 
Group and the User Group do not use only one substance, 
which makes it difficult to concretely cause these results. 

Conclusion

Licit and illicit drugs are unquestionably bad for your 
health, as is already known. The damage caused is not 
only physiological, but also psychological.

Among the important points of this study was the 
importance of Neuropsychology, as well as the comparison 
between the two groups. However, it was noticeable, for 
greater relevance, the need for a larger sample.

This study revealed how cocaine interferes in the 
execution of basic psychological processes, both in 
users and addicts, focusing on attentional impairment. 
Therefore, once again, the caveats previously made to 
avoid such consumption are valid.

This study allows the possibility to reflect on the 
damage caused by the use of cocaine and opens new 
perspectives for the discovery of other harms of the use 
of the same drug.
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