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ABSTRACT

Objective: to describe and understand the conceptions of nursing assistants working in Psychosocial Care Centers for alcohol and
drugs (CAPS ad), about the patient with addictions. Method: sixteen nursing assistants and technicians from nine of the CAPS ad in
Sao Paulo were interviewed, and data were analyzed using the constant comparative method. Results: performing the functions in the
CAPS ad enabled the change in staff’s conception from a stigmatizing and prejudiced view, to the concept of chemical dependence as
a disease and those who are chemically dependent as patients with comorbidities and family problems, in need of help and treatment.
Conclusion: professional practice in specialized services for alcohol and other drugs enables changes in the staff’s conceptions about
chemically dependent individuals, highlighting the need to include the subject of alcohol and drugs in the school curriculum.

Key words: Nursing, Team; Substance-Related Disorders; Mental Health Services.

RESUMO

Objetivo: descrever e compreender as concepcdes dos profissionais de nivel médio em enfermagem dos Centros de Atencao
Psicossocial alcool e drogas (CAPS ad), perante o dependente quimico. Método: foram entrevistados 16 auxiliares e técnicos de
enfermagem de 9 CAPS ad do municipio de Sdo Paulo, e os dados foram analisados utilizando-se 0 método de comparacao
constante. Resultados: o desempenho das fungdes no CAPS ad possibilitou a mudanca de concepgao dos trabalhadores, de uma
visao estigmatizante e preconceituosa, para a concepcao da dependéncia quimica como doenca e dos dependentes quimicos como
pessoas doentes que possuem comorbidades e problemas familiares, que necessitam de auxilio e tratamento. Conclusao: a pratica
profissional em servicos especializados em alcool e outras drogas favorece a mudanca nas concepgoes dos trabalhadores sobre o
dependente quimico, destacando-se a necessidade da inclusdo do tema alcool e drogas no curriculo escolares.

Descritores: Equipe de Enfermagem; Transtornos Relacionados ao Uso de Substancias; Servicos de Satide Mental.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: describir y comprender las concepciones de técnicos y auxiliaries de Enfermeria de los Centros de Atencién Psicosocial
alcohol y drogas (CAPS ad), frente al dependiente quimico. Método: fueron entrevistados 16 auxiliares y técnicos de enfermeria de
9 CAPS ad del municipio de Sao Paulo, los datos fueron analisados utilizando el método de comparacion constante. Resultados:
el desempenio de las funciones en el CAPS ad facilité el cambio de la concepcion de los trabajadores, de una vision estigmatizante
y prejuiciosa, hacia una comcepcion de la dependencia quimica como una enfermerdad, y de los dependientes quimicos como
personas enfermas que poseen co-morbilidades y problemas familiars, que necesitan de auxilio y tratamiento. Conclusion: la practica
professional en servicios especializados en alcohol y otras drogas favorece el cambio en las concepciones de los trabajadores sobre
el dependiente quimico, destacandose la necesidad de la inclusion del tema de alcohol y drogas en los curriculos escolares.
Palabras clave: Grupo de Enfermeria; Trastornos Relacionados con Sustancias; Servicios de Salud Mental.
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INTRODUCTION

According to the First and Second Brazilian National Al-
cohol and Drugs Survey (BNADS -LENAD I, 1l), conducted in
2006 and 2012, alcohol consumption among the Brazilian
population had significant changes, with regard to the pattern
of use. In 2006, 71% of alcohol users reported drinking up
to four servings of alcoholic beverages on a single occasion,
and 29% reported drinking five or more servings. In 2012, the
proportion observed of those who drink five or more servings
increased to 39%, increasing both among men and women.
These surveys also show alcohol as the most used drug, and
shows more people with alcohol abuse and dependence-2.

The Psychosocial Care Centers for alcohol and drugs (CAPS
ad) were created throughout the country, in 2002, to address
the health needs of these people with problems related to al-
cohol and other drugs. They emerged with the advent of the
psychiatric reform, comprising a network of primary care for
patients with disorders resulting from the use of and depen-
dence on psychoactive substances®.

In addition to creating the CAPS, the new policy regulates
the minimum team that should compose these centers, among
them, the nursing team, which consists of nurses, technicians
and nursing assistants®. This meant an expansion of the space
for integration of these workers in caring for Brazilian people
with problems related to alcohol and other drugs.

However, despite the integration of mid-level nursing profes-
sionals into the context of care for chemical addicts in the CAPS
ad, there is a gap in the national literature on the practices, at-
titudes and conceptions of these professionals when faced with
the individual who is chemically dependent; most studies evalu-
ated these issues among nursing students and nurses®.

The lack of studies involving this population deserves atten-
tion, especially considering that the nursing staff is the largest
contingent of health workers in most of the CAPS ad. Additional-
ly, these professionals can establish bridges in order to promote
links between other professionals and patients, and provide a
more comprehensive appraisal of their state and evolution®.

There is evidence in the literature that, despite the great po-
tential of these nursing staff in identifying and guiding patients
on the use and abuse of alcohol, acting in the identification
and management of alcohol and alcohol-related problems,
and their direct and continuous contact with this population,
they remain an underutilized resource in health services®.

On the other hand, studies have shown that among health
professionals, the mid-level nursing professionals are those who
hold the most negative perception of patients with problems re-
lated to alcohol”, and are those who most agree with the moral
etiology of addiction®. Nurses show greater prejudice against
those with dependence on psychoactive substances when com-
pared to other professionals in these services®.

In general, it is observed that, among the few studies in-
volving these staff>®), the majority studied perceptions, repre-
sentations and attitudes, focusing on the alcoholic patient®”.

Thus, considering the lack of research on the subject and
the preponderant role that these professionals play in special-
ized services for alcohol and other drugs, this study aimed

to describe and understand the conceptions about those with
chemical addictions from the standpoint of mid-level nursing
professionals working in specialized services for alcohol and
other drugs.

METHOD

To describe the perception of the mid-level nursing pro-
fessionals about those with chemical dependency, and in or-
der to obtain personal and professional experiences of these
subjects, we opted for a qualitative approach based on the
constant comparative method. This methodological theoreti-
cal framework was adopted because it allows an emphasis on
“understanding of the phenomenon as it emerges from the
data rather than the basis, concepts and theories of the inves-
tigator’”®, so that the design of the connections between the
data need accurate explanations of facts and the social scene
in which they occur.

During the work, several measures were undertaken to
ensure the rigor of research: data triangulation, regular ses-
sions of discussions among the authors for encoding of the
data, comparative use of notes made by the authors during
the interviews, and data discussions, considering the scenario
and the institutional policies of the CAPS ad. Throughout the
process of data analysis, the model that would fit the best in-
terpretation of the data was used.

Study subjects

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 mid-
level nursing professionals (nine assistants and seven nursing
technicians) who were working in the CAPS ad in Sao Paulo
and agreed to participate in the study. The number of subjects
was determined through data saturation, that is, the participa-
tion of new subjects was suspended when data began to show
some redundancy or repetition®.

Data collection

Data collection occurred from October to December of
2010. The interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes, were
recorded on videotape with agreement of the subjects, and
took place in a reserved location in the CAPS ad which was
quiet and noiseless, without interruptions. The statements
were fully transcribed, and in order to ensure anonymity, the
letter E, followed by the interview number, was used to refer
to the participants. The interview was guided by the question:
“Who is the chemically dependent individual for you?” At the
end of each interview, the participant was asked for any infor-
mation or comment about his/her experience with the chemi-
cally dependent that he/she would like to add.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using the constant comparative
method®. During the process, the results of the authors’
discussions and the notes taken during each interview were
essential components of analysis. Once transcribed, the in-
terviews were coded and compared. After the coding of the
concepts of the individuals, the data analysis focused on
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reconstructing the reality of the mid-level nursing profession-
als in the CAPS ad, where the common characteristics related
to that data were isolated.

Ethical aspects

This project was approved by the Ethics Committee in Re-
search involving Human Beings of the Municipal Health De-
partment of Sao Paulo.

RESULTS

Regarding the socio-demographic data of the subjects,
57.89% were nursing technicians, 79% were female, and
50% were between 31-39 years of age. With regard to train-
ing, 57.89% studied in private schools and, in terms of the
length of performance of these professionals, 50% had been
working between 12 and 17 months in the profession. Regard-
ing the preparation for work with those with a chemical de-
pendence, 52.63% of respondents did not receive this during
their training course as a nursing professional.

Among the mid-level professionals studied from the CAPS
ad, the personal meaning attributed to those with a chemi-
cal dependence was reflected in two primary concepts that
emerged from the data: the chemically dependent individu-
al as a patient in need of assistance and treatment, and the
change of the conception with the chemically dependent per-
son, after this study. These concepts and their interrelation-
ships are shown in sequence.

The chemically dependent individual as a patient in need

of assistance and treatment

Several professionals referred to the chemically dependent
individual as a patient who needs treatment and support from
family, friends and professionals for their recovery. The idea
that the chemically dependent individual is a sick person pre-
vails in the statement of interviewed professionals, and is fun-
damental to the work of technicians and nursing assistants in
these services, as it enables all of them to recognize the need
for specialized care and technical care.

As a patient, he is a sick person; not a person who is differ-
ent from the others seeking a medical service. (E.13)

The chemically dependent individual is a sick person, a
person who has a disease and is looking for a cure. (E.15)

| understand and know he is a sick person, we understand
that even he is a patient. (E.2)

In my view this is it, they are patients who need care as well
as in any other disease. (E.4)

He is a sick person who needs attention, medication, moni-
toring. (E.7)

I think that those who work in this area, if they do not un-
derstand it as a disease, they have no business working
here. (E.12)

Someone who needs help, need technicians, needs nursing,
need to be reintegrated into society. (E.9)

We really need to help because it is difficult, any kind of de-
pendence, addiction, it is very hard to quit, and they need
our help, the help of family and even professionals. (E.5)

Family dysfunction

The professionals conceive of the addicted individual as
a person who has a family dysfunction, related to conflicts,
such as the lack of family support. This causes these patients
to use psychoactive substances as a resource to supply their
helplessness, and as a way of forgetting the problems in their
relationship with family members.

They seek in the drug, what sometimes they do not have at
home, because many do not have attention and then they
seek from the drug what they will not find. (E.3)

[...] What led the person to join the world of drugs could be
a problem with the wife, or children, or father and mother,
a conflict, they seek an escape in the substance, and it is
generally what happens. (E.10)

The comorbidities

Many professionals also understand the chemically depen-
dent individual as a patient who has comorbidities. In the
conception of these subjects, psychiatric disorders - among
them depression and schizophrenia - are the most common.
Despite reporting difficulty in identifying which of the two
conditions is the first to occur, most of the subjects mentioned
the psychiatric disorder as a triggering factor prior to chemical
dependence, which reinforces the need for specialized treat-
ment by trained professionals for such assistance.

| believe that no one is chemically dependent for nothing.
They always have a previous condition that triggers some-
thing in the middle. Most patients that we have are schizo-
phrenic, persecutory; there’s always something. (E.8)

Depression occurs in every chemically dependent person
because with depression the person is just looking for a way
of escape in the drug world, is usually what happens. (E.10)

Changing the conception after working with chemically

dependent

Working with the chemically dependent emerged as a de-
terminant of change of staff conception in relation to these sub-
jects, making outweighed the prejudices and the fear of contact
with the patient. This is because in contact with the chemically
dependent, the staff began to realize the “other side”, the person
behind the addiction, which allows a new “look” and therefore
a more human care, devoid of moral judgment and fear.

We have a bit of prejudice. Now, after | started working
here, my vision changed completely. The first time we work
so directly, we learn to see the other side, not only that side
that we imagine it to be, we learn to see the reality of the
person. (E.1)
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Before, | was kind of scared of substance abusers. It’s funny,
but with alcoholics, for example, | had great difficulty. | did
not have much patience and | was prejudiced. and today al-
coholics are those to whom I relate better. My view is different
from what | used to have before going into the CAPS ad. (E.16)

Today | have another look in relation to the chemically de-
pendent. Before, for me, everyone did drugs because they
wanted it and it was kind of, “I do not care about life”. (E.3)

DISCUSSION

The results of this study demonstrated that the mid-level
nursing professionals reported having changed their view on
chemically dependent individuals after practicing the profes-
sion in the CAPS ad, changing their prejudiced concept based
on common beliefs, to seeing the chemical dependence as
a disease, and the substance abusers as patients in need of
the help of nursing technicians, family, friends and treatment.
They also started to consider them as people with comorbidi-
ties, and serious problems within the family environment that
are often precursors of drug abuse.

Considering chemical addiction as an illness is something
new, occurring only beginning in the second half of the last
century. The concept of dependence is no longer consid-
ered a character deviation, or as just a group of symptoms,
but acquired contours of a mental disorder with specific
characteristics!'?.

This points to the importance of practice with chemical de-
pendent individuals, and the changing of the conceptions of
these nursing professionals about the addict. However, it is
important to reflect on the way in which these professionals
perceive the disease, because although the phenomenon of
drug addiction is complex and multifactorial, such as exclu-
sively organic diseases, the psychosocial care model of health
directed toward those with chemical dependency in the CAPS
ad is different from the biomedical model. In this model, hos-
pitals and teachers of nursing courses are still teaching"" staff
to consider the chemically dependent individual as a patient,
directing the care toward individual, organic changes.

On the other hand, it is clear that, despite the change in the
conception that professionals present when they are integrat-
ed into the context of the CAPS ad, some vestiges of common
belief still remain where the use of psychoactive substances
and emotional problems, or prior mental illness are associ-
ated. Even though these factors may trigger the beginning of
use, they cannot be considered as a cause of addiction. This
result refers to the low preparation of these staff to enable ad-
equate understanding of the phenomenon, which leads, in
the last analysis, to the realization that the professional failed
to fulfill that knowledge gap. This fact was also observed in
this study, which showed that more than half of respondents
denied having received any preparation or content on the sub-
ject of alcohol and other drugs during training.

According to the above, and considering that the CAPS
ad is configured as a workspace for mid-level nursing profes-
sionals in the care of the chemically dependent individual,
it is essential to consider the formation and training of these

professionals. Once the addiction is understood as a disease,
and the chemically dependent individual is seen as a patient,
staff must be prepared to understand not only the physical
and psychological consequences involved in problematic
use of psychoactive substances, but also the social, political,
economic, legal and cultural issues inherent to this phenom-
enon, Thus, the knowledge will help these staff members to
value the psychosocial approach, as opposed to the biological
approach, and will give them greater clarification, in order to
ensure care that is guided by scientific evidence and formal
knowledge.

Regarding the assistance in treatment, the professionals
consider the importance not only of technicians, but also of
friends and family members. This demonstrates the recogni-
tion, by some of these professionals, of the importance of
including participants from the social network of the chemi-
cally dependent person in his/her treatment process. This ac-
knowledgment should always be present in the care for these
individuals in the CAPS ad, as social networks are considered
central to the sense of identity and competence, especially in
the attention to health and adaptation in situations of crisis"?,
enabling treatment based on psychosocial strategies proposed
by the Law 10.216 /200172,

Moreover, despite these professionals having identified
family as part of the treatment, it must be seen in a particular
manner, especially as the literature shows that for each subject
involved with alcohol or drugs, four or five people, including
spouses, partners, children and parents, are directly or indi-
rectly affected*', Thus, it is necessary that these profession-
als are also prepared to be attentive to the needs and difficul-
ties of the family and its illness, which can interfere directly
in the worsening of the problems experienced by the family
unit, particularly the drug user himself", as illustrated by the
interviewees.

Preparing these professionals for this aspect can help the
nursing staff to conceive of the family as an essential partner in
treatment, rather than a propellant of the drug use by the sub-
jects. Still, they must recognize the family members that have
the potential to act as partners in treatment, helping the team
to work on the limitations, difficulties and feelings of family
members and, in particular, from the partner that is better able
to interact with the chemically dependent person. Once he
assumes the role of caregiver and feels responsible for that,
positive outcomes of treatment will occur more readily.

Professionals also pointed to psychiatric comorbidities as
a cause of psychoactive substance abuse. Although the litera-
ture reveals a high prevalence of mental illness in those with
chemical dependency®'®, it is often considered not to be a
causative factor for the use of psychoactive substances, but a
consequence of it"?, conceiving of or associating the depen-
dence to a mental illness contributes to a reductionist view
of the problem. Thus, since these professionals identify the
presence of mental disorders in some users and perceive it
to be a triggering factor of using, it is important that the team
can advise them about the care, preparing them, according to
their professional skills, to intervene along with these patients.
In accordance with the statements of the participants, the
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occurrence of an additional disorder in the substance abuser
can alter, in a negative manner, the symptoms, treatment and
prognosis of both".

Changing the concept about those with chemical depen-
dency, after the beginning of professional practice in the CAPS
ad, was an important finding consistent with literature find-
ings?*22, According to a previous study®”, direct contact with
users of alcohol and other drugs in specialized services for the
care of the needs resulting from the use of psychoactive sub-
stances, enables the nursing staff to overcome the influence
of the moral model of explanation for the use of psychoac-
tive substances, still common among health professionals%2?),
and the emergence of a concept based on the psychosocial
model, which is consistent with the model of care of CAPS.

Although practice does not replace formal education on the
issue - it contributes significantly to better understanding and
consequently to the change of view that the professional has of
these individuals; the findings of this and previous studies®%2?,
reinforce the need for practical experience with stigmatized
populations during training. This experience will enable better
preparation of the future professional, to act in this new sce-
nario of practice, assisting the individual in seeking necessary
support for his/her recovery and social reintegration.

This awareness and preparation to treat these patients will
only be possible when the issue is considered important and
satisfactorily included in the training of these professionals.

This study has limitations because it was conducted only
with nursing assistants and technicians working in the CAPS
ad in Sio Paulo, and therefore it is not possible to extrapo-
late these results to other contexts or locations. However, it
can make a significant contribution to the area of treatment
for alcohol and other drugs, in particular as regards the mid-
level nursing professionals, because little is known about the

attitudes and conceptions of this category of staff about those
with chemical dependency.

Moreover, it can support research aimed to propose im-
provement strategies in education, training and qualification
of these professionals because, as suggested, they complete
professional courses with conceptions of common beliefs but
which have little technical-scientific basis, which are essential
to treating and caring for those with chemical dependency in
a comprehensive manner.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The results of this qualitative study illustrate some impor-
tant conceptions of mid-level nursing professionals that work
with chemically dependent individuals, enabling the devel-
opment of categories that can provide a basis to explain how
the nursing assistants and technicians working in the CAPS
ad understand the individuals who are dependent on alcohol
and other drugs.

Those with chemical dependency are sick people, and social
or family situations and their mental health are important fac-
tors to be considered in this illness. The results also make it pos-
sible to theorize that the contact and work with these patients
in specialized services enable a change in the staff’s conception
of these individuals. This finding highlights the importance of
including practical activities and internships in specialized ser-
vices in the care of individuals with needs caused by the use
of psychoactive substances in the Psychosocial Care Network
(RAPS), in the curriculum of these mid-level nursing profession-
als. This will enable the formal education about alcohol and
other drugs to be reinforced by practical activities with these us-
ers, and the future professional will be better prepared to work
within the services of specialized care of RAPS - the CAPS ad.
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