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Abstract: Cross-sectional study with probabilistic sample of 3,547 adoles-
cents aged from 12 to 17 years old, 54.2% girls, from southern Brazilian schools 
that analysed the association between exposure to violence and substance use. 
Gender and age distribution in general population were controlled and sample 
proportions were assured. A self report measure was used to evaluate sociode-
mographic conditions, violence, substance use, psychiatric disorders, school 
performance, parental practices and relationship with parents and teachers. Des-
criptive analysis were hold, prevalence ratio for substance use were estimated 
by Poisson Regression, preceded by control for design effect by school variable. 
The analysis were adjusted by gender, alcohol and tobacco use by the parents and 
psychiatric disorders. Association between violence exposure and use in the year 
of  all drugs investigated was found:  tobacco  [PR=2.49 (CI95%: 1.92-3.25) 
p<.001],  alcohol  [PR=1.46   (CI95%: 1.35-1.59)  p<.001]  and  illicit  drugs 
[PR=1.60 (CI95%: 1.27-2.01) p<.001]. When adjusting also for the use of other 
substances (for example: cocaine, crack), the association remained only for to-
bacco and alcohol. Prevalence substance use found are similar to national levels 
and there are evidences of significant and strong association of substance use 
and exposure to violence at school, mainly for alcohol and tobacco. It is recom-
mended that public policies to improve school climate and school context should 
focus on school staff skills and competencies to prevent school violence and licit 
or illicit substance use by Brazilian adolescents.
Keywords: drugs, school health, adolescence.

Exposición a la violencia y el consumo de sustancias entre estudiantes en 
el sur de Brasil

Resumen: Este estudio transversal con muestra probabilística de 3.547 ado-
lescentes, 54.2% niñas, media de edad 14 años (SD=1.66), realizado en escuelas 
brasileñas del sur de Brasil, analizó la asociación entre la exposición a la vio-
lencia y el consumo de sustancias. El género y la edad fueron controlados y la 
proporción de la muestra fue asegurada. Una medida de autoinforme ha evaluado 
datos sociodemográficos, la violencia, el consumo de sustancias, trastornos psi-
quiátricos, rendimiento escolar, prácticas parentales y la relación de los jóvenes 
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con padres y profesores. Se realizó análisis descriptivo y la razón de prevalencia 
para el consumo de sustancias fue estimada por regresión de Poisson, precedida 
por el control para efecto de la variable escuela. El análisis fue ajustada por sexo 
y el consumo de alcohol y tabaco por los padres, así como por los trastornos 
psiquiátricos. Asociaciones entre la exposición a la violencia y el uso en el año 
de  todos  las  sustancias  investigadas  fueron  encontradas:  tabaco  [PR=2.49  
(IC  95%:  1.92 - 3.25)   p<.001],  alcohol  [PR=1.46  (IC95%:  1.35-1.59) 
p<.001] y drogas ilícitas [PR=1.60 (IC95%: 1.27 - 2.1) p<.001]. Al ajustar para 
el uso de cualquier sustancia de otros grupos, la asociación sólo quedó para el 
consumo de tabaco y de alcohol. La prevalencia del consumo de sustancias en-
contrada fue similar a los niveles nacionales. Se recomienda que las políticas 
públicas para mejorar el clima de las escuelas brasileñas se centren en las compe-
tencias del equipo escolar para prevenir la violencia y el consumo de sustancias 
por adolescentes.
Palabras clave: drogas, salud escolar, adolescencia.

INTRODUCTION

Violence and use of psychoactive substances are public health problems sig-
nificantly affecting adolescents not only in Brazil but also in the world (Brasil, 
2010; Luk, Wang, & Simons-Morton, 2012; Radliff, Wheaton, Robinson, & Mo-
rris, 2012). Each year, more than one million people lose their lives as a con-
sequence of violent acts, being this one of the leading causes of death between 
the ages of 15 and 44 years-old around the world (Dahlberg & Krug, 2006). In 
Brazil, violence situations along with involvement in accidents constitute the 
third cause of death in the general population and the first among those who are 
up to 39 years-old, evidencing that Brazilian teenagers are often victimized by 
violent acts (Dahlberg & Krug, 2006) and, in many cases, also are the perpetra-
tors of these acts (World Health Organization [WHO], 1996). It is also important 
to address that as problems that affect adolescents, the use of drugs and violence 
are evidenced in schools contexts. Related to a negative school climate, the drug 
abuse and violence in schools represent important risk factors to the learning 
process itself and adolescents’ well-being (Luk, Wang & Simons-Morton, 2012; 
Malta et al., 2011; Radliff, Wheaton, Robinson, & Morris, 2012). 

Different studies point to the fact that the involvement in violence situations 
could compromise the physical, social, cognitive and psychological development 
of all individuals involved - victims, perpetrators or witnesses (Madruga et al., 
2011; Ok & Aslan, 2010). These effects extend not only through childhood and 
adolescence, but also through adulthood (Madruga et al., 2011). Among the pos-
sible damages caused by this phenomenon are: problems on self-esteem, diffi-
culties in peer relations, difficulties in learning, truancy, use of alcohol, tobacco 
and illicit drugs, violent behaviors, conduct disorder, psychosomatic symptoms, 
risky sexual behavior, depression and suicide (Collins Fantasia, Sutherland, & 
Kelly‐Weeder, 2012; Cruzeiro et al., 2008; Radliff et al., 2012; Tortorelli, Carrei-
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ro, & Araújo, 2010).
International data regarding the use of psychoactive substances by adoles-

cents are also alarming and call attention to the earliness at which its usage hap-
pens. In Brazil, the average age for the first contact with alcohol and tobacco is 
12.5 years, 13.9 years for marijuana and 14.4 years for cocaine (Galduróz, Noto, 
Fonseca, & Carlini, 2004). In addition to increasing the risk of lifelong over-
consumption, experimentation of psychoactive substances during adolescence is 
identified as an exposure factor to health problems during adolescence itself and 
also during adulthood (Acosta, Fernández, & Pillon, 2011).

There are a lot of negative outcomes related to the use of psychoactive subs-
tances. Aside from the specific physiological effects, studies indicate that the-
re are greater risk for involvement in accidents and brawls, more difficulties in 
academic and professional performance, elevated incidence of having sex with 
a greater number of partners and without condom, more problems regarding de-
pression, anxiety, and low self-esteem, as well psychiatric and behavioral di-
sorders in individuals who use and abuse of psychoactive substances compared 
with those that do not use this kind of substances (Collins Fantasia et al., 2012; 
Cruzeiro et al., 2008; Horta, Horta, & Horta, 2012).

As for risk factors concerning the use of psychoactive substances, there’s 
evidence that older male teenagers, with a greater school lag and belonging to 
the upper class and the upper middle class; as well as adolescents who have 
paid work and family conflicts, show the highest prevalences of drug use in life 
(Acosta et al., 2011; Galduróz et al., 2004; Noal, Menezes, Araújo, & Hallal, 
2010). According to Tavares, Beria and Lima (2001), stressful factors that may 
traumatize the teen, such as being victim of abuse and assault, are also associated 
with a risk increase of drug use. On the other hand, harmonious family rela-
tionships, good school performance, participation in social groups and religious 
habits are singled out as protective factors in relation to the experimentation or 
use of substances (Schenker & Minayo, 2005).

Themes such as violence and drugs use are highly relevant among students 
in Brazil. Among Brazilian schoolchildren, the prevalence of alcohol usage in 
the last year was 42.2%, 9.6% for tobacco, 3.7% for marijuana and 1,8% for 
cocaine. Lifetime use of alcohol was estimated at 60.5%, 21.1% for use in the 
month, 2.7% for frequent use and 1.6% for heavy use (large amounts per episode 
of consumption). Heavy beverage was more prevalent in public schools than in 
private schools (Galduróz et al., 2010). Also, data from the Pesquisa Nacional 
de Saúde do Escolar (PENSE 2012) [Lifetime use of illicit drugs and associa-
ted factors among Brazilian schoolchildren, National Adolescent School-based 
Health Survey, PeNSE 2012] show that 7.3% of prevalence of lifetime use of 
illicit drugs and this behavior was associated to the experience of some type 
of aggressive behavior [OR – 1.28 (95%: 1.17 to 1.41) p<0.001] (Horta et al., 
2014). Beyond that, data from schools in Brazil come from state capitals or cities 
larger than 100,000 inhabitants and this paper aimed to access these phenomena 
among students from medium cities (70,000 inhabitants). 
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In the present study, it was intended to examine the exposure to violence 
phenomena and psychoactive substance use among teenager students in Brazil. 
It has been sought to understand the prevalences of these phenomena and in addi-
tion to investigate its association, considering potential confounding factors. It 
was expected an association between violence exposure and substance use, even 
controlling for confounding variables. Moreover, the current investigation aimed 
also to gather information about the phenomena in small cities where scarce re-
search has been conducted so far. 

METHOD

Sample

All the schools in the municipalities of Lajeado and Sapiranga, both medium-
sized in the countryside of the Rio Grande do Sul state were visited in 2012. The 
sample was composed by 3,547 students, 1,623 (45.8%) being male and 1,924 
(54.2%) female, aged between 12 and 17 years (M=14; SD=1.66). 

Measures

A questionnaire with 158 questions, based on the model of the measures used 
in major national studies (Carlini et al., 2007; Carlini et al., 2010) was developed 
by the research team, having been standardized and pre-tested. In this study, 
the outcomes examined were: use of tobacco, alcohol and illicit drugs (cocaine, 
crack, marijuana, ecstasy and inhalants) in the last year. The exposure of inter-
est was to witness a violence situation in life. All these variables were of the 
dichotomous type, obtained with YES or NO answers. In the adjusted analysis, 
the variables gender; use of alcohol or tobacco by parents; psychic morbidity – 
measured through the Self Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20) –were included. 
In a second moment, use of other substances (cocaine, crack, marijuana, ecstasy 
and inhalants) was also included in the adjusted analysis.

Procedures

In order to achieve this school-based cross-sectional study a random sam-
pling was performed per class, preserving the sample’s proportionality by gen-
der, age, municipality and education network (municipal public, state public, and 
private1). All classes were related as entrants to a drawing. In all, 214 classes 
were visited in schools of Lajeado and 75 classes in schools of Sapiranga. Both 
municipalities presented a quite distinct concentration of students per classes, 
however, Lajeado was the city with the largest number of school enrollments 
because it plays a more evident role of micro-regional pole, in different aspects, 
among them, schooling. People with cognitive or physical disabilities who were, 
for that reason, unable to answer the questionnaire, had no help or special atten-
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tion. Each one received a questionnaire, did not answer it and, later, the unfilled 
questionnaires were excluded. Thereby, these students were also not identified 
by the colleagues.  

After the agreement of both departments of education and school’s managers, 
representatives from each school reported to the students’ guardians informa-
tion about the study’s objectives, data collection procedures and ethical aspects. 
Emphasis was given to the information that the questionnaire would be filled by 
the participants and would preserve the anonymity of those who answer it. The 
informed consent forms were distributed and collected by schools prior to data 
collection, and students without a guardian’s permission to participate or those 
who did not wished to respond, were instructed to receive the questionnaire and 
return it in blank, thus avoiding the identification of nonrespondents in the clas-
sroom.

The implementation of the questionnaire took place in classroom and all the 
data collection lasted six weeks. After the survey, all questionnaires were collec-
ted in urns prepared specially for the study, sealed soon after the visit of each 
class and opened later, only in the room reserved for processing and data typing.

For quality assurance, data collection was accompanied in-person by spe-
cially trained field supervisors and all visits to classes were checked with the 
schools. The instruments were typed into the Epidata 3.5 software with double 
entry, for checking and correction of possible typos. A first round of descrip-
tive analysis allowed the identification and correction of any inconsistencies. 
In all, were computed, among refusals and deletions by inconsistencies, losses 
of approximately 9.4% of the interviews. The study had approval of the Re-
search Ethics Committee of Unisinos University through protocols 074/2011 and 
028/2012, authorization of the schools’ principals and consent of students’ guar-
dians who signed the informed consent term (ICT). 

Data Analysis

A descriptive and gross analysis was performed and adjusted by Poisson re-
gression, preceded by control to effect of variable design school. Data analysis 
was conducted using the Stata 11.0 program. To estimate the Prevalence Ratio 
(PR) both gross and adjusted, in addition to their confidence intervals of 95% (CI 
95%) and p-value, Poisson regression was used. The analyses were controlled for 
design effect for the school variable. The outcomes used in alcohol and tobacco 
in the year showed average estimates of effect of delineation for the school varia-
ble equal to 0.326 and 0.059, respectively, justifying the control of such effect in 
the subsequent analyses. In the current study, the exposure of interest was to wit-
ness a violence situation in life and “use of tobacco”, “use of alcohol” and “illicit 
drugs in the last year” were the outcomes examined. As already mentioned all 
these variables were dichotomous, obtained with YES or NO answers. In the 
adjusted analysis, the variables gender, use of alcohol or tobacco by parents and 
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psychic morbidity were included. After, the previous variables plus the use of 
substances from other groups were included (e.g., when alcohol was used as an 
outcome, the use of any of the other substances under study was also monitored). 
Associations at a 95% confidence level, with p values ≤ .05, and with statistical 
power of 80% or higher were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

The prevalence of tobacco use in the year was 9.8% (CI95%: 8.8%-10.8%); 
of alcohol in the year amounted to 46.1% (CI95%: 44.6%-47.7%) and of illicit 
drugs in the year was 10.9% (CI95%: 9.9%-12.0%). Just over one-third of the 
sample (35.7%; CI95%: 34.2%-37.3%) claimed to have witnessed violence si-
tuation in life (Table 1).

Table 1. Prevalences and Respective Confidence Interval of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Illicit Drugs Use and Exposure to Situations of Violence 

Table 2. Prevalence Ratio (PR) and Respective Confidence Intervals for the Use 
of Substances According to Exposure to Violence, Estimated in Gross Analysis 

by Poisson Regression 

Gross analysis indicated statistically significant association (p<.001) between 
exposure to violence in life and use of tobacco, alcohol and illicit drugs in the 
last year (Table 2).

When the analysis was adjusted for the variables of gender, use of alcohol 
or tobacco by parents and psychic morbidity (SRQ20), exposure to situations of 
violence in life proved to be strongly associated to all drugs analyzed (Table 3). 
The probability of tobacco use in the year was 2.49 times greater (CI95%: 1.92-
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3.25; p<.001) among students who witnessed violence than among those who 
haven’t; 49% higher for use of alcohol (CI95%: 1.35-1.59; p<.001) and 60% 
higher for illicit drug use (CI95%: 1.27-2.01; p<.001).

Table 3. Prevalence Ratio (PR) and Respective Confidence Intervals for the 
Use of Substances According to Exposure to Violence, Estimated in Adjusted 

Analysis by Poisson Regression 

Table 4. Prevalence Ratio (PR) and Respective Confidence Intervals for the 
Use of Substances According to Exposure to Violence, Estimated in Adjusted 

Analysis Also to the Use of Other Substances, by Poisson Regression

However, when the use of other substances  (cocaine, crack, marijuana, ecs-
tasy and inhalants) variable was added to the adjusted analysis, this association 
remained only for tobacco use in the year (PR=1.67; CI95%: 1.32-2.12; p<.001) 
and use of alcohol in the year (PR=1.35; CI95%: 1.24-1.47; p<.001). In this case, 
no difference was observed between having been exposed to situations of vio-
lence or not for the use of illicit drugs in the year (PR=1.08; CI95%: 0.87-1.35; 
p=.466) (Table 4).

DISCUSSION

It has been observed expressive prevalences of alcohol, tobacco and illicit 
drugs use, as well as reference to exposure to violence situations. These evi-
dences are worrisome and are followed by the concern with these phenomena in 
the field of public health in Brazil as a whole (Brasil, 2010). Alcohol, the most 

  

 

Use in the year 

Adjusted by gender, use of alcohol or 
tobacco by parents and morbidity 
(SRQ20) + use of substances of other 
group in the year 

PR CI95% p value 

Tobacco 1.67 1.32 – 2.12 <.001 

Alcohol 1.35 1.24 – 1.47 <.001 

Illicit drugs 1.08 0.87 – 1.35 .466 
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commonly drug reported by the participants , have their consumption in life ref-
erenced by more than half of Brazilian adolescents (Carlini et al., 2010; Malta et 
al., 2011). Among the 7,939 teenagers interviewed in the II Household Survey on 
psychotropic drugs in Brazil – 2005, 22.8% reported having already made use of 
drugs in their lives. Adolescence is singled out as the development stage in which 
the use of psychoactive substances begin. Between the ages of 12 and 17 years, 
is already possible to notice the use of various substances by youngsters, such as 
alcohol, whose consumption was referred by 54.3% of teens; tobacco, referred 
by 15.2% of them; and marijuana, referred by 4.1% of the teenagers interviewed 
in the national study (Carlini et al., 2007).

In this study, exposure to violence and use of licit and illicit drugs showed 
association. With the purpose of adjusting the estimations of prevalence ratio, 
three variables were chosen: a demographic one – the gender of the students 
interviewed; a variable related to the domestic environment – the use of tobac-
co and alcohol by the respondents’ parents; and lastly, a score compatible with 
psychiatric morbidity according to the interviewees’ answers, given that these 
variables or dimensions represented by them tend to be associated with both the 
exposure of interest as with the assumed outcomes. This association was con-
firmed in the preliminary analyses of this study. Exposure to violence remained 
associated with the use of each of the studied substances (tobacco, alcohol, and 
illicit drugs).

Although the exposure of interest in this study has been to witness a situation 
of violence in life, data here presented support Hanewinkel, Isensee, Maruska, 
Sargent and Morgenstern’s (2010) study which showed that aggressors make 
more use of cigarettes than no aggressors. Other studies also point out that vio-
lence protagonists tend to use alcohol (Hemphill et al., 2011; King, Horwitz, 
Berona, & Jiang, 2013; Klomek et al., 2011), marijuana (Hemphill et al., 2011; 
Klomek et al., 2011), and other substances frequently (King et al., 2013; Klomek 
et al., 2011).

Findings concerning the relationship between violence and use of substances 
are not homogeneous, possibly due to differences as to how the evidence is co-
llected and the construction of the variables under consideration. Garcia-Conti-
nente, Giménez and Adell (2010) found a negative association between the expe-
rimental use of marijuana for boys and the regular use of alcohol for school girls 
in Barcelona and having been a victim of violence in the school environment.

In the same line of thought, McMahon, Reulbach, Keeley, Perry and Arens-
man (2010), realized that young people who referred having four or more epi-
sodes of drunkenness in the year preceding the survey didn’t suffered victimiza-
tion, and these authors found no association between the use of tobacco and other 
drugs and exposure to violence. Still, when it comes to students from the north 
of England, the study of Rivers, Poteat, Noret and Ashurst (2009) attested that 
having been a victim of violence was not a predictor of substance use. The diffe-
rences between results of the present study and the afore mentioned researches 
aside from stressing the importance and aspect of data discovery, also suggest 
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the influence of cultural issues in Brazil that may have influenced the association 
between these processes. Unfortunately, nowadays in Brazil, there are evidences 
that violence is increasing significantly. Serious aggressive episodes are obser-
ved in schools, in communities and also in families. Brazilians report feelings of 
insecurity and fear with important frequency as well as relationships based on 
aggression and non-respectful attitudes are also observed. Individualism is also 
a cultural value and characteristic of Brazilian context that may account for the 
increasing of violence and, as a consequence or an associated factor, the increa-
sing use of drugs. (Brasil, 2010; Dahlberg & Krug, 2007; Fuchs, 2008; Veloso, 
Magalhães, Dell’Aglio, Cabral, & Gomes, 2013)

Similarly, victimization by bullying, a specific form of violence among 
peers, appears often associated with substance use. The study of Luk, Wang and 
Simons-Morton (2010) revealed a positive association between suffering bu-
llying and substance use, however, this association remained only for boys after 
the control of the depression variable. Positive association between suffering 
bullying and use of alcohol was also found in McGee, Valentine, Schulte and 
Brown’s (2011) research. Similarly, it has been identified among students from 
Peru (Romaní & Gutiérrez, 2010) and adolescents residing in the South of Brazil 
(Silva et al., 2012) positive association between use of licit and illicit substances 
and victimization. Suffering bullying is also positively associated with the use of 
marijuana among students from Zambia (Siziya et al., 2013) and with cigarette 
and alcohol use among Italian pupils (Vieno, Gini, & Santinello, 2011).

Such findings call attention to the fact that the involvement in violence si-
tuations can be associated with the use of substances and that these phenomena 
represent important risks for the development of teenagers. The involvement in 
situations of violence is associated with a wide range of potential losses, as pre-
viously mentioned in the introduction (Cruzeiro et al., 2008; Radliff et al., 2012). 
Likewise, this is detected on the use of psychoactive substances (Cruzeiro et al., 
2008; Horta et al., 2012).

As a limitation, it is necessary to point out that the study design is cross 
sectional, which does not allow establishing relations of cause and effect among 
these phenomena. In this sense, future studies, preferably with a longitudinal 
design, should be conducted. It is noted that international studies have made use 
of longitudinal designs in order to investigate the relationship among these pro-
cesses (Hanewinkel et al., 2010; Hemphill et al., 2011; King et al., 2013; Klomek 
et al., 2011; Low & Espelage, 2013).

Adolescence is a stage of increasing autonomy in relation to parental figures 
It is a developmental task of teens to shun themselves from parents in order to 
build their identities, turning to their peer group. In this dynamic, situations of 
violence may occur as well as peer pressure for drug consumption (Acosta et al., 
2011; Hong & Espelage, 2012; Vieira, Aerts, Freddo, Bittencourt, & Monteiro, 
2008). Therefore, it is necessary to include in future investigations other varia-
bles connected to family or to friendship relationships and popularity in a peer 
group (Lee, 2012). 
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Based on the findings, there was an overlap of risk factors regarding the use 
of substances and exposure to violence. Studies show, however, some contradic-
tory results that may suggest cultural specificities that deserve close attention. 
This way, it takes a comprehensive and integrated effort with various sectors of 
society so that preventive and interventional actions succeed. Public policies for 
health and safety of children and adolescents should integrate into the school, 
family and other collective spaces, aside from also sharing a dynamic vision of 
protection and risk factors of this important stage of the life cycle.
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