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Título: Factores de riesgo asociados al consumo de sustancias en mujeres 
víctimas de maltrato en contexto de pobreza 
Resumen: El trabajo analiza la relación entre el padecimiento de sucesos 
vitales estresantes y el consumo excesivo de alcohol y drogas en 136 muje-
res víctimas de violencia de género de Nicaragua. Los datos se obtuvieron 
a partir de una entrevista estructurada diseñada para este fin que recoge su-
cesos vitales estresantes padecidos por las víctimas a lo largo de su vida. 
Los resultados muestran que quienes padecieron distintos episodios de vio-
lencia en la infancia consumieron alcohol y drogas en exceso. Además, el 
mayor predictor para el consumo de alcohol y drogas se encuentra entre 
quienes padecieron abuso sexual antes de los 18 años. Por otra parte, los 
análisis Odds Ratio indican un aumento del riesgo para el consumo de sus-
tancias cuando el abuso se produjo a edades tempranas. Pese a la relevancia 
para la salud de las víctimas, existen pocos dispositivos en Nicaragua con 
los que atender a las víctimas de violencia de género hacia procesos de re-
cuperación, sobre todo para quienes han desarrollado estrategias de afron-
tamiento relacionados con el consumo excesivo de sustancias. 
Palabras clave: Alcohol; Drogas; Violencia de género; Sucesos vitales es-
tresantes; Nicaragua. 

  Abstract: The work analyzes the relationship between the suffering of 
stressful life events and the excessive consumption of alcohol and drugs in 
136 women victims of gender violence in Nicaragua. The data was ob-
tained from a heteroapplied structured interview designed for this pur-
pose, which collects stressful life events suffered by the victims through-
out their lives. The results show that those who suffered different episodes 
of violence since childhood consumed alcohol and drugs in excess. In ad-
dition, the greatest predictor for alcohol and drug use is among those who 
suffered sexual abuse before age 18. On the other hand, the Odds Ratio 
analyzes indicate an increased risk for the consumption of substances 
when the abuse occurred at an early age. Despite the relevance for the 
health of the victims, there are few devices in Nicaragua with which to as-
sist victims of gender violence towards recovery processes, especially for 
those who have developed coping strategies related to excessive substance 
use. 
Keywords: Alcohol; Drugs; Gender violence; Stressful life events; Nicara-
gua. 

 

Introduction 
 

Stressful life events are a set of experiences that result in a 
significant change in people’s lives and have an enormous ef-
fect on their health (Compas, Orosan & Grantz, 1993). They 
are associated with a large number of negative consequences 
(Troy & Mauss, 2011) and have been significantly related to 
alcohol abuse and other substance abuse (Chaudhury, Goel 
& Singh, 2006; Jose, Oers, Mheen, Garretsen & Macken-
bach, 2000; Lijffijt, Hu & Swann, 2014). In this regard, sub-
stance abuse may be a mechanism with which to alleviate 
symptoms related to trauma and mitigate memories associat-
ed with the past and the abuse suffered (Caldentey et al., 
2017; Heim et al., 2000; Lloréns, Morales, De Vicente & 
Calatayud, 2002; Ramos, Saldívar, Medina, Rojas & Villatoro, 
1998).  

The stressful life events associated with substance use 
that have been addressed most thoroughly in the scientific 
literature are related to poverty, the existence of economic 
problems, unemployment, social problems, and/or a history 
of violence in their family of origin (Balk, Lynskey & 
Agrawal, 2009; Buzawa & Buzawa, 2014; Lemaitre, García-
Jaramillo & Ramírez 2014). In particular, those who have 
suffered violence-related trauma in childhood, such as psy-
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chological, physical, and/or sexual abuse develop behaviors 
related to substance abuse (Afifi, Henriksen, Asmundson & 
Sareen, 2012). The factors that seem to predict worse out-
comes for victims who suffered sexual abuse in childhood 
are the presence of stressful life events throughout their 
lives, the frequency and duration of the abuse, possible rape, 
and if the aggressor was a family member (Finkelhor, 1999). 
Moreover, the consequences of child sex abuse are uncer-
tain, although substance use is among the main aftereffects 
in adult victims of child sex abuse (Echeburúa & Corral, 
2006).  

Several studies have also found that experiencing signifi-
cant family transitions, such as grief, results in serious prob-
lems both in adults and young people, which may be related 
to substance use (Sandler, Tein, Cham, Wolchik & Ayers, 
2016), as events related to the death of family members in-
terrupt balance in personal relationships and affect psycho-
logical wellbeing (Melhem, Walker, Moritz & Brent, 2008). 
Additionally, the loss of family members is followed by other 
stressful life events that would increase trauma (Nolen-
Hoeksema & Ahrens, 2002).  

However, some authors have found that the increase in 
addiction to said substances is proportional to the number of 
stressful life events experienced, regardless of the type of 
event (Siqueira, Diab, Bodian & Rolnitzky, 2000). Even 
without presenting a psychological disorder, people who 
have suffered an average of three or more stressful life 
events have more behaviors related to drug and alcohol con-
sumption (Balk et al., 2009; Dawson, Grant & Ruan, 2005) 
compared to those who have experienced a lesser number of 
such events.  
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According to Lijffijt et al. (2014), trauma suffered as an 
adult predicts substance dependence, as said trauma may be 
more chronic and more closely related to addiction. For oth-
er authors, trauma experienced in childhood has a greater 
implication on one’s future. In this regard, when stressful life 
events occur at early ages they result in serious consequenc-
es, given that they threaten psychological wellbeing in re-
sponse to the adversity resulting from events such as expo-
sure to violence, chronic disease in parents, the death of 
family members, suffering from physical and/or sexual vio-
lence in childhood, and situations related to contexts of pov-
erty (Grant et al., 2003; Grant et al., 2006). Additionally, re-
search has indicated that there is a relationship between these 
life events suffered in childhood and substance use, especial-
ly alcohol use (Cuijpers et al., 2011; Nelson et al., 2002; 
Young-Wolff, Kendler & Prescott, 2012). However, there 
are difficulties in comparing such events at different mo-
ments of development, as the cognitive assessment of these 
events may vary over time (Grant et al., 2003). 

Alcohol consumption appears to be more common 
among victims of gender violence (GV) than in the rest of 
the female population (Devries et al., 2014). The prevalence 
of alcohol consumption among victims of GV has been es-
timated at around 18.5%, which is much higher than the rate 
among women in the general population (4%-8%) (Golding, 
1999). Other studies indicate that between 25%-75% of 
women addicted to alcohol or other substances have suf-
fered from more types of violence with greater severity 
(Caldentey et al., 2017; Feingold, Washburn, Tiberio & Ca-
paldi, 2015). Several studies report a higher probability of 
substance abuse among young women victims of GV (How-
ard & Wang, 2003; Kreiter et al., 1999; Silverman, Raj, Mucci 
& Hathaway, 2001). However, not all studies have found a 
greater tendency towards the consumption of substances, 
even in cases where the women have intense psychological 
malaise as a result of the abuse to which they have been sub-
jected (Rincón, Labrador, Arinero & Crespo, 2004). It has al-
so been reported that victims who succeed in leaving their 
violent environment tend to reduce their consumption levels, 
even without professional help (Walker, 1984). However, al-
cohol consumption has been linked to the perpetration of 
violence (Redondo & Graña, 2015) rather than to victimisa-
tion (Breiding, Black & Ryan, 2008). 

Therefore, the combination of gender violence (GV) and 
stressful life events poses a risk to victims’ health. According 
to Sullivan et al. (2016), when these circumstances concur, it 
may cause women to be prone to frequent drug and alcohol 
use. Additionally, the relationship between violence and sub-
stance use may present as a vicious cycle, as substance use 
may be a coping mechanism, and at the same time, substance 
use may be a risk factor for suffering abuse in a more repeat-
ed, and more serious fashion (Simonelli, Pasquali & De Palo, 
2014). In this regard, professionals who work with victims of 
violence play a fundamental role in detection and treatment 
and must consider the repercussions of the combination of 
these circumstances (Caldentey et al., 2017). However, while 

studies have been carried out in recent decades that address 
the relationship between substance abuse and suffering from 
violence, these studies are lacking in developing countries, 
where circumstances of vulnerability are increased (Vázquez 
& Panadero, 2016). Additionally, research on the impact of 
violence on women has been conducted in high-income 
countries, and therefore it is unknown to what extent these 
findings describe countries with lower development indica-
tors (Ellsberg & Emmelin, 2014). 

According to the WHO (2017), 150 million girls in the 
world (17%) are forced to have sexual relations and are sub-
jected to other types of sexual violence every year. In Latin 
America, where rates of child sexual victimisation range be-
tween 26% and 38% (Ulibarri, Ulloa & Camacho, 2009), the 
increase is even greater. It is difficult to determine the real 
incidence of this problem, since it usually occurs in the pri-
vate sphere (Noguerol, 1997). In Nicaragua (ranked 125th in 
the Human Development Index, (United Nations Develop-
ment Programme, 2015), one in three women has experi-
enced physical or sexual violence at some point in their life 
(DÁngelo & Molina, 2010). Although there have been lim-
ited studies on the prevalence of child victimisation in the 
country (Larraín & Bascunan, 2008). According to data re-
ported by the professionals at the Nicaraguan Commissariat 
for Women (CW), there were more than 6,400 reports of 
domestic violence between 2012 and 2014 in León, the 
country's second most important city after the capital. 1,715 
of these involved violence against victims under 18 years of 
age (around 50% were under 13 years of age). Several au-
thors also report a correlation between violence and high 
rates of poverty (Arriagada, 2005; Ellsberg, Peña, Herrera, 
Liljestrand & Winkvist, 1999). 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the risk of sub-
stance abuse in victims of GV exposed to various stressful 
life events throughout their lives in a context of extreme 
poverty in León (Nicaragua), a reality that is in need of re-
ceiving greater visibility in the scientific literature. The hy-
pothesis is that there will be a relationship between experi-
encing stressful life events and substance use (Balk et al., 
2009; Caldentey et al., 2017; Sandler et al., 2016; Siqueira et 
al., 2000), and that these events will result in a greater risk for 
substance use when experienced at early ages. It should be 
noted that the use of violence in Nicaragua seems to be part 
of the values developed in family dynamics, such that vio-
lence against women and girls is widespread (Tinoco et al., 
2015), and is a problem exacerbated by extreme poverty, 
which is transmitted through the generations (Vázquez & 
Panadero, 2016). 

 

Method 
 
Participants 
 
The participants in the study were 136 women in situa-

tions of extreme poverty who were the victims of GV in Le-
ón (Nicaragua). This is a group that is difficult to access, as 
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they are subject to a particularly serious set of adverse condi-
tions related to their situation of poverty and having suffered 
stressful life events throughout their lives (Vázquez, Pa-
nadero & Rivas, 2015). The criterion for inclusion in the 
sample was being a woman over 18 years of age, a victim of 
GV and being in a situation of poverty. The interviewees, 
whose mean age was 31.67 years old (SD = 8.92), had 2.23 
children (SD = 1.65). More than half (56.7%) were married 
or in a stable union. The educational level of the participants 
was basic education (68.4%). The primary breadwinner in the 
household, which contained a mean of 4.48 people, was the 
spouse or partner, in 43% of cases. 36% of the participants 
had no income of their own. The interviewees began to live 
with their abuser at an average age of 19.91 years (SD = 
4.92), had been living with him - or had lived - with him for 
a mean of 9.16 years (SD = 6.78), and the abuse lasted for 
6.25 years (SD = 5.48). 42% were living with their abuser 
when the interview took place. Furthermore, all the inter-
viewees were victims of psychological and physical violence, 
and 66.9% had suffered from sexual violence. The abuse by 
the partner occurred on a daily basis in one out of four cases, 
and the abuse occurred several times a week for 44.7% of 
the sample of participants. 

 
Instruments 
 
Information regarding age, number of children, marital 

status, education level, as well as information related to the 
main income contributor, etc. was collected. Data were also 
collected on the situation of violence, the amount of time 
they lived with their assailant, duration of the situation of 
abuse, type of abuse, and the frequency with which it oc-
curred. 

An abbreviated version of the List of Stressful Life 
Events for socially excluded groups (L-SLE) was used 
(Vázquez & Panadero, 2016), which was created based on a 
revision of Brugha and Cragg’s (1990) instrument and on 
prior work used in research with socially excluded groups 
and groups in contexts of poverty (Panadero, Vázquez & 
Martín, 2017; Roca, Panadero, Rodríguez-Moreno, Martín & 
Vázquez, 2019; Vázquez, Panadero & Rincón, 2010; 
Vázquez et al., 2015).  It consists of 26 items (10 suffered be-
fore age 18 and 16 from that age on). The different items 
had yes or no responses with regard to whether the events 
had occurred. The age at which they occurred for the first 
time was also included. The items related to violence suf-
fered before 18 years of age were considered (physical abuse, 
sexual abuse, and exposure to violence suffered by the inter-
viewee’s mother, as well as background regarding their par-
ents’ substance use), as were items related to violence suf-
fered throughout their lives not related to their partner 
(physical and sexual violence perpetrated by people other 

than their partner, the death of close family members, and 
circumstances related to poverty, such as having or having 
had significant economic problems). The chosen variables 
(having consumed alcohol and/or drugs in excess) were part 
of the L-SLE. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha (α = .85) 
indicates an acceptable level of internal consistency. 

 
Procedure 
 
Access to the interviewees was facilitated thanks to the 

support provided by different associations and public institu-
tions that work with women in situations of poverty in León, 
including the National Police of Nicaragua. The information 
was obtained through a structured interview that lasted be-
tween 45 and 80 minutes. The interviews began by explain-
ing the research objectives and participants were asked for 
their informed consent. The women were interviewed in dif-
ferent locations: 51.6% in their homes, 38.9% in the offices 
of the Precinct for Women in León, and 9.5% at the offices 
of various associations.  

 
Data Analysis 
 
The cases and controls method was used, with a quantita-

tive focus and ex post facto design, in which the independent 
variables were compared with regard to alcohol and/or drug 
use. The database was developed and processed with SPSS 
(version 25.0 for Windows, IBM, Arnobk, NY). Chi-squared 
and Student’s t were used with the probability of making a 
type I error of p < .05. Odds ratio (OR) analyses were ap-
plied with confidence intervals of 95% (CI). A binary logistic 
regression analysis was carried out in order to predict which 
variables were related to the excessive consumption of alco-
hol and drugs by the interviewees. The required sample size 
was also calculated for the main analyses using G*Power 
Software (version 3.0 for Windows). Aspiring for an effect 
size of .5 (large), significance of .005, and a power of .95, the 
sample size surpasses the necessary size (n = 80). 

 

Results 
 

Table 1 shows the stressful life events suffered by the total 
of participants. With regard to the stressful life events suf-
fered before age 18, it was found that there was a history of 
substance use in the family of origin in over 40% of the cas-
es. Additionally, half of the sample suffered from physical 
abuse and was exposed to abuse from a very young age. This 
type of abuse also occurred after age 18, perpetrated by peo-
ple other than their partner. In addition to these stressful life 
events, economic difficulties affected a high percentage of 
the sample.  
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Table 1. Stressful life events suffered by the interviewees 

 n % Mean1 (SD) 

Before 18 years old    

A parent had problems with alcohol/drugs 56 41.2 3.47 years (5.32) 

Suffered from physical abuse 63 46.3 10.02 years (4.76) 

Suffered from sexual abuse 34 25 12.92 years (2.96) 

Witnessed abuse of her mother 69 50.7 4.22 years (5.85) 

After 18 years old    

Her father died 43 31.6 22.82 years (12.48) 

Her mother died 25 18.4 25.35 years (10.12) 

One of her children died 24 17.6 23.31 years (7.44) 

Has had significant financial problems 99 72.8 22.0 years (12.53) 

Suffered from physical assaults by people other than her partner 48 35.3 24.88 years (9.52) 

Suffered from sexual assaults by people other than her partner 22 16.2 24.20 years (6.82) 
N.B: 1 Mean age at which they suffered from SLE for the first time in their lives.  
 

Statistically significant differences were found with re-
gard to alcohol use and the number of stressful life events 
suffered before age 18 (t = -3.046; p = .003). Those who 
used alcohol had suffered from a higher number of stressful 
life events (M = 2.03; SD = 1.581) than those who did not 
consume alcohol (M = 1.30; SD = 1.090). No differences 
were found between the two groups when these events oc-
curred in adulthood (t = -1.606; p = .111). For drug use, sta-
tistically significant differences (t = -7.850; p = .000) were 
found with regard to the number of stressful life events suf-
fered before age 18, where those who consumed drugs had 
suffered a higher number of these events (M = 3.42; SD = 
.851) than those who did not use drugs (M = 1.42; SD = 
1.272). There are also differences with regard to the number 
of events experienced after age 18 (t = -2.719; p = .007) in 
terms of those who consumed drugs in excess (M = 2.78; SD 
= .892) and those who did not consume these substances (M 
= 1.81; SD = 1.292). Finally, there are statistically significant 
differences for alcohol use depending on the total number of 
stressful life events suffered before and after age 18 (t = -
2.854; p = .004) between those who used alcohol (M = 4.14; 
SD = 2.434) and those who did not (M = 3.06; SD = 1.862). 

The differences are greater for excessive drug use (t = -
5.235; p = .000), where those who consumed drugs (M = 
6.21; SD = 1.423) had experienced a greater number of 
stressors than those who did not use drugs (M = 3.24; SD = 
2.062). 

Table 2 shows the statistically significant differences with 
regard to drinking in excess according to experiences related 
to physical and sexual violence suffered before age 18. The 
odds ratio analyses show that the association with regard to 
alcohol use is large among those who had suffered physical 
and sexual abuse before age 18. Statistically significant dif-
ferences were also observed with regard to the excessive 
consumption of alcohol in stressful life events experienced 
after age 18 with regard to experiencing abuse. Although the 
odds ratio analyses show that there is a high association be-
tween alcohol use and having suffered from physical and/or 
sexual abuse, the effect size is smaller when said abuse oc-
curred in childhood. No relationship was observed between 
alcohol abuse and the parents having substance abuse issues, 
nor does there seem to be a relationship with the death of 
people in the family environment. 

 
Table 2. Relationship between excessive alcohol consumption and stressful life events suffered 

 Has drunk excessively    

 Yes (n =61) No (n =75) p OR CI 95% 

 n % n %    

Before 18 years old        
A parent had problems with alcohol/drugs 30 49.2 26 34.7 .087 1.82 [.91 – 3.64] 
Suffered from physical abuse 38 62.3 25 33.3 .001 3.30 [1.63 – 6.69] 
Suffered from sexual abuse 25 41.0 9 12.0 .000 5.09 [2.15 – 12.08] 
Witnessed abuse of her mother 31 50.8 38 50.7 .986 1.01 [.51 – 1.98] 

After 18 years old        
Her father died 20 32.8 23 30.7 1.103 1.10 [.53 – 2.28] 
Her mother died 9 14.8 16 21.3 .325 .64 [.26 – 1.57] 
One of her children died 9 14.8 15 20.0 .425 .69 [.28 – 1.71] 
Has had significant financial problems 48 78.7 51 68.0 .164 1.74 [.79 – 3.79] 
Suffered from physical assaults by people other than her partner 27 44.3 21 28.0 .048 2.04 [1 – 4.17] 
Suffered from sexual assaults by people other than her partner 16 26.2 6 8.0 .004 4.09 [1.49 – 11.23] 

 

In order to determine which variables most exactly pre-
dict the excessive consumption of alcohol; a binary logistic 
regression analysis was carried out (Table 3). The predictor 

variables included in the analysis were the stressful life events 
suffered that were statistically significant and for which a 
strong association with alcohol abuse was found. The result-
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ing model to predict alcohol use allows for a correct estima-

tion of 55.1% of cases (2 = 22.99; p = .000). Furthermore, 

the Hosmer–Lemeshow test resulted in a significance of p = 
.962, showing an excellent goodness of fit for the model.  

 
Table 3. Results of the logistic regression analysis for prediction of excess alcohol consumption 

 B Er Wald p Exp(B) CI 95% 

Suffered from physical abuse before 18 years old .658 .415 2.514 .113 1.931 [.856 – 4.356] 

Suffered from sexual abuse before 18 years old 1.219 .527 5.357 .021 3.384 [1.205 – 9.498] 

Suffered from physical assaults by people other than her partner after 18 years old -.112 .445 .063 .801 .894 [.374 - 2.139] 

Suffered from sexual assaults by people other than her partner after 18 years old 1.153 .561 4.223 .040 .3166 [1.055 – 9.505] 

Constant -.951 .278 11.734 .001 .386  
N.B: B: coefficient; p: probability; TE: typical error; Exp(B): exponentiated coefficient; CI: 95% confidence interval. 

 
Therefore, sexual abuse before and after age 18 consti-

tute two risk factors for alcohol abuse, even after incorporat-
ing physical abuse before and after that age into the model 
(Table 3). 

 
Table 4. Relationship between excessive drugs consumption and stressful life events suffered 

 Has drugged excessively    

 Sí (n =14) No (n =122) p OR IC 95% 

 n % n %    

Before 18 years old        
A parent had problems with alcohol/drugs 13 92.9 43 35.2 .000 23.884 [3.021 – 188.818] 
Suffered from physical abuse 12 85.7 51 41.8 .002 8.353 [1.791 – 38.946] 
Suffered from sexual abuse 10 71.4 24 19.7 .000 10.208 [2.947 – 35.364] 
Witnessed abuse of her mother 13 92.9 56 45.9 .001 15.321 [1.943 – 120.8] 

After 18 years old        
Her father died 4 28.6 39 32.0 .796 .851 [.251 – 2.885] 
Her mother died 3 21.4 22 18.0 .756 1.240 [.319 – 4.818] 
One of her children died 2 14.3 22 18.0 .728 .758 [.158 – 3.629] 
Has had significant financial problems 13 92.9 86 70.5 .075 5.442 [.686 – 43.162] 
Suffered from physical assaults by people other than her partner 11 78.6 37 30.3 .000 8.423 [2.220 – 31.967] 
Suffered from sexual assaults by people other than her partner 6 42.9 16 13.1 .004 4.969 [1.524 – 16.2] 

 
As can be seen in Table 4, drug abuse is associated with 

more types of stressful life events. It is related to parents’ 
substance abuse and to suffering abuse before age 18. Drug 
abuse is also influenced by physical and sexual assault perpe-
trated by people other than their partner. The strength of the 
association between these events and drug abuse is high.  

The predictive analysis for drug abuse included the 
stressful life events that were statistically significant (Table 
5). The resulting model to predict drug abuse includes suf-

fering from sexual abuse before age 18 and their parents 
having a history of substance abuse. The analysis allows for a 

correct estimation of 98.7% of cases (2 = 28.333; p = .000). 
Furthermore, the Hosmer–Lemeshow test resulted in a sig-
nificance of p = .651, showing an acceptable goodness of fit 
for the model. The data show that suffering sexual abuse and 
parents’ substance abuse predicts drug abuse among partici-
pants. 

 
Table 5. Results of the logistic regression analysis for prediction of excess drugs consumption 

 B  Er Wald p Exp(B) IC 95% 

A parent had problems with alcohol/drugs 2.873 1.072 7.183 .007 17.692 [.856 – 4.356] 

Suffered from sexual abuse before 18 years old 1.970 .621 8.621 .003 7.167 [1.205 – 9.498] 

Constant -5.048 1.082 21.753 .000 .006  
N.B: B: coefficient; p: probability; TE: typical error; Exp(B): exponentiated coefficient; CI: 95% confidence interval. 
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
 

To begin, among the characteristics that describe the sample, 
the women interviewed suffered a set of especially serious 
stressful life events related to violence before and after age 
18. Close to half of the interviewees were directly or indirect-
ly exposed to different types of abuse at early ages. The 
numbers found in this study are higher than estimates given 
for the Latin American region (DÁngelo & Molina, 2010; 

Ulibarri et al., 2009), thereby providing data on the scope of 
this problem and adding information to the scant research 
done in developing countries (Ellsberg & Emmelin, 2014; 
Larraín & Bascunan, 2008; Vázquez & Panadero, 2016). 
Therefore, and along the same lines as indicated by Tinoco 
et al. (2015), in Nicaragua it seems that there is a normaliza-
tion and tolerance of the use of violence in family dynamics. 

Moreover, the prevalence of women who were the vic-
tims of GV who abused alcohol and drugs (45% and 10.3%, 
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respectively) is higher than that found in prior studies per-
formed in other contexts (Golding, 1999; Rincón et al., 2004; 
Walker, 1984). Some studies have found that this behavior is 
more common among assailants than victims (Breiding et al., 
2008; Redondo & Graña, 2015), although prior research also 
indicates that substance abuse is more prevalent among 
women who have suffered from GV compared to the rest of 
the female population (Devries et al., 2014). However, it is 
significant that there is such a high percentage of substance 
abuse, given that substance use among women in Nicaragua 
is not very common (OPS, 2007). 

Additionally, it seems that there is a relationship between 
the number of stressful life events suffered and substance 
use (Balk et al., 2009; Caldentey et al., 2017; Siqueira et al., 
2000). Specifically, a greater number of these types of events 
experienced in childhood correlates to alcohol use, although 
there was no relationship found between the number of 
traumatic experiences suffered after age 18 and alcohol use. 
The number of stressful life events experienced before and 
after age 18 is related to drug use, such that the accumulation 
of adverse experiences, even at different periods of devel-
opment, has serious implications for drug use (Afifi et al., 
2012; Finkelhor, 1999). The total number of stressful life 
events experienced by those who abused alcohol was over 
four. In the case of drug use, the participants suffered an av-
erage of six stressful life events; therefore, there is a relation-
ship between the number of stressful life events and sub-
stance use, although the numbers found here were much 
higher than those from prior studies (Balk et al., 2009; Daw-
son et al., 2005). Thus, the interviewees who had suffered a 
higher number of stressful life events consumed alcohol and 
drugs in excess. Furthermore, substance abuse is related to 
negative, adverse experiences throughout these women’s 
lives (Chaudhury et al., 2006; Heim et al., 2000; Jose et al., 
2000; Ramos et al., 1998), which could be a response to the 
violence they have suffered and the convergence of other 
traumatic experiences throughout their lives (Caldentey et al., 
2017; Lloréns et al., 2002). 

The results seem to indicate that not all stressful life 
events had an influence on the interviewees’ excessive con-
sumption of alcohol and drugs, and they provide relevant in-
formation with regard to what type of traumatic events may 
have a greater effect. In particular, physical and sexual assault 
seem to have had a greater impact on substance use, mainly 
when it occurs at an early age, as it had a greater effect then 
compared to when it occurs in adulthood (Cuijpers et al., 
2011; Echeburúa & Corral, 2006; Finkelhor, 1999; Grant et 
al., 2003; Grant et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2002; Young-Wolff 
et al., 2003). With regard to other types of events, although 
some studies have found that alcohol and drug use is related 
to the loss of people in the family environment (Melhem et 
al., 2008; Sandler et al., 2016), the death of a parent or child 

did not have an effect on substance use. Economic prob-
lems, which affected three out of every four women, were al-
so not connected to substance abuse, unlike the findings of 
other studies, which have linked this circumstance to exces-
sive consumption (Balk et al., 2009; Buzawa & Buzawa, 
2014; Vázquez & Panadero, 2016). In this regard, the gener-
alized situation of poverty in Nicaragua does not seem to be 
perceived as a stressor, although some studies have indicated 
that poverty and violence are closely related (Ellsberg et al., 
1999; Roca et al., 2019). Lastly, the reproduction of sub-
stance abuse behaviors from parents is not related to alcohol 
use, although it does seem to have affected drug use. 

Although this study contributes relevant information in 
terms of the factors associated with substance use in a devel-
oping country about which there are few prior studies, it also 
has several limitations. First, the type of substances used 
could be specified, as well as the time period during which 
the substance use occurred. Additionally, as this is a cross-
sectional study, it is difficult to compare the impact of stress-
ful life events experienced at different moments of develop-
ment. In this regard, according to Grant et al. (2003), the as-
sessment and interpretation of such events may have varied 
over time. It should also be noted that the conclusions can-
not be generalized to other contexts, although from a psy-
cho-social standpoint, substance use behaviors were studied 
in a sample that had suffered a great number of adverse ex-
periences, and it was determined which of these experiences 
predicted alcohol and drug abuse. This study also generates 
future lines of research: a more clinical approach related to 
the victims’ psychological health could be added, as could 
factors that help protect against stressful life events, such as 
the mediating role of social support or factors related to the 
participants’ personality or capacity for resilience. 
Overall, the results show that substance abuse, in addition to 
having a negative effect on healing processes under the espe-
cially adverse conditions these women have experienced, is 
mainly related to physical and sexual violence experienced in 
childhood. These findings contribute important information 
given the absence of studies in developing countries, where 
the impact of violence on the victims is unknown (Ellsberg 
& Emmelin, 2014). In this context, the issue is even more 
complex, as there are no support mechanisms that work with 
women and girls who have suffered different types of abuse, 
such that said substance abuse could result in victims’ declin-
ing psychological and physical health (Rincón et al., 2004). 
Additionally, substance use increases their vulnerability for 
suffering from further violence (Feingold et al., 2015), mainly 
when said substance use becomes a coping mechanism used 
to alleviate memories associated with especially adverse ex-
periences (Caldentey et al., 2017; Heim et al., 2000; Lloréns 
et al., 2002; Ramos et al., 1998), making it difficult to embark 
upon recovery processes. 
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