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Abstract

This study explored the relationship between alcohol and substance use in the general
population during the early stages of COVID-19 as related to individual, family, and
community stressors. A convenience sample of adults who resided in the USA and
Canada was utilized. An online survey was conducted. Over one-third of the sample
reported utilizing alcohol and substances as a means to cope during the pandemic. A
linear regression revealed that use of social media as a source of information, being
personally affected by COVID-19, experiencing child care challenges, and not being
associated with a religious community were related to increased likeliness for alcohol
and/or substance use. Future research should explore these concepts further within the
general population.
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The COVID-19 pandemic seriously impacted individuals, families, and communities world-
wide. Individual reactions to the pandemic are comparable to a traumatic event, disaster, or
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war (Galea et al., 2020; McLaren et al., 2020), with positive and negative forms of coping
emerging in everyday life. A trend of increased alcohol and/or substance use during the
COVID-19 pandemic has been identified (Ornell et al. 2020). In particular, alcohol sales have
been on the rise since March 2020 (Martin 2020).

In their lifetime, 8 out of 10 adults have utilized alcohol at some point, compared to 5 out of
10 adults who have utilized illicit drugs (NIDA 2019). Research has demonstrated that use of
substances and alcohol may represent a negative form of coping (Lagisetty et al. 2017; Ormell
et al. 2020; Schulte and Hser 2014). In particular, increased alcohol and/or substance use is
related to disasters (Bonanno et al. 2007; Galea et al. 2020), exposure to violence (Hotton et al.
2019, Rougemont-Biicking et al. 2017), and traumatic events (Berenz et al. 2016; Hansen et al.
2020; Moller et al. 2013; North et al. 2002; Read et al. 2014; Sheerin et al. 2016; Walker et al.
2020; Williams et al. 2015). However, increased alcohol and/or substance use may only
represent an acute solution and not represent a long-term coping solution (SAMSHA 2020).
Generalized stress, behavioral stressors, or feeling overwhelmed are also related to increased
alcohol and/or substance use (Brinstrom and Pachankis 2018; Hassel et al. 2013; Lin et al.
2020; Sola et al. 2019). As noted by Wand et al. (2020), feeling overwhelmed may also be
representative or symptomatic of several different types of mental health issues, such as
depression, anxiety, or suicidal ideation. Hence, it may be worth exploring how feeling
overwhelmed is related to alcohol and/or substance use during a pandemic in a non-clinical
population.

Other types of stressors may also be related to alcohol and/or substance use. Daily stressors
such as comorbid health conditions, lack of access to medical care, employment, and finances
have been found to be related to use of substances and alcohol (Ford 2014; Moller et al. 2013;
Neupert et al. 2017). Family related stressors have also been linked to alcohol and/or substance
use, such as the presence of children in the home and/or concerns about childcare (Chan and
Trant 2018; Rougemont-Biicking et al. 2017).

Social media has the potential to connect individuals with others, disseminate news, or
inform users about current or upcoming trends (Vel et al. 2015). In its various forms, social
media also has the potential to be invasive and overwhelming due to constant coverage of
events and the asynchronous nature of communication (Banerjee 2020; Vel et al. 2015;
Wiederhold 2020). In addition, information conveyed via social media also has the potential
to amplify and spread anxiety through emotional contagion during crises or mass traumas
(Goodwin et al. 2018), which is one way it may differ from traditional media coverage.

Numerous studies examining the relationship between traditional media exposure and
increased psychological distress have found links between the two. For example, increased
exposure to traumatic television content via the media has been linked with anxiety among
Israeli respondents (Bodas et al. 2015) and among Chinese adolescents 6 months after an
earthquake in Sichuan (Yeung et al. 2018). More recently, however, attention has turned to
evaluating the relationship of social media use on mental health and well-being of users within
the general population during crises.

Comparing individuals who followed the coverage of Hurricane Sandy via traditional media
sources to those who followed the same event through social media accounts, Goodwin et al. (2013)
found that stress responses were significantly higher in those who learned about the hurricane
primarily through social media. Researchers suggest that these findings may reflect the extent to
which emotional contagion promotes the spread of anxiety via different forms of social media
(Goodwin et al. 2013). Similar research was conducted to evaluate the impact of social media use on
sleep difficulties among Parisians following the 2015 Paris terrorist attacks. Social media use (i.e.,
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Facebook, Twitter, and Youtube) was found to have a significant association with increases in
insomnia among study participants (Goodwin et al. 2018).

While these studies did not explore users’ means of coping with the increased symptoms of
anxiety and insomnia, the findings do suggest that additional exploration about the impact of social
media use during crises is warranted (SAMHSA 2020), as well as the fact that individuals with
insomnia are known to be at increased risk for substance misuse (NIDA 2020). In addition, while
other research has documented the relationship between alcohol and/or substance use and use of
social media (Erevik et al. 2020; Lyers et al. 2020), little is known about the relationship between
social media and negative coping—for example, via alcohol or other substance use—during a global
pandemic, particularly within the general population (Wiederhold 2020).

In addition to exploring the potential use of alcohol and other substances as a means of coping,
the factors that might prevent such use also warrant exploration. Individuals who are active in
religion are less likely to utilize alcohol and other substances (Lo et al. 2012). Arthur et al. (2002)
identified religiosity as one of the factors protecting adolescents from substance use and other
negative outcomes in their Communities That Care framework. Hence, it may be worthwhile to
further examine the role of religiosity in relation to the use of alcohol and other substances.

One limitation of previous research about alcohol and/or substance use is that it has
primarily focused on clinical samples, individuals with a defined disorder, or a specialized
sample (e.g., people convicted of a crime, college students); general community samples are
needed to determine ways in which alcohol and substances are utilized as a means to cope. The
purpose of this study was to examine behavioral adaptation and coping through the utilization
of alcohol and/or substances during the COVID-19 pandemic by adults in the USA and
Canada. More specifically, this study seeks to explore the association of behavioral stressors,
general stressors, social media, and religious affiliation with the use of alcohol and/or
substances in the general population.

Methods

This study involved an anonymous, cross sectional survey administered online through Qualtrics
Survey Software. Institutional Review Board approval was secured prior to survey distribution. As
noted by Wang et al. (2021), data were collected in June 2020 and targeted adults living in Canada
and the United States (US). Informed consent was provided in the introduction of the survey, and
completion of the survey was considered consent for participation. The survey was completely
anonymous as no personal identifiers, including names, email addresses, and/or IP addresses, were
captured for any individuals. Survey completion took about 10 min or less.

Participants were recruited through convenience and snowball sampling, utilizing re-
searchers’ personal contacts, social media, and personal and professional networks. There
were additional efforts made to reach underrepresented populations and geographic areas by
inviting known contacts from those communities to share the survey.

The survey consisted of thirty researcher-constructed items using a six-point Likert-type
scale. The items asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement to statements
concerning the COVID-19 outbreak (1= strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree): “I felt
overwhelmed by the amount of information available about the Covid-19 outbreak™; “I was
personally affected by the virus itself (e.g., personal contracted the virus, knowing people who
have died, knowing many people in my community affected), “I experienced challenges
related to medical care during the COVID-19 outbreak - medical care”; “I experienced
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challenges related to medical care during the COVID-19 outbreak — childcare”; “I experienced
challenges related to medical care during the COVID-19 outbreak - financial”; “I used the
following as a source of information on the COVID-19 outbreak — Social media™; “I felt
prepared for the COVID-19 outbreak™; and “The following were a source of support to me
during the COVID-19 outbreak — Religious Community”. The main dependent variable was
the response to “The following were a source of support to me during the Covid-19 outbreak: -
Alcohol and substances”.

Respondents were also asked to provide various demographic including age, gender
identity, race and ethnicity, political ideology identification, educational attainment, number
of children living in the home, age categories of children living in the home, number of adults
living in the home, state/province, and their geographic setting.

Results

A total of 1405 people from Canada and the USA responded to this survey. Representation
from all fifty states, District of Columbia, and English-speaking Canada (all ten provinces
except Quebec) was obtained. The vast majority of the sample identified as female (82.6%),
and White (77.9%). The largest groups of the sample identified as having moderately liberal
political views (40.2%), and having a Master’s degree as their highest level of education
(33.3%). The average number of children of respondents was 1.68 (SD = 1.68; range from 0 to
6), and the average age of respondents was 43.04 (SD =24.09; range 18 to 86). Table 1
displays the full demographics of the sample.

Over one-third of the sample reported utilizing alcohol and/or substances as a source of
support (n =415, 37.5%). On average, individuals were more likely to report utilizing social
media as a source of information and felt overwhelmed by the amount of information
available. Bivariate analyses of the alcohol and/or substance use variable was conducted
across all other study variables. A regression model was built both theoretically on the existing
literature and empirically with bivariate relationships.

A two-stage, hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the
factors related to alcohol and/or substance use during the COVID crisis (See Table 2). The
predictors in the final model explained 8.5% of the variance in the level of agreement with the
statement about alcohol and/or substance use. A total of eight factors (i.e., felt prepared for the
COVID-19 outbreak, used social media as a source of information, personally affected by the
virus, experienced medical care challenges during COVID, experienced childcare challenges
during COVID, experienced financial challenges during COVID, felt overwhelmed by the
amount of information, religious community was a source of support) were entered into the
model, with age being controlled for in the model. Four factors were significantly related to a
higher level of agreement with alcohol and/or substance use (i.e., higher use of social media,
affected more personally by COVID, more likely to experience childcare challenges during
COVID, and less likely to be associated with a religious community) after controlling for age.

Discussion

The results of this study provide important insight as to alcohol and/or substance use as a
means to cope during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The factors that contributed
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Table 1 Demographics of the sample

Demographic N

x_ (SD)/%

Age 43.04 (24.09)
Number of children 1.68 (0.97)
Gender identity

Female 1154 82.6

Male 227 16.2

Other 17 1.21
Race/ethnicity*

American Indian/First Nations 11 75

Asian 41 2.8

Black or African-American 128 8.7

Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin 97 6.6

Middle Eastern or North African 17 1.7

Native Hawaiian of other Pacific Islander 6 41

White 1138 77.9

Other 27 1.8
Education

Less than HS diploma 1 .07

HS diploma or GED 316 22.6

Associate’s degree 100 7.2

Bachelor’s degree 320 22.9

Master’s degree 466 333

Doctoral degree or PhD 195 14.0
I felt prepared for the COVID-19 outbreak 2.50 (1.59)
Used social media as a source of information 4.53 (1.60)
I was personally affected by the virus itself 3.37 (1.94)
Experienced childcare challenges 3.46 (1.87)
Experienced medical care challenges 2.89 (2.19)
Experienced financial challenges 3.38 (1.91)
I felt overwhelmed by the amount of information available 4.17 (1.61)
Religious community was a source of support to me 3.51(1.88)
Alcohol and substances were a source of support to me 2.55(1.71)
*More than one option could be selected
Table 2 Hierarchical regression analysis of predictors of adapting/coping well to COVID
Predictors Model 1 Model 2

B B

Age - .01 .04
Felt prepared - .06
Information source

Social Media 145

Personally affected A1*
Challenges in crisis

Medical Care - .08

Childcare 6%

Financial —.01

Overwhelmed by info - .18
Source of support

Religious community — 5%k
R? .002 085k
R? change + 083k

n =1075, *p <0.05, **p =<0.005
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to higher reported alcohol and/or substance use were higher use of social media as a source of
information, affected more personally by COVID, more likely to experience childcare chal-
lenges during COVID, and less likely to be associated with a religious community.

Over one-third of the sample agreed that they utilized alcohol and/or substances as way to
cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. This is similar to the results found by Ormell et al. (2020)
and Panagiotidis et al. (2020) that alcohol and substances are being utilized during the
COVID-19 pandemic as a possible means to cope. As this may represent a negative form of
coping (Lagisetty et al. 2017; Ornell et al. 2020; Schulte and Hser 2014), this may be worth
exploring further by determining frequency and amount of alcohol and/or substances being
utilized. As the regression only explained 8.5% of the variance for alcohol and/or substance
use, this suggests that what we know of use during the pandemic is multi-dimensional and
multi-faceted. As the majority of the sample was female, it would be interesting to examine the
results in greater detail as it may impact use and the factors that are related to it.

Higher utilization of social media was related to higher alcohol and/or substance use. These
findings are consistent with previous research that has examined a definitive diagnosis of a
substance use disorder with use of social media (Erevik et al. 2020; Lyers et al. 2020). Moreno
et al. (2016) noted that social media conveys messages about the acceptability regarding the
types and amount of alcohol and/or substance use that may be acceptable. Similar to
Wiederhold (2020), this study seeks to explore alcohol and substances as a means to cope,
but within the content of the general population. Future research could examine the frequency
and amount of past and present use, as well as types of alcohol and/or substances. Addition-
ally, the social media platform, the type of content being viewed, and quantity of its use should
also be explored in greater depth. Previous research has explored the potential for social media
platforms to amplify and spread emotional contagion during crises (Goodwin et al. 2018),
thereby increasing emotional distress among users. It is possible that information about the
pandemic was also garnered from social media; hence, higher social media usage may equate
to more information gathered, potentially leading to alcohol and/or substance use as a means of
coping with the information overload or increased anxiety resulting from emotional contagion.

Personal and family stressors were also found to be related to use of alcohol and substances in
this sample. Being personally affected by COVID-19 and being concerned about child care were
found to be related to increase use of alcohol and substances. Being personally affected may be
symbolic of trauma, complicated grief, or represent a generalized stressor; all of which are related to
alcohol and/or substance use (Berenz et al. 2016; Branstrom and Pachankis 2018; Hansen et al.
2020; Hassel et al. 2013; Lin et al. 2020; Moller et al. 2013; North et al. 2002; Read et al. 2014; Sola
etal. 2019; Sheerin et al. 2016; Walker et al. 2020; Williams et al. 2015). This relationship should be
examined further to determine how being affected personally, such as individually being diagnosed
with COVID, being at high risk for COVID, or knowing others who are at risk or who have been
diagnosed, is related to use of alcohol and substances. It could be posited that this represents a multi-
dimensional concept that a single-item question only briefly measures.

Other types of stressors may also be related to alcohol and/or substance use. Daily stressors such
as health, access to medical care, employment, and finances have been found to be related to use of
substances and alcohol (Ford 2014; Moller et al. 2013; Neupert et al. 2017). Family-related stressors
have also been linked to alcohol and/or substance use, such as the presence of children in the home
and/or concerns about access to childcare (Chan and Trant 2018; Rougemont-Biicking et al. 2017).
Finally, individuals who did not belong to a religious community were more likely to utilize alcohol
and drugs. Combined together, these stressors highlight that individual, family, and/or community
factors may be related to the use of alcohol and other substances in the general population.
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Limitations

This study utilized a convenience sample. Although this limits the degree to which the findings
can be generalized, it represents an opportunity to examine alcohol and/or substance use in the
community, unlike previous samples that have mainly utilized clinical samples or specific
groups. Research has only begun to explore alcohol and/or substance use in the general
population during the pandemic; perhaps this study contributes to knowledge base about this
critical concern. Also, as the majority of the sample was female, it is possible that the stigma
regarding women and substance use might have impacted the responses. This represents an
area that should be explored further.

Only single-item measures were utilized for each variable. Thus the frequency of use and type of
substance use is unknown. The item to assess alcohol and/or substance use may be subject to self-
report bias by individuals in the survey as no formal definition was provided. Additionally, our
design precluded the ability to assess change in use due to COVID-19, or if individuals’ substance
use remained constant before and during COVID-19. While this may be seen as limiting, it does
allow for the exploration of several different concepts. The results of the study represent an
exploration of many areas, and highlight concepts should be examined further. However, what
we do know from this study is that a certain segment of the sample uses substances for coping,
which helps inform maladaptive coping during stressors. This type of measurement is also
representative of what many practitioners may utilize as a form of screening to determine potential
issues or risk factors.

Limited demographic data was available for each individual. Marital status was not
assessed in the study, nor was the total amount of individuals living within the home or
having children (regardless of presence within the home). Personal data about the individual is
also not captured, such as a mental health diagnosis (e.g., depression or anxiety). Each of these
factors may represent additional stress factors that should be taken into account when
examining alcohol and/or substance use.

Finally, the study did include individuals from the USA and Canada as part of the sample. We
recognize that both countries have responded to COVID-19 in different ways. However, the
pandemic is a worldwide phenomenon, and regardless of location, individuals are resourcing
information and reacting to it within their own personal way. Future studies should explore the
differences between residents of the USA and Canada for their utilization of alcohol and substances.

Implications for Practice

Overall, the findings from this study suggest that there is a need to assess use of alcohol and
substances in all populations, particularly those not in a clinical setting. Use of alcohol and
substances may represent a negative form of coping; the impact of personal or family stressors
and/or a traumatic experience, such as the pandemic, may cause some individuals to utilize
substances more than others. Practitioners are encouraged to assess who is at risk, especially
those who have personal or family stressors.

However, one limitation is the potential decrease in accessibility of assessment and referral
caused by the pandemic and subsequent shutdowns. SAMHSA has funded the development of the
Screening, Brief Intervention, and Referral to Treatment (SBIRT) assessment protocol, intended to
universally screen for substance use issues (Inman et al. 2020; Levy et al. 2020). This model has
largely been employed in medical settings, such as primary care and emergency rooms, in an effort
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to capture as many people as possible (Davoudi and Rawson 2010). Not only has the pandemic
limited the face to face availability of these outlets, the accompanying economic fallout has resulted
in many losing employment, and therefore their medical insurance, in the USA. Thus, as use of
substances as a coping mechanism has risen, the safeguard of universal screening for problems has
become more limited. An area of focus for practice will be to train clinicians in the use of SBIRT
online while identifying additional avenues for universal implementation, perhaps through the use
of social media. Boudreaux et al. (2015) demonstrated the potential in such practice. In addition, as
has been suggested by Goodwin et al. (2018) previously, public health officials and clinicians might
consider creating anxiety-mediating interventions that target social media users during times of
crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, in an effort to curtail the spread of emotional contagion
and/or to promote healthy coping among social media users.

Overall, this study was able to demonstrate that the general population is utilizing alcohol
and substances, potentially as a means of coping with the pandemic. External stressors, such as
the use of social media, and internal stressors, such as being personally affected, were related
to use. This topic deems further exploration to determine magnitude and depth of use, as well
as exploring other factors related to alcohol and/or substance use during the pandemic.
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