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Abstract
The primary practice adopted to reduce Covid-19 contamination is social distancing (SD). 
SD had significant consequences on alcohol/drug use, quality of life, and psychosocial 
aspects. In the university community specifically, SD produces a collective traumatic event 
with changes in the work routine by the suspension of presence. This study aims to identify 
and analyze the associations of increased alcohol and marijuana consumption on the qual-
ity of life and psychosocial aspects of the university community (students, professors, and 
technical and administrative staff) at a Brazilian public university during SD due to Covid-
19 pandemic. This descriptive and cross-sectional study used an online questionnaire to 
obtain information from 2790 university community participants. Data were analyzed using 
IBM SPSS Statistics version 22. The analysis included descriptive associations performed 
using Spearman’s correlation coefficient and p < 0.05 was taken as statistically significant. 
The participants’ majority was 62% female, 95.4% students, 73% were 17–25 years old, 
33.4% had income between 1 and 3 minimum wage, and 48% of the university commu-
nity “totally adhered to SD.” The increased alcohol consumption during SD was associated 
with a worsening in quality of life (p = 0.001), health satisfaction (p = 0.015), the meaning 
of life (p = 0.040), ability to concentrate (p = 0.001), satisfaction with yourself (p = 0.029), 
and frequency of negative feelings (p = 0.001); in contrast, increased alcohol use improved 
satisfaction with peer support (p = 0.042), as well as increased marijuana use improved sat-
isfaction with sex life (p < 0.001). The increased alcohol use was higher in women (30.5%) 
than in men (26.7%) and was negatively associated with more quality of life and psycho-
social aspects among women than men. Students were the segment that presented the 
highest frequency of associations with increased alcohol and/or marijuana use in the three 
domains analyzed. This study innovated by associating increased alcohol and/or marijuana 
use with worsening quality of life and psychosocial aspects rather than evaluating them 
apart. Future studies must identify whether this association between increased alcohol use, 
mainly, and the worsening quality of life and psychosocial aspects during the SD period 
is maintained or improved with the return to face-to-face activities at the university, with 
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particular attention to women and students. Psychologists and other mental health profes-
sionals should be called upon to develop interventions to meet emerging mental health 
needs.

Keywords Covid-19 · Social distancing · Alcohol use · Marijuana use · Quality of life · 
Psychosocial aspects · University community

The new coronavirus disease (Covid-19) pandemic, which began in March 2020, quickly 
spread worldwide, forcing authorities to determine different containment actions to prevent 
contagion (Chams et al., 2020). Initially, with the absence of a vaccine and effective drugs, 
non-pharmacological measures, such as hand hygiene, masks, social distancing (SD), and 
disinfection of environments, were indicated as the best conduct. However, preventive 
measures were not standardized, resulting in different epidemiological scenarios spread 
worldwide (Houvèssou et al., 2021) .

In February 2020, Brazil declared Covid-19 a national public health emergency, and the 
first case was identified at the end of the same month. In the following months, the country 
registered one of the highest increases in the contamination rate in the world. The Minis-
try of Health forwarded a few guidelines and actions; in April 2020, the Federal Supreme 
Court determined that the states had autonomy and competence to implement SD proce-
dures (De Souza et al., 2020) after a lawsuit that required the independence of the federa-
tive entities of Brazil, as provided in the Federal Constitution.

The Brazilian Federal District (DF) followed the complete recommendations of the 
World Health Organization, decreeing the SD on March 11, 2020. The SD consists of 
restricting community interaction that may include infected but not yet identified and there-
fore not isolated persons; in common sense, SD is confused with social isolation, which 
refers to the separation of infected people from uninfected ones to reduce the risk of dis-
ease transmission (Aquino et al., 2020; Bezerra et al., 2020).

The SD impacted in an unprecedented way the activities in the entire education net-
work, including universities. The Universidade de Brasília (UnB), located in the DF, which 
is the largest and leading university in the Central-West region (among five) of Brazil, pub-
lic, and is the fifth public university with the largest number of students and one of the ten 
most relevant concerning research and scientific publications in the country, suspended the 
academic calendar, directly impacting more than 53,000 people who are part of the univer-
sity community composed of students, professors, and technical and administrative staff. 
The academic calendar retakes only on August 17, 2020, with all activities in an online 
format (UnB, 2020).

The SD produces a collective traumatic event in contexts where social coexistence is inher-
ent to the activities developed, as in university communities. The way of functioning of aca-
demic activities, the social relationships, and the dynamics of work has undergone profound 
changes by the suspension of presence (Charles et al., 2021;  Copeland et al., 2021; Eleftheriou 
et al., 2021;  Holm-Hadulla et al., 2021;  Mukhtar, 2020; Son et al., 2020;  Wang et al., 2020).

The main consequences observed due to SD were related to mental health and use of 
alcohol and other drugs, and their impact on quality of life (Been et al., 2021; UNODC, 
2020). Several studies reported the increasing occurrence of mental health disorders such 
as stress, depression, and anxiety during SD (Bhattacharjee & Acharya, 2020; Hossain 
et al., 2020;  Huang & Zhao, 2020). The scientific literature also reveals that alcohol and 
other drug use during SD may be related to the incidence of these mental health disorders 
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(Gavurova et al., 2020;  Martínez-Vélez et al., 2021) , as well as negatively impacting the 
quality of life—defined as an individual’s perception of his/her position in life in the con-
text of the culture in which he/she lives and regarding his/her goals, expectations, stand-
ards, and concerns (World Health Organization, 1995).

A Brazilian cross-sectional community-based online survey identified a high prevalence 
of depression, anxiety, and impaired quality of life during the first wave of the Covid-19 
pandemic (Vitorino et al., 2021); the same results were also identified in Portugal, showing 
that the mental health and quality of life of the Portuguese population were also impaired 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, mainly affecting women, low educated individuals, and 
older persons (Vieira & Meirinhos, 2021). Alcohol and other drug use and their impact on 
quality of life during the SD period was observed in a study carried out in Italy; more than 
half of the cohort reported reduced quality of life during Covid-19 SD, and the analysis 
showed a negative correlation between perceived quality of life and reported craving (Mar-
tinotti et al., 2020). Also, among those with substance use disorders, stress, negative mood, 
and craving could expose them to relapse and dropout from treatment (Panlilio et  al., 
2019). A systematic review identified the most common sociodemographic characteristics 
associated with mental distress, such as female gender, younger age group (≤ 40  years), 
presence of chronic/psychiatric illnesses, unemployment, student status, and frequent expo-
sure to social media/news concerning (Xiong et al., 2020).

Considering the impacts caused by the abrupt disruption of routine at UnB, character-
ized by constant social contact and the typical daily life of a university community, addi-
tional challenges were identified. When the activities at the university returned to the 
online modality after being suspended, the socioeconomic barriers became evident, reveal-
ing the different existing contexts. This unfavorable situation of anguish and uncertainty 
may trigger worrying behaviors, such as increased use of alcohol and other drugs, impact-
ing the quality of life and psychosocial aspects of the university community that needs to 
be understood.

In this sense, this study aims to identify and analyze the association of increased alco-
hol and marijuana consumption on the quality of life and psychosocial aspects of students, 
professors, and technical and administrative staff at a Brazilian public university during SD 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Method

Pre‑post Design

This is a descriptive and cross-sectional study carried out on a sample weighted by post-
stratification by gender (female and male) and segment (students, professors, and technical 
and administrative staff) of the UnB community, which is representative of both (gender 
and segment). Students (undergraduate and graduate), professors, and technical and admin-
istrative staff of the UnB who were older than 18 years old were eligible to participate in 
the study.

Setting, Approach, and Procedures

The UnB has 53,657 people distributed across four campuses, including 47,672 students, 
3198 technical and administrative workers, and 2787 professors (DPO, 2017). The creation 
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of the UnB between 1956 and 1967 is contemporaneous with the construction of Brasilia, 
the new DF. The idea of building a university in the new capital of the country was justified 
by the argument that the center of power should have on the cultural level, the equivalent of 
what was displayed on the architectural or urban level; the university would correspond to 
the innovative challenge that the city of Brasília represented in the Brazilian urban scenario 
(Bomeny, 2016). In recent years, the university has been facing an exponential increase in 
mental health disorders, suicide attempts, and suicide deaths—which was severely aggra-
vated by the Covid-19 pandemic—motivating the university’s higher administration to 
establish in 2019 the Directorate of Health Care for the University Community (DASU), 
aimed at carrying out health promotion actions, studies, and intervention on mental health 
and use of alcohol and other drugs in the university community.

The data collection took place entirely online from March 1 to May 1, 2021, when SD 
was in full force as one of the primary measures to face the pandemic adopted in Bra-
zil. The UnB had all its face-to-face activities, including classes, suspended and conducted 
remotely. The personal database of all university community was obtained (name, gender, 
e-mail, telephone, institutional affiliation, and position) and everyone received by e-mail 
the link to access the questionnaire, which should be answered online through the Google 
Form Platform upon acceptance of the Informed Consent Form. In addition, the research 
was widely disseminated through the university’s social medias and by the students and 
professors of the research team, encouraging the participation of the university community.

The questionnaire was composed of 57 questions divided into four sections: (1) soci-
odemographic data (gender, segment—students, professors, and technical and administra-
tive staff—age, income, race, whom you live?, marital status, and children), (2) alcohol and 
other drug use, (3) quality of life, and (4) occupational roles. The questionnaire construction 
was based on instruments validated in Brazil, such as Alcohol, Cigarette, and Other Sub-
stance Use Screening Test (ASSIST) (Henrique et al., 2004) , WHOQOL-Bref of the World 
Health Organization (WHO) (Fleck et al., 2000) , and the Occupational Roles Identification 
List (Cordeiro et al., 2007) , being used for this study only the data from Sects. 1, 2, and 3.

The alcohol and other drugs’ section of the questionnaire was composed of questions 
about which drugs among the substances listed the participant had already used in his/
her life; which drugs he/she had used in the last year (in the context of the pandemic); the 
frequency of consumption (never/1 or 2 times/monthly/weekly/daily or almost every day); 
the problems (health/social/legal/financial) due to consumption; the impediments to doing 
things due to consumption; and whether the consumption and the problems/impediments 
to doing things due to use during the pandemic had increased, decreased, or remained the 
same as before the pandemic. For the quality-of-life section, the WHOQOL-Bref instru-
ment was used in its full version, which has response options on a Likert scale of intensity; 
only the verified period of “last two weeks” was replaced by “in the last year” (during the 
pandemic). As was done in the alcohol and other drugs section, questions were added to 
measure whether those feelings reported during the pandemic had increased, decreased, or 
remained the same as before the pandemic.

Variables and Data Analysis

The sociodemographic variables were categorized and represented in terms of frequencies 
and percentages.

The variables of interest were the increase (before and during the pandemic) in alco-
hol and marijuana use according to the parameters—frequency; health, social, legal, or 
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financial problems; impediments to doing things—used by ASSIST (Henrique et  al., 
2004). The parameters analyzed were (i) increased frequency of consumption; (ii) 
increased health, social, legal, or financial problems due to increased consumption; and 
(iii) increased impediments to doing things due to increased consumption. These parame-
ters were associated with quality-of-life questions that comprise three of the five domains 
used by the WHOQOL-Bref instrument: general aspects (two questions), psychological 
domain (five questions), and social relations domain (three questions); therefore, the phys-
ical and environmental domains of the instrument were not used. The selected domains 
aimed to identify the impact of increased alcohol and marijuana consumption on the uni-
versity community’s quality of life and psychosocial aspects.

These associations were performed using Spearman’s correlation coefficient, considering a 
significance level of 5% (p < 0.05). The analyses were performed considering the general public 
of UnB and disaggregated by segment (students, professors, and technical and administrative 
staff) and gender (female and male). Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 22.

The Research Ethics Committee of the Universidade de Brasília approved the study (cer-
tificate number: 33499820.0.0000.8093. Available to consult at https:// plata forma brasil. saude. 
gov. br/ login. jsf). All participants individually signed the online Informed Consent Form (ICF).

Results

The sample was composed of 2790 respondents from the university community. Stu-
dents accounted for most of the responses (95.4%), and the female gender was higher 
(62%) in responses than the male gender. Regarding the age range, most participants 
(73%) were between 17 and 25  years old, the percentages of Whites were higher 
(51.9%) than Black/Pardo (Brazilians with varied ethnic ancestry), most declared to 
have income between 1 minimum wage (~ US$240.00) to 3 (33.4%), live with father 
and/or mother (65.2%), are single (81.2%), and have no children (89.2%; Table 1).

Adherence to Social Distancing

The estimate of percentage of the population who adhered to the SD was calculated 
from the sample of 2790 respondents, weighted by post-stratification by gender and 
segment (students, professors, and technical and administrative staff). In this case, the 
weight of each observation was the inverse of its selection probability. Overall, 48% 
of the university community totally adhered to SD, 44.6% partially adhered, and 7.5% 
did not adhere; 51% of the women and 46% of the men totally adhered. Regarding the 
segment, 61.1% of the technical and administrative staff, 47% of the students, and 
70.7% of the professors reported that they totally adhere to SD.

Increase in Alcohol and Marijuana Use During the Pandemic

Alcohol use was reported by 66.9% of the university community in their lifetime. Among 
the users, 28.6% increased their consumption during the pandemic, 35.7% maintained the 
same pattern, and 35.7% decreased. When analyzed by gender, 67.6% of the males and 
66.3% of the females had ever used alcohol. Among users, 26.7% of men and 30.5% of 
women increased consumption, 36.8% of men and 34.5% of women kept the same pattern, 
and 36.5% of men and 35.0% of women decreased.

https://plataformabrasil.saude.gov.br/login.jsf
https://plataformabrasil.saude.gov.br/login.jsf
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Regarding the segment, 66.3% of the students, 64.0% of the professors, and 75.4% of the 
technicians and administrative staff had already used alcohol once in their lifetime. Among 
the student users, 28.0% reported that their use increased, 33.8% maintained the same pat-
tern, and 38.2% decreased. Among the professors, 29.9% increased their use, 41.0% kept 
the same pattern, and 29.1% decreased. Finally, 33.7% increased use, 52.0% kept the same 
pattern, and 14.3% decreased among the technical and administrative users.

Table 1  Sociodemographic data 
of the university community 
participants (n = 2790), 2021

* 1 minimum wage is approx. US$ 240.00

N (%)

Gender
Female 1729 (62%)
Male 1061 (38/%)
You are:
Student 2662 (95.4%)
Technical and administrative 36 (1.3%)
Professor 92 (3.3%)
Age group
17 to 25 years old 2,036 (73%)
26 to 34 years old 407 (14.6%)
35 to 67 years or older 347 (12.4%)
Income
From 1 to 3 minimum  wages(*) 934 (33.4%)
From 3 to 5 minimum wages 494 (17.7%)
From 5 to 10 minimum wages 598 (21.4%)
From 10 to 20 minimum wages 546 (19.6%)
More than 20 minimum wages 218 (7.8%)
Racial group
White 1449 (51.9%)
Black (black and “pardo”) 1291 (46.2%)
Yellow/Asian 42 (1.5%)
Indigenous 8 (0.3%)
Whom do you live with?
With my father and/or my mother 1818 (65.2%)
With my spouse 374 (13.4%)
With other family members or friends 235 (8.4%)
With my spouse and my father and/or mother 30 (1.1%)
Alone 202 (7.2%)
Another 131 (4.7%)
The relationship you are in
Single 2266 (81.2%)
Married/spouse/stable union 487 (17.5%)
Widowed/divorced/separated 37 (1.3%)
Do you have children?
No 2489 (89.2%)
Yes, I have 1 child 142 (5.1%)
Yes, I have 2 children 106 (3.8%)
Yes, I have 3 or more children 53 (1.9%)
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The use of marijuana was reported by 36.4% of the university community in their life-
time. Among the users, 16.2% increased their consumption during the pandemic, 53.9% 
maintained the same pattern, and 29.9% decreased. Analyzing by gender, 37.9% of men and 
34.9% of women had used marijuana once in their lifetime. Among users, 16.3% of men 
and 16.2% of women increased consumption in the pandemic; 56.6% of men and 51.1% of 
women maintained the same pattern, and 27.1% of men and 32.7% of women decreased.

Regarding the segment, 36.7% of the students, 32.9% of the professors, and 36.2% of 
the technicians and administrative staff have used marijuana once in their lifetime. Among 
the student users, 17.6% reported that their use increased during the pandemic, 49.3% 
maintained the same pattern, and 33.1% decreased. Among professor users, 8.0% reported 
that their use increased during the pandemic, 69.0% maintained the same pattern, and 23% 
reduced. Finally, 5.4% reported increased use among technical and administrative users 
during the pandemic, and 94.6% maintained the same pattern.

Increased Alcohol and Marijuana Use During the Pandemic and the Association 
with the Quality of life and Psychosocial Aspects

We specifically analyzed the responses regarding increased alcohol and marijuana use of 
1892 (67.8%) participants who answered “yes” to the question: Have you ever used any of 
the following substances in your life without a prescription? (tobacco products, alcoholic 
beverages, marijuana, cocaine, crack, amphetamines, ecstasy, inhalants, hypnotics, seda-
tives, hallucinogens, opioids, or others).

The results were presented following the separation by domain proposed by the WHO-
QOL-Bref—general aspects, psychological domain, and social relations domain—and the 
associations of the questions in each domain by segment and gender.

General Aspects (Table 2)

This analysis included questions about the general perceived quality of life and satisfaction with 
health.

It was observed that the increase in the frequency of alcohol use is associated with a 
decrease in the perception of quality of life and in the satisfaction with health among the 
university community in general (p = 0.001; p = 0.015, respectively), professors (p = 0.024; 
p = 0.028, respectively), students (p = 0.003; p = 0.041, respectively), and the female popu-
lation (p < 0.001; p = 0.010, respectively).

Psychological Domain (Table 3)

This domain comprised questions about how much the participant enjoyed life, how 
meaningful life was, how much they could concentrate, satisfaction with physical 
appearance, satisfaction with oneself, and the frequency of negative feelings.

The data analysis observed that low life enjoyment is associated with increased alco-
hol use among professors (p = 0.028) and marijuana use among technicians (p = 0.043). 
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Low perceived meaning in life is associated with increased alcohol consumption in the 
general community (p = 0.040) and the male population (p = 0.032). Decreased ability to 
concentrate is associated with increased alcohol consumption in the general community 
(p = 0.001), among technicians (p = 0.006), students (p = 0.003), and both genders (female: 
p = 0.017; male: p = 0.040). Dissatisfaction with oneself is associated with increased alco-
hol consumption in the general community (p = 0.029), among professors (p = 0.034), and 
among males (p = 0.027). Finally, it was also found that the worsening frequency of nega-
tive feelings is associated with an increased frequency of alcohol use in the general com-
munity (p = 0.001), among students (p = 0.007), and among females (p = 0.004).

Social Relations Domain (Table 4)

This domain comprised questions about how satisfied the participant was with their social 
relationships, sex life, and the support they received from friends.

The increased frequency of alcohol use among technicians is associated with lower 
satisfaction with their personal relationships (p = 0.005), and among professors, it is 
associated with lower satisfaction with their sex lives (p = 0.023). In contrast, increased 
frequency of marijuana use is associated with improved sex lives in the general commu-
nity (p < 0.001), among students (p < 0.001), and both genders (female: p = 0.009; male: 
p = 0.010). Increased frequency of alcohol use is associated with improved satisfaction with 
support from friends in the general community (p = 0.042) and among students (p = 0.017).

Discussion

The sociodemographic data of this study reveal that the sample is characterized primarily 
by women (62%), students (95.4%), single (81.2%), and with an income of 1 to 3 minimum 
wages (33.4%). Only 7.5% of the university community did not adhere at all to the SD meas-
ures, indicating that the findings are quite representative of the impact of social withdrawal; 
the women (51%) and the professors (70.7%) “adhered totally” more to SD than men (46%) 
and the other two segments (61.1% of the technical and 47% of the students). Such data 
indicates that more affected groups were reached regarding, for example, the overburdening 
of women’s occupational roles, the limitations of access to health services, housing condi-
tions, and technological equipment (computers and Internet), which are determining aspects 
of the quality of the experience during SD and carrying out online activities. A study with 
more than 45,000 Brazilian respondents pointed out decreased family income (55%), pres-
ence of feelings of sadness (40%) and anxiety (52%), and that 13.9% of people who sought 
health services did not get it, which reinforces the need to carefully observe the most vulner-
able population groups in order to propose practical care actions (Almeida et al., 2021).

Regarding alcohol use in the university community in general, the percentages were the 
same (35.7%) between those who maintained the same consumption pattern as before the 
pandemic and those who decreased. The same was observed regarding the use of mari-
juana, in which the majority (53.9%) maintained the same pattern as before the pandemic. 
The percentage of women who increased their use of alcohol (30.5%) was higher than that 
of men (26.7%), whereas the percentage of women who decreased their use of marijuana 
(32.7%) was higher than that of men (27.1%). Among the segments, most professors and 
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technicians maintained the same pattern of alcohol consumption as before the pandemic 
(41.0% and 52.0%, respectively), as was the case with marijuana in the three segments ana-
lyzed. On the other hand, most students reduced their alcohol consumption (38.2%).

Among the major psychosocial impacts, the literature highlights a change in the pattern 
of alcohol and other drug consumption in this period of SD, which may increase vulner-
ability and exposure to risks (Been et al., 2021; Betzler et al., 2022; Charles et al., 2021;  
Gavurova et  al., 2020;  Palamar & Acosta, 2021; Rolland et  al., 2020; UNODC, 2021). 
Regarding women, both younger (Graupensperger et al., 2021a)  and in midlife (Lunnay 
et al., 2021), the literature has identified an increase in the pattern of alcohol consumption 
during the SD period. The studies suggest that the increased frequency of alcohol use is 
a gendered issue, with women feeling the effects of the pandemic in different and more 
pronounced ways relative to men (Giurge et al., 2021;  Biddle et al., 2020) . Previous stud-
ies have already shown that women typically consume alcohol to cope with loneliness and 
unhappiness, and to reduce stress (Miller et al., 2018; Meyer et al., 2019) .

Even though the results of the present study have found lower percentages of alcohol use 
(66.7%) and higher of marijuana use (36.7%) among students in their lifetime when compared to 
the national survey (Brasil, 2010) conducted among Brazilian undergraduate students (88% and 
18.2%, respectively), they were the only segment that showed a greater percentage of decrease 
in alcohol use during the SD period. A very similar result was found in a study with American 
university students, in which only 10% self-reported that they had increased their alcohol use fre-
quency compared to before the pandemic, while nearly half reported decreasing their alcohol use 
(Graupensperger et al., 2021b) . These data support the understanding of the use of alcohol and 
other drugs associated with moments of pleasure, celebration, and coexistence among peers, and 
when there are restrictions that impact the occurrence of such events, as is the case of the SD, 
substance use loses its importance and its sense of happening (Graupensperger et al., 2021a) .

Among the university community in general, the increase in alcohol consumption was 
associated with a worsening in the quality of life and in the psychosocial aspects in six of the 
ten aspects evaluated in the three domains (quality of life in general, psychological, and social 
relationships). The literature almost unequivocally reports the impact of SD on the quality of 
life, substance use, mental health, and social relationships of populations in different coun-
tries and cultures. Considering specifically the university community, changes related to lack 
of academic support and adequate resources to support online learning, lack of interaction 
with peers, professors, and administrative technicians, stress, conflict in family dynamics 
during the pandemic, anxiety, and demotivation to attend classes have caused psychosocial 
impacts observed in several countries, especially considering undergraduate students as 
research subjects (Cao et al., 2020; Charles et al., 2021;  Huckins et al., 2020; Jacobson et al., 
2020; Liu et al., 2020;  Wang et al., 2020; Copeland et al., 2021). The literature also indi-
cates an elevation in feelings of loneliness, perceived stress, concern for one’s own and family 
members’ health, alcohol and other drug use, and mental health symptoms such as anxiety 
and depression during the SD period (Charles et al., 2021;  Horigian et al., 2021;  Son et al., 
2020). Indeed, it can be suggested that the stress generated by the SD measures, the modifica-
tion of academic activities, and the uncertainties generated by the pandemic, with a conse-
quent increase in alcohol consumption and health problems (such as anxiety and depression), 
caused a worsening in the perception of the quality of life of the university community.

On the other hand, for the university community in general and among students, the 
results show an improvement in “support from friends” associated with the increase in 
alcohol consumption, likewise an improvement in “sex life” associated with the increase 
in marijuana use for the university community in general, among students, and male 
and female audience. This increase in alcohol use positively associated with social and 
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supportive contexts of friends can be understood as sporadic pleasurable and relaxing 
moments adopted by the university community to cope with the difficult period of SD; 
however, increased alcohol consumption can be understood as a risk, especially among the 
most vulnerable population, such as those with previous mental health disorders and sub-
stance use disorder (Bendau et al., 2022; Bhattacharjee, & Acharya, 2020). The improve-
ment in “sex life” associated with marijuana use has been reported by the literature (Lynn 
et al., 2019;  Sun & Eisenberg, 2017) that shows a greater frequency of sexual activity and 
satisfaction among users than non-users, although more studies are needed to understand 
the influence of marijuana on sexual function (Wiebe & Just, 2019).

Regarding the segment and gender, only the technicians and the male audience did not 
present a worsening in the aspects of quality of life associated with the increase in alcohol 
and/or marijuana consumption; the women, in turn, had a higher frequency of worsening 
in quality of life and psychosocial aspects associated with increased alcohol use compared 
to men. Several studies show statistical similarities between increased alcohol consumption 
among men and women—in this study, as previously discussed, the percentage of women 
who increased their use of alcohol was higher than that of men—but men used to have the 
highest rates (Andrade, Duarte & Oliveira, 2010; Fundação Oswaldo Cruz (Fiocruz), 2020;  
Martínez-Vélez et al., 2021;  Tavolacci et al., 2016; Terra Junior et al., 2021;). A higher fre-
quency of worsening in quality of life and psychosocial aspects associated with increased 
alcohol use among women agreeing with other studies (Barros et al., 2022;  Eleftheriou et al., 
2021;  Herrera-Añazco et al., 2022;  Johnson et al., 2020)  and it may be associated with 
various dynamics linked to gender roles. With the dynamics of life restricted to homes, there 
has been an increase in domestic workload and family care, an increase in domestic violence 
(Brazilian Public Safety Forum, 2020), and a decrease in support network, as well as an 
increase in unemployment, which is higher among women than men in Brazil (IBGE, 2020). 
Another study also identified a rise in women’s workload during the pandemic due to the 
simultaneous care between work activity, home, and children (da Costa Lemos, de Oliveira 
Barbosa & Pinheiro Monzato, 2020), hindering the focus and the ability to concentrate 
only on the professional activity. Even women living alone showed signs of mental illness 
(Serafim et al., 2021). One hypothesis is that, in addition to the restricted support network at 
home, the concerns related to Covid-19 infection and the lack of prospects and uncertainties 
about the future would have caused more feelings of discomfort, distress, anxiety, and help-
lessness, mainly due to the greater involvement of women to instability in the labor market 
and increased unemployment among them (IBGE, 2020). In another study conducted with 
Brazilian college students that investigated the impact of gender and age on depressive symp-
tom patterns, it indicated that younger and female students were significantly more likely to 
have depression (De Sá, Liebel, & Andrade, 2019), possibly due to a combination of biologi-
cal and sociodemographic factors, as well as women’s specific gender roles and coping strate-
gies related to cognitive, emotional, and behavioral tools to deal with stressful situations. It 
exposes the vulnerability of this population beyond the changes and burdens in the family 
and caregiving context, further amplifying the processes generated by gender inequality.

Students were the segment that presented the highest frequency of associations with 
increased alcohol and/or marijuana use in the three domains analyzed, and in two aspects—
support from friends and sex life—these associations were positive for alcohol and for 
marijuana use, respectively, as previously discussed. These findings resemble those of other 
studies conducted with Chinese and American college students, which indicate increased 
levels of anxiety, depression, health concerns, and sleep routine problems during the SD 
period (Cao et al., 2020; Huang & Zhao, 2020; Liu et al., 2020;  Son et al., 2020). In addi-
tion, the decrease in social connection, the disruption of the activities experienced daily at 
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university, the concern with one’s learning in the online model, the worry regarding the 
time of training and insertion in the labor market, and the difficulty of establishing a new 
routine generate stress that may be related to the increase in alcohol and marijuana con-
sumption (Barros et al., 2022). A study conducted by Chegg Organization (2021) evidenced 
that 76% of Brazilian undergraduate students had negative impacts on their mental health. It 
was the highest rate among the 21 countries evaluated in the research, including Japan, Can-
ada, and the USA. Of these Brazilian students, 87% responded that there was an increase 
in stress and anxiety, only 21% sought help, and 17% said they had had suicidal thoughts 
during the SD period. Another study conducted in China (Wathelet et al., 2020) showed that 
37% of the college students interviewed had depressive feelings and 8% reported suicidal 
thoughts; a percentage similar was found in the study conducted by Kohls et  al. (2021),  
which adds that among the college students, a higher risk of alcohol abuse and eating dis-
orders was observed. On the other hand, a study raised protective factors negatively associ-
ated with signs of anxiety and stress. These factors are linked to family financial stability, 
living with relatives, and maintaining social support (Cao et  al., 2020). Another study of 
students reveals that while they found no increase in stress levels, adverse effects on well-
being, attention, emotional functioning, and behavior were detected. However, students who 
participated in an institutional quality of life program were less affected, calling attention to 
the need for specific actions, especially first-semester students (Copeland et al., 2021).

Even though most professors maintained the same pattern of alcohol and marijuana con-
sumption as before the SD period, negative associations due to increased alcohol use were 
observed in the aspects of the three domains analyzed—quality of life, health satisfaction, 
perceived enjoyment of life, satisfaction with oneself, and sex life. Recent studies indicate a 
heterogeneous scenario related to the professors. Akour et al. (2020) found that the professors 
showed moderate or high motivation about the teaching strategies adopted during the SD; 
however, they found a higher prevalence of signs of distress in the male audience. Almhdawi 
et al. (2021) showed an increase in professors’ quality of life after implementing online teach-
ing; on the other hand, there are studies (Akour et al., 2020;  Brooks et al., 2020; Kotowski 
et al., 2022;  Malkawi et al., 2020;  Minihan et al., 2022) that report increased stress levels 
due to the transfer to online teaching, directly—and negatively—impacting the quality of life 
of this population, as well as reduced performance satisfaction for these professors.

The technicians and administrative staff were the segment that presented the lowest fre-
quency of negative associations due to the increase in alcohol and/or marijuana consumption, 
as well as the majority maintained the same pattern of consumption of these substances as 
before the SD period. Although specific literature on quality of life and mental health for this 
sample group is scarce, two studies indicate the opposite, that this population has a high rate 
of mental illness and alcohol and other drug use (Lopes, 2011; Soares et al., 2019). The stud-
ies hypothesize the dynamics of the work, which needs to be agile (meeting the demand of 
thousands of students and professors), exhausting routines, and professional dissatisfaction. 
The study by Salazar et al. (2021) shows that the highest scores of depression, anxiety, and 
stress during the pandemic were found among female technical and administrative workers, 
younger individuals, and administrative and maintenance (service) workers. In other words, 
there is a correlation between the occupation sector in the university and illness during the 
pandemic, where technical and administrative workers were sicker than professors.

The increase in alcohol consumption, primarily, and marijuana associated with a wors-
ening in the quality of life and in the psychosocial aspects of the university community 
demonstrated the importance of institutional support to face such a traumatic adverse event 
as prolonged SD. These issues have become urgent, requiring emergency support actions 
from the university, such as increasing the offer of medical and psychological care and 
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preventive health promotion measures that encourage coexistence among peers, even if 
some of them occur remotely, to ensure an improvement in quality of life, in the psycho-
social aspects, and decrease in the use of substances to avoid dropouts for mental health 
and substance use disorders. Such efforts should focus on the most affected groups of the 
university community: the female population and students. Psychologists and other mental 
health professionals play a key role in this context, as observed in previous large-scale out-
breaks, particularly the Ebola virus disease epidemic from 2014 to 2016 (Amsalem et al., 
2021) . They can provide insight into the potential impact of rapidly spreading diseases 
on mental health problems to mitigate behaviors and feelings related to fear, the stigma 
of infected people, the grief of families who lost loved ones, and the difficulties faced in 
accessing care that negatively affected the recovery of survivors and family members. 
Also, these professionals can guide adequate information consumption, facilitate social 
support, continue mental health care delivery, and develop and test innovative and per-
sonalized contact-based interventions that, if found effective, can be disseminated to meet 
emerging mental health needs.

Limitations of the Study

This study presents some limitations that have to be mentioned. The online survey was 
based entirely on self-rated questionnaires. Although valid and widely used, people are 
often biased when they report on their own experiences, and screening questionnaires can 
overestimate prevalence of mental disorders relative to structured diagnostic interviews. 
Although the number of respondents was significant, we had planned to offer the possibil-
ity of answering the questionnaire face-to-face at the university for those who might have 
Internet access difficulties and even to encourage and stimulate the participation of those 
who started to “ignore” emails with links to participating in online surveys. However, this 
strategy did not prove feasible, as people were not interested in this face-to-face mode of 
participation, restricting the study to responses obtained only online.

Conclusion

This study shows that the increased consumption of alcohol and marijuana, especially alco-
hol, negatively impacted the quality of life of the university community in a significant 
number of people among those who reported using these substances. That was innovative 
by associating increased alcohol and/or marijuana use with worsening quality of life and 
psychosocial aspects rather than evaluating them apart.

Although the entire university community has been affected by the pandemic and the 
social distance, there is a predominance among women and students, demonstrating the 
vulnerability that these groups find themselves, both at the university and in the social pro-
cesses that are reflected within the educational institution. Following measures adopted by 
the university must address these issues.

Future studies must identify whether this association between increased alcohol use, 
mainly, and the worsening quality of life and psychosocial aspects during the SD period is 
maintained or improved with the return to face-to-face activities at the university, with par-
ticular attention to women and students. Psychologists and other mental health professionals 
need to be called to develop and test innovative and personalized contact-based interven-
tions that, if found effective, can be disseminated to meet emerging mental health needs.
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