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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic is a  stress factor for 
the general population and has been associated 
with an increase in mental illnesses and psycho-
active substance use disorders. Evidence indi-
cates that there has been a switch in the pattern 
of  use and choice of  drugs, with increased use 
of licit substances such as alcohol. The popula-
tion with substance use disorders is known to 
be particularly vulnerable, and this status may 
be worsened by the current pandemic, with in-
creased risk of  infection and severe illness. It 
is important that health services adapt to the 
new risks and challenges that this population  
faces.
Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, Substance use 
disorders, Mental disorders, Addiction psychiatry.

Streszczenie

Pandemia COVID-19 jest czynnikiem stresogen-
nym – powoduje nasilenie chorób psychicznych 
i zaburzeń związanych z używaniem substancji 
psychoaktywnych w populacji. Wzrost konsump-
cji legalnych substancji psychoaktywnych, takich 
jak alkohol, pociągnął za sobą – co udowodniono 
– zmianę zarówno wzorów używania narkotyków, 
jak i wyboru ich rodzaju. Wiadomo, że osoby z za-
burzeniami związanymi z używaniem substancji 
psychoaktywnych są pod wieloma względami gru-
pą szczególnie zagrożoną. Pandemia COVID-19, 
ze zwiększonym ryzykiem zarażenia się i ciężkiego 
przebiegu choroby w tej grupie, może jeszcze to 
zagrożenie potęgować. Ważne jest zatem, by służ-
ba zdrowia, biorąc pod uwagę tę sytuację, dostoso-
wała się do nowych zagrożeń i wyzwań.
Słowa kluczowe: pandemia COVID-19, zaburze-
nia związane z używaniem substancji psychoaktyw- 
nych, zaburzenia psychiczne, psychiatria uzależnień.
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Dear Alcoholism and Drug Addiction Editors,

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to the adoption 
of unprecedented measures to mitigate its evolution 
resulting in marked personal, social and economic 
impact. In this way, the pandemic can be viewed as 
a direct and indirect stress factor for the population. 
Its direct impact is determined by the  generation 
of  feelings of  fear and uncertainty, which diminish 
the sense of predictability and control. The indirect 
impact stems from the mitigation measures and their 
socioeconomical consequences. All these factors tak-
en together may lead to the emergence or aggrava-
tion of mental illness [1] as well as influence decision 
making and cause a change of priorities that may be 
crucial as regards substance use. Indeed, current ev-
idence seems to indicate there has been an increase 
in psychoactive substance use since the pandemic 
began [2, 3] and changes in the pattern of consump-
tion can be expected. 

When considering the  causes behind this 
growth in psychoactive substance use, some hy-
pothesis may be of  relevance. On the  one hand, 
the fear of becoming ill or even dying as a conse-
quence of the pandemic may lead to self-gratifica-
tion behaviours including substance consumption, 
given its initial hedonic potential. In some cases, 
individuals may adopt an  “anything goes” mode 
of  functioning, trying new substances or inten-
sifying the  use of  previously used ones, ignoring 
the  negative consequences. On the  other hand, 
a change in consumption levels may be observed 
as an adaptation mechanism to the negative emo-
tions generated directly and indirectly by the pan-
demic. The latter may lead to comorbid substance 
use and mental illnesses like depression or anxiety, 
creating clinical conditions of higher complexity.

In addition to the reasons for initiating or in-
creasing psychoactive substance use, it is also im-
portant to identify possible changes in chosen sub-
stance’s use-patterns, which may be largely driven 
by availability and price [4]. As consequence of so-
cial distancing and confinement measures, 
a  change will be expected regarding substances 
that can be consumed in a  solitary manner and 
that have relaxing effects like opiates, benzodiaz-
epines or alcohol [5]. Accordingly, data published 
by the  European Monitoring Centre for Drugs 

and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) have identified 
a  switch from the  consumption of  illicit to licit 
substances in the period of confinement, reporting 
a higher alcohol and benzodiazepine intake both 
in terms of  frequency and quantity [4]. It is also 
important to take into consideration that the mo-
bility restrictions imposed by the  pandemic may 
have caused changes to the drug markets. In this 
way, there appears to be an increased digitalisation 
of  these markets, with more flexible distribution 
systems like home delivery [4], which can contrib-
ute to an  increase in substance use. Additionally, 
there has been an increase in the role of the dark-
net, especially for cannabis products [4].

Regarding the  population with psychoactive 
substance use disorders, several aspects must be 
taken into account in the  current context. It is 
known that this population suffers from social stig-
ma, which in the present situation may lead to it 
being seen as a non-priority in healthcare. It is also 
a population that is more vulnerable to the impact 
of containment measures [6] (mainly due to socio-
economic aspects), with potential greater difficul-
ty in accessing that kind of care. These issues are 
worrying given the  potential risks resulting from 
the modification of consumption patterns like ab-
stinence syndromes or worse, accidental overdoses. 
Additionally, this is a population of greater physi-
cal vulnerability due to substance impact, as well 
as greater neglect of healthcare, and an increasing 
proportion of older people. All these aspects indi-
cate a  higher risk of  severe symptoms, complica-
tions and death by COVID-19 in this population 
[7]. It is also significant to note that this is a group 
with an increased risk of exposure to the virus or 
viral spread mainly due to social vulnerability [8], 
which is another aggravating factor.

Health services need to adapt in order to pro-
vide care to these patients in the present pandemi-
cal context, mainly with respect to emergency situ-
ations like intoxications or abstinence syndromes. 
Opioid substitution therapy programmes should 
also be a  priority to avoid relapses or misuse 
of  these treatments. Health professionals should 
be aware of  the  new risks and challenges associ-
ated with this vulnerable population in order to 
improve intervention and avoid further marginal-
isation of the at-risk group.
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