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ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has affected substance use and other addictive behaviour, however detailed insight is
lacking.

Material and Methods: Online questionnaire survey on the sample of 3,000 respondents aged 15+ randomly selected from the
Czech internet panel using socio-demographic quotas was performed shortly after the end of confinement measures in May 2020
(response rate 35.4%). Questions covered current prevalence and patterns of substance use (i.e. in the last 12 months) and other
forms of addictive behaviours as well as changes in their behaviour during the confinement measures. Responses were provided
on categorical scale; a factor of 0 to 2 was assigned to the categories to quantify the changes where 1 means no change.

Results: Respondents reporting the highest frequency of current use, especially the use of alcohol, cannabis and sedatives, further
increased their intensity of use during the confinement measures by 5-10% on average, while less frequent users reduced it. The
reduction of use during confinement measures increased with decreasing frequency of current use. Although the same correlation
exists in tobacco smokers, decrease in intensity of use was observed also in daily smokers. On the population level, our results sug-
gest aslightincrease in total alcohol and sedatives consumption and a significant increase in the total consumption of gaming and
social media. On the contrary, there was a significant reduction in the consumption of tobacco and online gambling (likely due to
the ban on sports matches), and a slight reduction in the consumption of cannabis and other illicit drugs.

Conclusion: People with intensive patterns of substance use increased their use during confinement measures. The same con-
cerns gaming and social media. Without this insight the overall picture suggests rather overall reduction of consumption. Addic-
tion treatment system should prepare for the increase of treatment demand following COVID-19 epidemic.

KEYWORDS
COVID-19 - substance use - addictive behaviour — impact assessment — population survey

SOUHRN
Mravc¢ik V., Chomynova P.: Uzivani navykovych latek a navykové chovani se béhem opatieni proti covid-19
zvysilo u intenzivnich uzivatelG: vysledky online studie v obecné populaci Ceské republiky

Vychodiska: V pribéhu pandemie covid-19 se méni mira a vzorce uzivani ndvykovych latek a dalsi navykové chovani, podrobné
informace vsak chybi.

Material a metody: Kratce po ukonceni nouzového stavu v kvétnu 2020 byla provedena online dotaznikova studie na souboru
3 000 respondentl ve véku 15 a vice let ndhodné vybranych z ¢eského internetového panelu pomoci socialné-demografickych
kvot (respondence 35,4 %). Analyzované otazky se tykaly souc¢asné miry a vzorc( uzivani navykovych latek (tj. uzivani v poslednich
12 mésicich) a dalSich forem navykového chovani a také zmén béhem protiepidemickych opatieni. Odpovédi tykajici se zmény
byly ziskany na kategorické skale, pfi analyze jim byl pridélen koeficient 0-2 (kde 1 znamena zadna zména).

Vysledky: Respondenti uvadéjici nejvyssi frekvenci souc¢asného uzivani, zejména uzivani alkoholu, konopi a sedativ, déle zvysili
svou intenzitu uzivani béhem nouzového stavu prliimérné o 5-10 %, zatimco méné intenzivni uzivatelé ji snizili. Redukce uzivani za
nouzového stavu byla o to vyssi, o¢ nizsi byla frekvence souc¢asného uzivani. Ackoli stejny vztah byl nalezen také u kurak( tabaku,
pokles intenzity uzivani byl pozorovan také v nejintenzivnéjsi kategorii, tj. u dennich kurakd. Pokud jde o vliv nouzového stavu na
populacni trovni, vysledky naznacuji mirny nardst celkové konzumace alkoholu a sedativ a vyrazné zvyseni hrani digitalnich her
a uzivani socidlnich médii. Naopak doslo k vyraznému celkovému snizeni spotfeby tabdku a online hazardnich her (ziejmé kvuli
zdkazu sportovnich soutézi) a mirnému snizeni spotfeby konopi a jinych nelegélnich drog.

Zaveér: Lidé s intenzivnimi vzorci uzivani navykovych latek zvysili miru uzivani béhem nouzového stavu. Totéz se tyka digitalnich
her a socidlnich médii. Bez analyzy podle intenzity sou¢asného uzivani by vysledky mohly svadét k zavéru o celkovém (prdimér-
ném) snizeni spotieby. Lze ocekavat, ze poptévka po lécbé zavislosti po epidemii covid-19 vzroste.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 epidemic (infection caused by the new
coronavirus SARS-CoV-2) originated in China at the end
of December 2019 and gradually spread throughout
the world, including Europe. On 11 March 2020, the
WHO declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic [1].

The first 3 cases appeared in the Czech Republic on 1
March 2020. At the beginning of April 2020, over 3,000
cases were reported in the Czech Republic. In the second
half of April, the situation in the Czech Republic stabilized.
While at the end of March and the beginning of April 2020,
up to around 300 new infections per day were reported
daily in the Czech Republic, a month later it was around
50 cases per day. The situation worsened in the summer
and especially in September 2020 again when the second
wave of epidemic started [2]; however this paper focuses
on the impact of the first outbreak in spring 2020.

The first anti-epidemic measures were adopted by
the Czech government on 3 March 2020. On 12 March
2020, the State of Emergency was declared and a num-
ber of radical containment measures were gradually in-
troduced including closure of the state border, closure
of schools, shops and restaurants, as well as other social
distancing measures. The confinement measures were
gradually relaxed from 20 April 2020 and the state of
emergency ended on 17 May 2020.

In general, substance users are among the groups most
affected by COVID-19 infection. This is a population with
reduced immunity, frequent respiratory diseases, and
experiencing respiratory depression (e.g. opioid users).
Drug users are often in a difficult social situation with un-
stable housing, difficult access to essential hygiene-relat-
ed services and have difficulties to comply with quaran-
tine measures [3]. Impacts on the mental health may be
one of the most significant manifestations of the SARS-
-CoV-2 epidemic [4]. Psychiatric comorbidity in drug users
is accentuated by the state of emergency and its impact
on the functioning of society, psychological distress and
anxiety in connection with fears of coronavirus infection
and decreased availability of some substances [5].

Information on changes of pattern and level of sub-
stance use, gambling and so called digital addictions
during the confinement measures related to COVID-19
are still very limited. In this paper, we present the first
results from an online questionnaire survey performed
by the National Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Ad-
diction among general adult population of the Czech
Republic focusing on the assessment of COVID-19 on
substance use and addictive behaviour.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

National Survey on Substance Use, a large-scale
general population survey focused on adult popu-
lation aged 15+ years, is performed in the Czech
Republic every 4 years. Since 2016, it consists of
2 parts — face-to-face interviews (F2F) and online
survey with self-administered questionnaire. Due to
COVID-19 situation, the online survey was carried
out earlier in 2020 and data collection was launched
shortly after the end of the confinement measures.
Data collection took place between 29 May 2020 and
10 June 2020.

The sample consisted of 3,000 people selected
from an Internet panel of approx. 60,000 people of
the Mind--Bridge Consulting agency. Quota sam-
pling by gender, age and region was performed
based on the structure of the Czech general adult
population. In total, 8,486 panelists were contacted,
5,025 did not respond (59.2%), and 461 question-
naires were discarded (5.4%) due to incomplete-
ness or quota oversampling. Final response rate was
35.4%.

The questionnaire covered questions on patterns
and prevalence of use of tobacco and related pro-
ducts, alcohol, illicit drugs, volatile substances, seda-
tives and hypnotics, as well as gambling, digital
gaming and social media use. In addition, the ques-
tionnaire contained a set of 13 questions focusing on
the changes of intensity of substance use and other
addictive behaviour during the lockdown period, in-
cluding:

1. tobacco smoking,

2. electronic cigarettes use,

3. heat-not-burn tobacco use,

4. frequency of alcohol use,

5. usual dose of alcohol,

6. use of cannabis,

7. otherillicit drugs,

8. use of sedatives and hypnotics

9. online gambling,

10.gaming on mobile phones, tablets or computers
(digital gaming),

11.use of social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, Twitter, Skype, WhatsApp, Snapchat,
Messenger, TikTok; excluding business communi-
cation),

12. other online activities excluding business-related,

13. news monitoring.

Some of these are not present in this analysis.
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Each question offered the same 7-point response scale:
1.1 started using,
2.my consumption increased significantly,
3.my consumption somehow increased,
4.my consumption did not change,
5.my consumption somehow decreased,
6.my consumption decreased significantly,
7.1 stopped using.

In order to quantify the changes in user’s behaviour,
a factor from 0 to 2 was assigned to each of the 7 re-
sponse options during data processing, i.e. a coeffi-
cient of 1.33 means an increase by one third and 0.66
a decrease by one third (Table 1).

Table 1. Factors assigned to changes in use during the lock-
down period caused by COVID-19

1.1 started using 2.00
2. my consumption increased significantly 1.66
3. my consumption somehow increased 1.33
4. my consumption did not change 1.00
5. my consumption somehow decreased 0.66
6. my consumption decreased significantly 0.33
7.1 stopped using 0.00

In order to assess the overall impact of the lockdown
period and related confinement measures on the to-
tal consumption of the Czech population, individual
respondents were assigned weights corresponding to
the number of consumption occasions based on the
question on the frequency of use/behaviour in the last
12 months. This means, for example, that the daily user
had 60.9 times higher weight in the analysis than the
respondent using less frequently than once a month.To
avoid an artificial increase of the sample size, weights
were relativized on the basis of the presence of indivi-
dual frequency categories in the data set (Table 2).

Since the frequency in the last 12 months was asked
only in questions on substance use and gambling,
weights related to gaming and social media use were
based on the usual time spent daily on screen with
these activities.

Presented confidence intervals are 95% confidence
intervals (Cl) for means. IBM SPSS Statistics 24 was used
for data processing and analysis.

Ethical Considerations

The implementation of the National Survey on Sub-
stance Use 2020 was approved by the Ethics Commit-
tee of the National Monitoring Centre for Drugs and
Addiction, No. EK-NMS-2020-05-01.

Table 2. Weights* based on the frequency of use in the last
12 months

Frequency of use m

Daily 365.25
Almost daily (5-6 times a week) 286.99
Few times a week (3—4 times a week) 182.63
Once or twice a week 78.27
Few times a month (2-3 times a month) 30.00
Once a month 12.00
Less frequently than once a month 6.00

*i.e. number of occasions in the last 12 months

RESULTS

The most frequent users (daily or almost daily users)
increased their intensity of use during the lockdown
period, while less frequent users tended to reduce it.
The reduction increased with decreasing frequency
of use in the last 12 months, especially as regards the
use of alcohol, cannabis and sedatives (Figure 1). The
only exception in substance use represents tobacco -
though the same pattern exists, a decrease in intensity
of use was observed in all smoking categories includ-
ing daily smokers.

In case of digital gaming and social media use, the
general trend of increase in consumption with higher
intensity of use is present as well, although an increase
was observed in all frequency categories (Figure 2).

The estimated impact of the lockdown period and re-
lated confinement measures on the total consumption
in the Czech Republic is presented in Figure 3. After
weighting the sample by the frequency of use in the
last 12 months (or the usual time spent daily on screen),
it seems that there may have been a slight increase in
total alcohol and sedatives consumption. The intensity
of gaming and social media use has significantly in-
creased. On the other hand, there was an overall slight
reduction in the consumption of cannabis and other il-
licit drugs, and a significant reduction in the consump-
tion of tobacco and online gambling (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Our results indicate that the intensity of substance
use may have increased during the lockdown period
in the most frequent consumers. This corresponds to
the first results from the European Web Survey on Drug
focusing on impact of COVID-19 among people who
use drugs in spring 2020. The results of the European
survey similarly showed that occasional cannabis users
have reduced their consumption while frequent users
have increased their consumption during the period
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Figure 1. Average change in the intensity of use related to COVID-19 lockdown period by frequency of use
Note: Value 1.0 on x axis indicates no change, value > 1.0 indicates an increase and value < 1.0 indicates a decrease
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Figure 2. Average change in the intensity of digital gaming and use of social media related to COVID-19 lockdown
period by usual time spent daily with these activities on working days

Note: Value 1.0 on x axis indicates no change, value >1.0 indicates an increase and value <1.0 indicates a decrease
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Figure 3. Estimated change in the total consumption of addictive substances, online gambling, digital gaming and
social media use related to COVID-19 lockdown period — unweighted and weighted results

Epidemiologie, mikrobiologie, imunologie 2021, roc. 70, ¢. 2

101



PUVODNI PRACE

102

of confinement measures. Regular (weekly) cannabis
users were twice as likely to report an increased fre-
quency of use compared to non-regular users. Similar-
ly, reqular cannabis users were three times more likely
to report greater doses compared to non-regular users.
Qualitative responses from survey participants, how-
ever, suggest that changes in the intensity of use may
have varied over the period of confinement measures
and may have been related to ongoing changes on the
drug markets [6]. Similarly an online survey focusing
on alcohol use in Germany during the pandemic found
increases in alcohol use among people with risky con-
sumption patterns [7].

In our survey, we have not asked about reasons re-
lated to the changes in substance use. However, other
research shows that multiple factors can play a role in
changing patterns of substance use, such as coping
strategy to counteract boredom and anxiety, reduced
opportunity to use drugs during confinement period
and night-life economy closure, shifts from illicit to licit
substances (alcohol a sedatives), or a disruptions in ac-
cess to certain drugs [6, 8].

It is obvious that the most frequent users contribute
to the total consumption in a population more than oc-
casional users do. Although they represent a relatively
small part of all consumers, they substantially influence
the total consumption and total burden of disease. In-
tensive alcohol use is responsible for the majority of
the alcohol-attributable burden of disease and morta-
lity [9, 10]. It has been estimated that in the EU, heavy
alcohol drinking accounts for 77% of the total alcohol
mortality [11].

In this context, it appears important to weight the
changes in consumption behaviour in a population by
the intensity of use to estimate the total impact. Our
results indicate that there could be a slight increase
in total alcohol and sedatives/hypnotics consumption
on the population level, and a substantial increase in
digital gaming and social media use (which was an
expected result due to intensive online communica-
tion during the period of confinement measures). On
the other hand, the total consumption of cannabis
and other illicit drugs does not seem to have been
impacted much by COVID-19. At the same time, we
observed a substantial decrease of online gambling
(perhaps due to lack of betting opportunities since
all professional sport events were stopped), as well as
of tobacco smoking. Tobacco was the only substance
where also a decrease in daily or almost daily users
occurred — we can only speculate about the reasons,
but social distancing measures and staying at home
probably contributed to this the most, though fear of
higher COVID-19 severity and progression among cur-
rent smokers and ex-smokers [12], which was broadly
medialized, could also contribute to it.

It is apparent that COVID-19 lockdown period mostly
affected the heaviest users. In the most intensive alco-

hol users, both the frequency and the dose of alcohol
consumed increased. It is known that heavy users over
time are more likely to develop substance-related prob-
lems and substance-use disorders [9], and COVID-19
further increased this risk. The socio-economic impact
of COVID-19 will probably lead to deterioration of the
socio-economic conditions, which will consequently
lead to a further increase of risk of development of sub-
stance-use disorder in the most affected and vulnera-
ble individuals [13, 14, 15].

Limitations

The sample cannot be considered fully represen-
tative for the Czech population since non-probability
quota sampling was used. However, respondents were
selected randomly from the online panel of approx.
60,000 adults. The response rate was 35.4 %, thus pre-
sence of non-response bias is likely. The respondents
were contacted randomly from the online panel, so
that self-nomination (opt-in sampling strategy), which
represents one of the main drawbacks of online sur-
veys [16, 17], was avoided. Data were self-administered
online, so an information bias can be also expected.
Also, it is likely that people with intensive patterns of
use and with substance use disorders were underrep-
resented in the survey due to different reasons such as
coverage bias or non-response bias [18]. However tak-
ing into account external factors of the lockdown peri-
od, the methodological design and sampling were the
best we could achieve in the given situation.

On the contrary to the sampling limitations, a num-
ber of positives of online surveys were reported com-
pared to other modes of survey administration, like
higher sense of anonymity and privacy of the respon-
dents, their readiness to report their substance use and
thus lower evasive answer bias. In this respect, the on-
line surveys are increasingly considered a valuable tool
for monitoring of drug use also under normal condi-
tions [17, 19].

The quantification of changes in consumption be-
haviour that we have performed in our analysis should
be perceived as indicative since it was based on the
approximation of categorical data. It has to be noted
that some subgroups (e.g. people frequently using can-
nabis or other illicit drugs) were very small, so random
effect may have manifested.

CONCLUSION

The results of the presented online survey among
general adult population of the Czech Republic sug-
gest that people with intensive patterns of use may
have increased their intensity of use during COVID-19
lockdown period. The same concerns “digital addic-
tions” such as gaming or excessive social media use.
This is an important finding because the overall picture
can be biased suggesting reduction of substance use
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on average. There is an important message for poli-
cy and practice following our research: the COVID-19
lockdown period has aggravated the situation of peo-
ple with intensive patterns of substance use, and this
is likely to lead to an increase in the demand for addic-
tion treatment in near future. Negative socio-economic
consequences of COVID-19 may accelerate this deve-
lopment.
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