
Substance use during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Recognizing concerns and making a change

Brandon G. Bergman, PhD
Harvard Medical School

Recovery Research Institute
Massachusetts General Hospital

March 14, 2022

Mental Health Technology Transfer Center Network



Acknowledgment

Presented in 2022 by the Mental Health Technology Transfer Center (MHTTC) Network.

This presentation was prepared for the New England Mental Health Technology Transfer Center (MHTTC) Network under a cooperative 
agreement from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). All material appearing in this publication, 
except that taken directly from copyrighted sources, is in the public domain and may be reproduced or copied without permission from 
SAMHSA or the authors. Citation of the source is appreciated. Do not reproduce or distribute this publication for a fee without specific, 
written authorization from New England MHTTC.  For more information on obtaining copies of this publication, email us at 
newengland@mhttcnetwork.org. 

At the time of this publication, Miriam E. Delphin-Rittmon, Ph.D, served as Assistant Secretary for Mental Health and Substance Use in 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the Administrator of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration.

The opinions expressed herein are the view of TTC Network and do not reflect the official position of the Department of Health and 
Human Services (DHHS), SAMHSA. No official support or endorsement of DHHS, SAMHSA, for the opinions described in this document 
is intended or should be inferred.

This work is supported by grants #1H79SM081775 from the Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration.

Presented 2022

mailto:newengland@mhttcnetwork.org
mailto:newengland@mhttcnetwork.org


The MHTTC Network uses 
a!rming, respectful and 

recovery-oriented language in 
all activities. That language is:

Adapted from:  https://mhcc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Recovery-Oriented-Language-Guide_2019ed_v1_20190809-Web.pdf

Non-judgmental and 
avoiding assumptions

Strengths-based 
and hopeful

Person-first and  
free of labels

Inviting to individuals 
participating in their 
own journeys

Inclusive and 
accepting of 

diverse cultures, 
genders, 

perspectives, 
and experiences

Healing-centered and
trauma-responsive

Respectful, clear 
and understandable

Consistent with 
our actions, 
policies, and products



Communication and Interaction
• Post questions in the chat; I’ll dedicate a few minutes to answer 

them between sections

• Time at the end for more in-depth discussion

• Contact info on the last slide. Email if:
o You have a question or comment but would prefer not to disclose in 

public forum 
o Question or comment comes to mind after the talk
o Any other reason

• www.recoveryanswers.org
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Objectives
1) Highlight patterns of substance use during the 

COVID-19 pandemic

2) Discuss strategies to recognize substance use 
concerns

3) Review approaches to making changes in 
substance use and related behaviors
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COVID-19 and Substance Use: 
Why might they be related?

• Stress (e.g., Sinha 2008)

• Isolation (e.g., Christie 2021) and
Loneliness (e.g., Ingram 2020)

• Reduced access to fun, coping
o Stress and Coping Theory

• Time (e.g., during required “social distancing” earlier 
in pandemic)
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Definitions for Our Discussion

• Substance use = alcohol and other drug use
o Tobacco/nicotine (e.g., cigs, vaping, etc.)

• Hazardous, harmful, excessive ≠ Addiction

• Health behavior change
o Substance use, nutrition, exercise, sleep, etc.
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Substance use during COVID-19 
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Past Week Drinking Days
Representative sample of US Adults
Source: Nordeck et al., 2022, Addiction



Substance use during COVID-19
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Drinking days, drinks per drinking day, 
‘heavy’ drinking (6+ drinks/occasion)
Convenience sample; 21 European countries
Source: Kilian et al., 2021, Addiction

“Driven by decline 
in frequency of 
heavy drinking”



Risk for healthcare workers
• COVID Stress Syndrome (Taylor 2020; McKay & Asmundson, 

2020)
o Infection fear; financial worry; xenophobia; traumatic stress; checking
o Behavioral Immune System (Schaller & Park, 2011)

• Financial, social, environmental stress à Substance use risk 
(McKay & Asmundson, 2020)
• Women and those with lower levels of education

• One in four with harmful/hazardous drinking in Brazil ICU July –
October 2020 (Pestana et al. 2022)
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Let’s pause here to answer any questions.
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Substance use can impact daily life in different ways
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Substance 
Use

Addiction

IntoxicationToxicity



Substance Use Disorder
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Impairment of Control

•Unsuccessful 
attempts to quit/cut 
down*

•Larger 
amounts/longer time

•Excessive time
•Craving (ok for 

remission)

Social Impairment

•Activities given up
•Social/interpersonal 

difficulties
•Major roles neglected

Risky Use

•Situations where it is 
dangerous (e.g., 
operating a car)

•Exacerbates 
physical/mental 
health problems

Biophysiological 
Markers

•Tolerance
•Withdrawal

“Clinically significant impairment or distress”
Past 12 months
Mild = 2-3
Moderate = 4-5
Severe = 6+



NIAAA “Low-Risk” Drinking
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Men: Max of 14 per week, 4 per day
Women: Max of 7 per week, 3 per day



Ex: Alcohol and Cancer Risk

From https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/alcohol/alcohol-fact-sheet



Demonstration: 
Is substance use interfering with your life?
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https://nida.nih.gov/taps

https://nida.nih.gov/taps
https://nida.nih.gov/taps
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Let’s pause again before we talk about ways to make a change.
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Professional Treatment
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https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/

intensity



Demonstration: Finding a Therapist
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https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists


Professional Treatment (con’d)
• 11 indicators of treatment quality

https://www.recoveryanswers.org/resource/effective-addiction-treatment-what-makes-a-good-addiction-treatment-
program/

Assessment; integrated mental health and substance use treatment; community connections and continuing care; 
“good vibe” from the provider or program; empirically-supported approaches, etc. 

• 10 recommended questions

https://alcoholtreatment.niaaa.nih.gov/how-to-find-alcohol-treatment

Availability; costs and insurance; credentials; treatment approach, etc. (10)

• Employee assistance programs (EAP) can be helpful

• If you are *very* concerned about your use, need structure and oversight, licensing boards can offer help 
(e.g., physician’s health programs)

o Note: They will likely make your professional license contingent on adhering to program
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Recovery support groups and other free
community-based services

• 12-step groups; most common and caters more to those 
with severe substance use disorder

• Other recovery support groups, e.g., SMART Recovery 
(https://www.smartrecovery.org/)

• Recovery community centers
o Community “hub” to promote recovery capital (Kelly 2020)
o Social events, recovery support groups, recovery coaching, 

employment/education assistance, medication, overdose 
reversal supplies and training (e.g., naloxone)
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https://www.smartrecovery.org/
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Online recovery support
• Intherooms.com; Sober Grid
• Reddit (e.g., r/StopDrinking)

o Posts associated with group therapy factors (e.g., imparting 
information, altruism, instillation of hope)

o Very few potentially harmful posts
• Advantages

o Low threshold
o Convenient and accessible
o Total anonymity is possible w/r/t other participants

• Disadvantages
o Little is known empirically about effects of participation
o Digital footprint
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Self-management
• “Independent study”
• Includes, not limited to tech-based approaches
• 60% downloaded an app to track their health (Krebs & Duncan 2015); 

60% interested in apps to communicate with doctors 10% use health 
apps to achieve a health-related goal (Carroll 2017)

• Downsides to “apps” 
o Those vetted empirically may have “clinical gatekeepers”
o Freely accessible ones may not offer empirically-supported strategies (Hoeppner 

2017)
o They can be transient – difficult to sustain involvement over time

• Recommendation: Know Your Source
o Saying When by Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 

(CAMH), for alcohol
o Text2Quit, by the National Cancer Institute, for smoking
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Self-management: Workbooks



Self-management: 
“Finding healthier ways to meet your needs”
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-after work
-stressed
-upset that kids 
won’t calm down
-etc. 

-6 drinks with 
dinner and after 
kids went to bed

-de-stress
-enjoyed watching 
show on Netflix
-headache went 
away

-partner upset/felt I 
ignored them
-woke up ‘in a fog’
-doctor told me I 
need to cut back on 
my drinking

ways to respond to these to get these without leading to these



Contact
Brandon Bergman
bgbergman@mgh.harvard.edu
@brandongbergman



CONNECT WITH US

Sign-Up for Newsletter

MHTTCnetwork.org

MTTC News

CONNECT WITH US

The purpose of the MHTTC Network is technology transfer - disseminating and implementing evidence-based practices for 
mental disorders into the field.

Funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), the MHTTC Network includes 10 
Regional Centers, a National American Indian and Alaska Native Center, a National Hispanic and Latino Center, and a Network 
Coordinating Office.

Our collaborative network supports resource development and dissemination, training and technical assistance, and workforce 
development for the mental health field. We work with systems, organizations, and treatment practitioners involved in the 
delivery of mental health services to strengthen their capacity to deliver effective evidence-based practices to individuals.
Our services cover the full continuum spanning mental illness prevention, treatment, and recovery support.
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https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/mhttc-pathways-newsletter
http://mhttcnetwork.org/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/recent-news
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/mhttc-pathways-newsletter
https://techtransfercenters.org/
http://mhttcnetwork.org/
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/recent-news
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Thanks for your time. Questions and comments?


