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alcohol-attributable disease burden: a global update
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Two causal directions possible and detectable

• COVID-19 and the environment created by the pandemic impacts on 
alcohol use, and/or alcohol-attributable harm

• Alcohol use or alcohol use disorders impact on COVID-19 and 
attributable consequences
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Global overviews

• In adult per capita consumption (WHO data), globally a drop of 7-8% between 2019 
and 2020, mainly in low (- 11.7%) and lower middle income countries (-17.3%).  In high-
income, the drop was only 2.4%.
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What did the global overviews find on the impact of 
COVID-19 on alcohol use?

• Globally, and in most countries, alcohol (and illegal drug use) 
decreased during COVID-19.

• Availability of alcohol was often reduced due to measures of 
confinement (especially in low- and lower middle-income countries).

• However, there were marked differences between countries based on 
whether alcohol was deemed an essential good or not.

• In addition, there is evidence that those who already consumed  
alcohol heavily (or people with alcohol use disorders) increased their 
consumption.
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Two plausible mechanisms (Rehm et al. 2020)

I. Distress mechanism: 

Alcohol use as a maladaptive coping strategy to 
manage the psychological distress due to the 
pandemic 

II. Availability-affordability mechanism:

Reduced number of drinking occasions due to 
closure of outlets and consumption sites, and 
reduced affordability due to growing 
unemployment and financial insecurity

Mechanisms which were confirmed in the reviews
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Example Canada (Stockwell et al., 2022)

• Adult (15+) per capita consumption increased by 7.1% 
(P = 0.013) during the pandemic versus previous years, with 
increased private liquor store sales partly offset by reduced 
bar/restaurant sales. Consumption was positively associated 
with stringency of public health measures.
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Different ways of handling substance use during the pandemic: The example of South Africa 
(banned alcohol and tobacco for several weeks with positive public health consequences
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Does alcohol use contribute to COVID-19 (Morojele et 
al., 2021?

• Yes, by heavy drinking and alcohol use disorders weakening the 
immune system

• Yes, by alcohol-attributable diseases contributing as risk factors for 
COVID

• However, evidence on light drinking is mixed
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Risk associations SUD Covid-19 (Wang et al., 2021)
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The role of systemic discrimination

• Schwarzinger et al., in press

• Analyzed all COVID-19 deaths in hospitals in France and found that 
people with alcohol use disorders (AUD) had increased mortality risk

Why?

• Because people with AUD (and other mental disorders) were 
systematically denied intensive care during COVID phases when such 
intensive care places were rare
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Conclusions

• Regarding effects of COVID 19 on alcohol use -> both main 
mechanisms seem to come into play globally.
• Whereas globally, there was a decrease of alcohol consumption, many high 

income countries seem to even slightly increase, based on ill-advised policies 
of alcohol as an essential good.

• The results above are mainly short term: if trends follow the trends seen 
following natural disasters in the past, there will be an increase in substance 
use disorders in the future.

• Regarding effects of alcohol on COVID-19:
• Impact of light to moderate drinking not clear, but occasional and heavy 

drinking markedly increased the risk of COVID via weakening the immune 
system and via co-morbidities.
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