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Expected and observed
pandemic effects for people with
drug addiction

• Impact on drug markets and
drug use

• Access to treatment, support, 
work and meaningful activities

• From face-to-face to online

…more risks?



Expected and observed pandemic
effects for people in recovery

• Craving, boredom, loneliness, 
financial stress, discontinuation of 
substitution therapy

• Canceled support meetings, lack of 
social support 

• Coping through self-care, leisure
activities, strengthening personal 
relationships

…more risks for relapse?



So far, little impact is observed
For example, no increase in prevalence of alcohol relapse 
(Gilbert e.a., 2021)



However, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
people in drug addiction recovery is only beginning to
emerge..



The 
Netherlands

Belgium (Flanders)

The United Kingdom

REC-PATH: an international study into
recovery pathways

• Multi-method: quantitative, qualitative
and policy analyses

• Sample: ‘In recovery’ or ‘don’t have a 
problem with drugs anymore’ for at 
least 3 months

• Persons in different recovery stages
• Established recovery markers: e.g. 

socio-economic, (mental) health, 
treatment and support use, social
network, recovery capital, motivation



Figure 1: Flow chart of data collection of the 

REC-PATH study

The 
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The United Kingdom
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2021



What are the rates and 
predictors of problematic
substance use..

Analyses:

• Association of risk- and protective
factors with subsequent
problematic use (multivariate 
regression analyses)

• Differences in associations between
waves (GEE-analyses)

Past 12 month
problematic use

Covariates
- age
- education level
- country
- recovery stage

Engagement with
psychosocial support 

Past 12-month 
negative life events 

wave

Social group 
membership

Recovery capital 

Commitment to 
sobriety 

Social support 

Psychological health 

Self-stigma

- before the pandemic;
- during the pandemic, and;
- which predictors differ between periods?

Relapse is often poorly
defined (Moe e.a., 
2022; Sliedrecht e.a., 
2022)



Rates of problematic substance use of 
the total sample across both follow-up 
periods

19%

15%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Period 1 from T0 to T1 (before pandemic) Period 2 from T1 to T2 (during pandemic)

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
 w

h
o

 u
se

d
 

p
ro

b
le

m
at

ic
al

ly

Problematic substance use

No significant difference



Predictors of 
problematic susbtance
use before the
pandemic

• Not being engaged with
psychosocial support

• Experienced past 12-
months negative life events

Predictors of 
problematic susbtance
use during the
pandemic

• Not being engaged with
psychosocial support

• Commitment to sobriety

Which predictors have a different relation with
problematic use between both periods?



Results (summarized)

• No increased rates of problematic use

• Factors associated with problematic use
differed before and during the pandemic:
• Before the pandemic: psychosocial

support and negative life events

• During the pandemic: psychosocial
support and commitment to sobriety

• Different relation of commitment and
problematic use



Why?



Personal

Environmentalbefore the
pandemic

during the
pandemic



Questions?

Contact details:

E-mail: martinelli@ivo.nl
Twitter: @Martinelli_TF
LinkedIn: Thomas 
Martinelli


