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BACKGROUND

As a severe and prolonged stressor, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has contributed to development or exacerbation of
mental disorders. For substance use disorder, the link be-
tween stress and alcohol consumption is well established.
However, there have been conflicting findings in the con-
text of the pandemic. The aim of this study was to charac-
terize the group of high-risk alcohol consumers in terms
of perceived stress and potential stressors during the third
wave of the pandemic.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

Adult Polish men (N = 295) from the Tricity metropolitan
area participated in the study. They were subdivided into
high-risk (n = 104) and low-risk (n = 191) alcohol consumers
based on their self-reported weekly alcohol consumption.
A demographic survey (including COVID-19 vaccination
status), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) and an original
questionnaire measuring causes of concern were used.

RESULTS

Overall PSS-10 results did not differ significantly between
high-risk and low-risk alcohol consumers (18.40, 17.50, re-
spectively, p = .185). However, the percentage distribution
of perceived stress showed lower incidence of low and high

levels of stress in high-risk than in low-risk alcohol con-
sumers (9.6%, 2.9% vs. 25.7%, 6.8%, p = .001). High-risk alco-
hol consumers reported no pandemic-related worries more
often than low-risk consumers (46.2% vs. 5.2%, p < .001),
but at the same time 67.3% of them named at least one
pandemic-related stressor. High-risk alcohol consumers
also showed less concern about the situation on the labor
market (19.2% vs. 29.3%, p < .001). Limited access to medi-
cal services and other people’s attitudes to the pandemic
were common stressors in both groups, with high-risk al-
cohol consumers showing more indifference to the latter.

CONCLUSIONS

High-risk and low-risk alcohol consumers have been clear-
ly impacted by pandemic-related factors. The protective
effect of alcohol is debatable, given the high prevalence
of medium and high stress levels among high-risk alco-
hol consumers. It appears that the pandemic and associ-
ated restrictions posed such a significant risk for distress
escalation that they remained unrelated to the pattern of
alcohol consumption or its alteration.

KEY WORDS
psychiatry; alcohol addiction; COVID-19; social psychiatry;
addictions/substance abuse

ORGANIZATION — 1: Division of Developmental Psychiatry, Psychotic and Geriatric Disorders, Department of Psychiatry,
Faculty of Medicine, Medical University of Gdansk, Gdansk, Poland - 2: Department of Regional Development,
Faculty of Social Science, University of Gdansk, Gdansk, Poland - 3: Institute of Sociology, Faculty of Social
Sciences, University of Gdansk, Gdansk, Poland - 4: Adult Psychiatry Scientific Circle, Division of Developmental
Psychiatry, Psychotic and Geriatric Disorders, Department of Psychiatry, Faculty of Medicine, Medical University

of Gdansk, Gdansk, Poland

AUTHORS’ CONTRIBUTIONS — A: Study design - B: Data collection - C: Statistical analysis - D: Data interpretation -
E: Manuscript preparation - F: Literature search - G: Funds collection

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR — Aleksandra Brzozowska, Adult Psychiatry Scientific Circle, Division of Developmental
Psychiatry, Psychotic and Geriatric Disorders, Department of Psychiatry, Faculty of Medicine, Medical University
of Gdansk, 17 Srebrniki Str., 80-282 Gdansk, Poland, e-mail: abrzozowska@gumed.edu.pl

TO CITE THIS ARTICLE — Grabowski, J., Michalski, T., Brosz, M., Brzozowska, A., & Gaba, G. (2024). Perceived stress
and pandemic-associated risk factors in high-risk alcohol consumers during the third wave of the COVID-19
pandemic. Health Psychology Report. https://doi.org/10.5114/hpr/191490

RECEIVED 15.02.2024 - REVIEWED 25.05.2024 - ACCEPTED 22.07.2024 - ONLINE PUBLICATION 28.08.2024

@@@@ This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0

M [ nternational (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0). License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0638-4565
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7916-9620
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9621-5588
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-0354-5635
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0428-0575

Jakub Grabowski,
Tomasz Michalski,
Maciej Brosz,
Aleksandra
Brzozowska,
Gursimran Gaba

BACKGROUND

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an unprecedented
impact on the mental health and behavioral patterns
of the entire population. The observed increase in the
level of stress is associated not only with a threat to
health, but also with implementation of numerous re-
strictions significantly limiting the day-to-day func-
tioning of a person (Grabowski et al., 2021; Lorettu
et al., 2021; Michalski et al., 2023). Long-term social
isolation, tension, anxiety and the unpredictability
of the situation, especially in terms of the economy,
have all contributed to an increase in the prevalence
of mental disorders such as depression or anxiety dis-
orders (Bidzan-Bluma et al., 2020; Thompson et al.,
2022). Social disparities have become even more
blatant, which frequently results in discrepancies in
how stress and demands are perceived across various
study populations (Korolkiewicz et al., 2022; Michal-
ski et al., 2021).

In the context of the pandemic and its psycho-
logical burden, the connection between high-risk
alcohol use and the level of stress has been exten-
sively researched, leading to ambiguous results (Clay
et al., 2023a). There are both publications indicating
co-occurrence of increased alcohol consumption and
increased levels of stress (Jacob et al., 2021; Koopman
et al., 2020; Tudehope et al., 2022) and those stating
that the consumption of alcohol has decreased as
a result of its limited availability (Kilian et al., 2021).
It is suggested that during the pandemic a substantial
shift in the pattern of alcohol consumption occurred
in Poland. Whereas before 2019 there had been sig-
nificant growth in sales of beer, during the pandemic
people again turned to high-percentage alcohols (e.g.
vodka, whisky, rum, gin, tequila), including premium
products. Also, the problem of binge drinking inten-
sified (Fal, 2023). The main motives for drinking al-
cohol are similar in men and women in Poland and
include social pressure and pleasure seeking (Mal-
czewski et al., 2023).

Correlations between increased alcohol consump-
tion during the pandemic and poorer mental health
are evident, especially for sleep disorders (Du et al.,
2021), depressive symptoms (Gavurova et al., 2020;
Jacob et al.,, 2021; Rado§ Krnel et al, 2022), grief
(Hahm et al., 2023) and post-traumatic stress symp-
toms (Mengin et al., 2022). There are also interac-
tions between alcohol consumption, impulsivity
and perceived boredom (Clay et al., 2023a, b). Haz-
ardous drinking is conceived as an attempt to cope
with stress (Clay et al., 2023a; Rodriguez et al., 2020),
which has led some researchers to further investigate
possible stressors and behaviors associated with the
development of a hazardous pattern of alcohol con-
sumption. Some of them included lower income, lack
of social support and social isolation, with remote
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work and distance learning being particularly related
to the latter (Acuff et al., 2022; Molsberry et al., 2021;
Torronen et al., 2022; Valente et al., 2021).

It appears that there may be a vicious circle mech-
anism: alcohol is consumed to cope with isolation,
which (in accordance with its physiological effects)
further intensifies the symptoms of distress and
leads to development or exacerbation of pre-existing
mental disorders, thereby promoting continuous in-
crease in alcohol consumption (Becker, 2017; Windle
& Windle, 2015). In addition to the obvious health
(Marano et al., 2022) and social (Mojica-Perez et al.,
2022) damage caused by increased alcohol consump-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic, studies also in-
dicate an increased risk of hospitalization (Pavarin
et al., 2022; Tikaria et al., 2022) and increased alcohol-
specific mortality (Kilian et al., 2023), which suggests
the seriousness of the problem and the need for im-
mediate action (Boniface et al., 2022).

Although the relationship between increased al-
cohol consumption and high levels of stress is indis-
putable, doubts may arise when trying to identify the
stressors. Previous publications indicate contradic-
tory results regarding stress related to the pandemic,
which, according to some, correlates with increased
(McAloney-Kocaman et al., 2022; Mengin et al., 2022)
and, according to others, with decreased (Charles
et al,, 2021; Hahm et al., 2023) alcohol consumption.
The characteristics of the study group may hold the
key to the interpretation of these results. Resilience
is proposed as a protective factor (Tudehope et al.,
2022), but other studies suggest that it is a protective
factor only against stress and not against the related
alcohol abuse (Du et al., 2021).

In this study, an attempt was made to characterize
the group of high-risk alcohol consumers in terms of
the level of perceived stress and potential stressors
during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Such a characterization would constitute a starting
point for identifying the specific needs of people fac-
ing alcohol abuse in crisis situations affecting the en-
tire population. In the longer term, it could also help
to determine the real impact of alcohol on the mental
state of people heavily abusing alcohol, taking into
account the distinction between possible action pro-
tecting against or exacerbating stress in the short and
long term.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
PARTICIPANTS

The study population consisted of adult men of Polish
nationality (18 years old and over) living and work-
ing in the Tricity area of Poland (the cities of Gdansk,
Sopot and Gdynia). Persons living in the Tricity sub-
urban zone (smaller towns located in the immediate



vicinity of the agglomeration) were also allowed to
participate. Only male participants were included
in the analysis due to differences in drinking styles
between sexes and the specific nature of the respon-
dents’ recruitment.

PROCEDURE

The study was conducted using a self-completed en-
vironmental survey. The time of implementation of
the field phase of the study (January 2022) coincid-

the conditions of the study, a short questionnaire
was used to collect demographic data on alcohol con-
sumption (consumption of up to 7 drinks per week,
8-14 drinks per week and over 14 drinks per week)
and vaccination against COVID-19.

In addition, distress was evaluated using the Per-
ceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) (referring to the previous
week; items 4, 5, 7, 8 are reverse-scored). The PSS-10
results are in the range of 0-40 points. It is assumed
that a score from 0 to 13 points means a small inten-
sity of stress, from 14 to 26 — moderate, and from
27 to 40 — high levels of perceived stress. Due to the
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ed with the end of the third wave of the COVID-19
pandemic and the related restrictions on movement,
gathering and conducting business activity. Due to

limitations related to the analysis of individual ele-
ments of larger scales, no detailed interpretation was
undertaken, and only the two-factor Roberti model

Table 1

PSS test results in the study groups broken down by independent variables

High-risk alcohol consumers Low-risk alcohol consumers

(n = 104) (n=191)
n (%) PSS score p n (%) PSS score p
M £ SD M+ SD
Age
18-24 1(1) 23.00 427 26 (13.6) 20.54 + 5.64 .084
25-34 8(7.7) 18.00 = 2.39 45 (23.6) 16.96 + 6.65
35-44 16 (15.4)  19.12 + 6.82 39 (20.4) 17.54 + 7.06
45-54 26 (25)  18.54 + 4.82 37(19.4)  16.35 + 5.48
55-64 33(31.7) 18.24 £ 3.29 25 (13.1)  15.60 + 4.87
65 and more 20 (19.2)  18.00 + 4.16 19(9.9)  19.00 £ 6.16
Number of years of education
0-9 25 (24) 19.24 = 3.49 .694 30 (15.7)  16.00 + 6.49 11
10-13 54 (51.9)  17.96 + 5.17 45(23.6) 16.73 £ 5.89
14-16 17 (16.3) 18.24 + 3.33 48 (25.1) 18.85 + 6.57
17 and over 8(7.7) 19.50 + 3.89 68 (35.6) 17.63 + 6.05
Vaccinated against COVID-19
Yes 63 (60.6)  19.00 * 4.08 .351 153 (80.1) 17.95 +6.15 124
No 32(30.8)  17.59 + 5.39 25(13.1)  15.36 + 5.99
Refused to say 9(8.7)  17.44 £2.35 13(6.8)  15.85+ 7.12
Table 2
Comparison of the level of perceived stress in the study groups
Low level Average level High level p
of stress of stress of stress
High-risk alcohol consumers (n = 104) 9.6% 87.5% 2.9% .001
Low-risk alcohol consumers (n = 191) 25.7% 67.5% 6.8%

2024 3



Jakub Grabowski,
Tomasz Michalski,
Maciej Brosz,
Aleksandra
Brzozowska,
Gursimran Gaba

4

was used. This takes into account the perceived help-
lessness (F1) and perceived self-efficacy (F2) coeffi-
cients (Table 3).

The last stage was to conduct an original ques-
tionnaire on the possible causes of worries and/or
irritation (Table 4). This tool contained ten questions
about the possible stress factors selected by the au-
thors related to the current epidemic situation in the
country and in the world, from which the respon-
dents were to choose those that affected them (it was
possible to choose more than one answer).

The selection of respondents was purposeful,
so it was a type of non-probabilistic selection ac-
cording to the snowball method. In order to obtain
a diverse sample in terms of the pattern of alcohol
consumption, the pollsters distributed surveys in
premises frequented by men in the Tricity. These
were facilities whose business profile was oriented
towards alcohol consumption, which distinguishes

Table 3

them from other entertainment-oriented facilities
and those aimed at maintaining social contacts.
Some questionnaires were also distributed in semi-
legal workers’ dormitories operating in the Tricity.
Some questionnaires were distributed among men
representing various working environments in the
Tricity agglomeration.

Men aged 18-64 years drinking more than
14 drinks per week and men over 65 drinking more
than 7 drinks per week were qualified as high-risk
alcohol consumers according to the criteria of the
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Addiction
(NIAAA) of heavy drinking (NIAAA, 2023). In case
of doubt, the answers were verified as far as possi-
ble by objective interviews (e.g. bartenders in beer
drinking halls). Most of the respondents who drank
at risk were regular patrons in beer drinking halls
located near transport hubs. According to commu-
nity interviews, they visited them five days a week

Level of stress measured by PSS-10, F1 and F2 in the study groups taking into account COVID-19 vaccination

status
Vaccinated High-risk alcohol consumers Low-risk alcohol consumers
Yes No p Yes No p
M=+ SD M+ SD
PSS-10 19.00 + 4.08 17.59 + 5.39 .563 17.95 + 6.15 15.36 + 5.99 .092
F1 12.05 £ 4.21 10.50 + 5.29 .198 11.89 = 4.11 10.40 + 4.31 214
F2 6.95 £ 2.63 7.09 + 3.87 .552 6.07 + 2.89 496 + 2.64 .100
Note. PSS-10 — 10-item Perceived Stress Scale; F1 — perceived helplessness; F2 — perceived self-efficacy.
Table 4
Concerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic in the study groups
Is there anything that worries (or annoys) High-risk alcohol  Low-risk alcohol X’ p
you about the ongoing pandemic? consumers consumers
(n = 104) (n=191)
%
My health status 21.2 24.6 0.28 .566
The health of my loved ones 26.9 34.6 1.47 .193
Restrictions imposed by the authorities 28.8 23.0 0.92 .325
Situation on the labor market 19.2 29.3 3.08 .050
Pressure to get vaccinated 20.2 24.6 0.51 470
Difficulties in access to health services 28.8 39.3 2.75 .077
Other people’s attitudes 29.8 48.2 8.60 .003
Media coverage 24.0 29.3 0.70 .344
My worries not related to the pandemic 21.2 23.6 0.11 .666
I don’t have any worries 46.2 5.8 66.17 <.001
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(Monday-Friday), in the afternoon, after work. Then
they drank 2-3 beers with alcohol content between
5.0% and 7.2%.

No diagnostics of alcohol use disorder using
DSM-V criteria was conducted.

The total size of the research sample was N = 295.
Among the respondents, there were 104 high-risk
alcohol consumers and 191 men who drank occa-
sionally or did not drink (low-risk alcohol consum-
ers). Most of the respondents were middle-aged men
(176 were 35-64 years old) who spent up to 13 years
in the education system (154 people).

Quantitative variables were tested for compli-
ance with normal distribution by the Shapiro-Wilk
test. Depending on the result of the compliance test,
appropriate statistical tests were used for intergroup
comparisons. For comparisons of two groups, the
Mann-Whitney U test was applied, while for com-
parisons of multiple groups the Kruskal-Wallis H
test was used. The Mann-Whitney U test was applied
to compare groups with unequal numbers (Mann
& Whitney, 1947). The Cronbach « reliability index
for the PSS-10 test in the entire sample was .77 and
above .73 in individual subgroups included in the
analyses (Table 7). The level of statistical significance
adopted in the analyses was p < .05. Statistical analy-
ses were conducted using the R (4.0.3) and RStudio
(1.4.1103) software.

RESULTS

A comparison of both groups of men - high-risk al-
cohol consumers and low-risk alcohol consumers —
showed that there are far fewer young people (under
35 years of age) among high-risk alcohol consum-
ers than in the general population. In the group of
men who heavily consumed alcohol, fewer people
with higher levels of education were identified than
in the general population. Taking into account the
educational attainment rate of 14 years of education
or more, this group constituted 24% among high-risk
alcohol consumers, while in the general population it
was 60.7%. The low level of education of patrons of
drinking-oriented facilities can be considered a dis-
tinguishing feature of this category of respondents.
The stress index level measured by the PSS-10 test
was 17.81 (SD = 5.68) for the entire sample. This result
did not significantly differ in the surveyed groups of
men abusing alcohol and those consuming it occa-
sionally. A comparison of percentages reflecting the
groups of respondents experiencing low, medium or
high levels of stress showed statistically significant
differences (Table 2). Among high-risk alcohol con-
sumers, lower incidence rates of low (9.6%) and high
(2.9%) levels of stress were recorded than in the gen-
eral population (25.7% and 6.8%, respectively). Of the
variables included in the study, the level of perceived

stress was not affected by age, level of education, or
being vaccinated or not against COVID-19.

The study participants were asked to indicate
what worried or irritated them in connection with
the COVID-19 pandemic ongoing at the time of the
study. Of the nine options, respondents answered dif-
ferently in the case of “Situation on the labor mar-
ket,” “Other people’s attitudes,” and, in the case of the
additional, tenth option, “I don’t have any worries.”
Men from the general population, representing vari-
ous patterns of alcohol consumption, were more of-
ten (29.3%) worried about the situation on the labor
market than respondents abusing alcohol (19.2%).
Low-risk alcohol consumers (48.2%) were also more
likely than high-risk alcohol consumers (29.8%) to be
concerned or angry about other people’s attitudes
towards the pandemic or vaccination. On the other
hand, a lack of worries was more often reported by
high-risk alcohol consumers (46.2%) than by low-risk
alcohol consumers (5.8%). At least one stressor as-
sociated with the pandemic was identified by 67.3%
of high-risk alcohol consumers and 94.8% of low-risk
alcohol consumers (x*= 37.87, p < .001).

In both studied groups, the relationship between
being vaccinated against COVID-19 and the causes of
annoyance or worry in the context of the pandemic
was also verified. Among men abusing alcohol and
consuming on the premises, the vaccination status
differentiated the distribution in the case of respons-
es regarding one’s own health status and the pres-
sure to have a vaccination. Thus, those who had been
vaccinated were concerned about their own health
more often (28.6%) than those who had not been vac-
cinated (9.4%). On the other hand, unvaccinated men
(31.2%) were more worried or angry about the pres-
sure to have a vaccination than the vaccinated ones
(12.7%). Among men from the general population,
the vaccination status was statistically significantly
correlated with all categories of responses, with the
exception of difficulties in access to health services,
other people’s attitudes and the lack of worries re-
lated to the ongoing pandemic.

An overview of the results recorded in the study
including intergroup comparisons is presented in
Table 1.

DISCUSSION

While numerous studies have been conducted so far
to assess variables related to the impact of the pan-
demic on mental health, to our knowledge, this is the
first or one of very few studies on experiencing stress
related to the COVID-19 pandemic among people
with an alcohol problem.

The obtained results indicate a similar level of
stress in high-risk alcohol consumers and the gen-
eral population in terms of the total PSS-10 score
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(18.40 vs. 17.50, p = .185). Slightly higher PSS-10
results among high-risk alcohol consumers were
observed regardless of age, education or COVID-19
vaccination status (Tables 1 and 3), although they did
not reach the level of statistical significance. Signifi-
cant differences were noted according to assignment
of the respondents to groups with different levels of
perceived stress, indicating much higher levels of
stress among high-risk alcohol consumers.

This difference can be observed despite the sig-
nificantly higher F2 factor (perceived self-efficacy)
in high-risk alcohol consumers (Table 6). In the con-
text of the latter finding, the much higher number of
“I don’t have any worries” answers among high-risk
alcohol consumers in relation to the general popula-

Table 5

tion (46.2% vs. 5.8%, p < .001, Table 4) is also puzzling.
Considering the inconsistency of these variables with
the overall results of PSS-10 (46.2% of high-risk alco-
hol consumers said that they had no worries, and at
the same time 90.4% reported average or high levels
of stress), one might wonder whether the mechanism
of illusion and denial, frequent in alcohol abusers,
translates into other spheres of life. Another possible
explanation may be that most of the worries result
from non-pandemic factors, although only three re-
spondents indicated that. This is not fully confirmed
by the high percentage of mixed responses either.
Approximately 40% of the respondents gave the an-
swer “I don’t have any worries” and simultaneously
listed at least one other worry (in some cases even

Concerns related to the pandemic in the study groups taking into account COVID-19 vaccination status

Is there anything that worries High-risk alcohol Low-risk alcohol p-value
(or annoys) you about consumers consumers between
the ongoing epidemic? (n=104) (n=191) groups
Vaccinated Yes No p Yes No X2 p
(%) (%) (%) (%)
My health status 28.6 9.4 350 .038 30.7 - 8.91 <.001 .001
The health of my loved ones 31.7 18.8 1.21 227 392  16.0 4.07 .026 .030
Restrictions imposed 27.0 344 026 482 144 640 28.63 <.001 <.001
by the authorities
Situation on the labor market 143 25.0 1.01 .258 34.0 40 7.86 .002 .001
Pressure to get vaccinated 127 312 362 050 11.8 80.0 5559 <.001 <.001
Difficulties in access to health 31.7 250 0.20 .635 41.8 28.0 1.19 271 164
services
Other people’s attitudes 349 250 056 .360 484 44.0 0.04  .830 .053
Media coverage 222 312 050 454 242 56.0 9.14 .003 .007
My worries not related 20.6 281 031 .447 255 80 279 .071 224
to the pandemic
| don’t have any worries 413 531 077 .286 46 120 1.05  .150 <.001
Table 6
Descriptive statistics of PSS-10, F1 and F2
PSS-10 item High-risk alcohol Low-risk alcohol Mann-Whitney p
consumers consumers U test
(n = 104) (n=191)
M+ SD U
PSS-10 18.4 £ 4.44 17.5 £ 6.24 10857 .185
F1 11.3 £ 4.57 11.6 £ 4.29 9370 421
F2 7.09 + 3.01 5.86 + 2.82 12334 <.001

Note. PSS-10 — 10-item Perceived Stress Scale; F1 — perceived helplessness; F2 — perceived self-efficacy.

HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY REPORT



3 or more). However, it is possible, as mentioned be-
low in the limitations of the study, that the results are
inconsistent due to the state of alcohol intoxication
in some respondents.

Older and less educated people dominated among
high-risk alcohol consumers, which contrasts with
some other studies (Killgore et al., 2021; McAloney-
Kocaman, 2022; Rado$ Krnel et al., 2022), but may
result from the specific selection of the study group.

Factors related to the pandemic seem to clearly af-
fect both groups of respondents. At least one stressor
was identified by % of high-risk alcohol consumers
and almost all low-risk alcohol consumers. Persons
from the general population were clearly more wor-
ried about the situation on the labor market and other
people’s attitudes. The explanation here may be that,
as mentioned above, most of the polled high-risk al-
cohol consumers were probably professionally active,
while in the general population the unemployment
rate may have been higher. In addition, the major-
ity of the studied drinkers were from working-class
environments and the demand for simple manual la-
bor (e.g. construction work, logistics and municipal
services) during the pandemic did not decrease, un-
like other sectors (e.g. retail, entertainment and food
services) (GUS, 2021). Indifference to other people’s
attitudes towards the COVID-19 pandemic, slightly
higher among high-risk alcohol consumers, may be
a derivative of this self-confidence, and also associ-
ated with the observed high values of perceived self-
efficacy (Bantounou, 2023). Other people’s approach
towards the pandemic may involve both excessive
compliance with the recommendations (in the opin-
ion of the respondents ignoring the restrictions) and
the opposite situation - ignoring the recommenda-
tions (in the opinion of those worried about their own
health and that of loved ones). These attitudes remain
the most frequently indicated stress factor affecting
the respondents.The attitude towards COVID-19 vac-
cinations seems to be a more distinctive factor than
alcohol consumption itself as far as perception of the
external situation related to the pandemic as stressful
is concerned. Vaccinated people more often pointed
to stress factors directly related to their own and
their loved ones’ health and to the access to medical
services. This may be due to greater awareness of the
threats caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which
also motivated them to get the vaccination. On the
other hand, unvaccinated people clearly more often
indicated social situations as stressful factors related
to the pandemic: pressure to get vaccinated, restric-
tions imposed by the authorities (inevitably affecting
unvaccinated persons more), or media coverage (in
Poland clearly encouraging vaccination regardless of
the political aspect).

Although the results obtained in the unvaccinat-
ed group are not surprising, consideration of these
factors in the context of the overall relatively high

Table 7

Reliability analysis of PSS-10, F1 and F2

High-risk alcohol Low-risk alcohol

consumers consumers
(n=104) (n=191)

F1 .88 77

F2 .84 .73

PSS-10 .75 .82

Note. PSS-10 — 10-item Perceived Stress Scale; F1 - perceived
helplessness; F2 — perceived self-efficacy.

level of stress makes it necessary to take into con-
sideration the potential costs of social pressure on
vaccinations. Despite undeniable benefits for the
population, maintaining a large group of people un-
der increased stress has its costs as well, including
for the health care system (distress translating into
an increase in the incidence of somatic and mental
diseases). Nevertheless, the level of stress among
non-vaccinated individuals appears to be slightly
lower than among vaccinated persons. These results
were not statistically significant, but the relatively
high percentage of people who refused to answer
the question about the vaccination status is worth
noting (Table 1).

A similar percentage of vaccinated and unvacci-
nated persons, regardless of their alcohol consump-
tion, indicated the limited access to medical services
(at that time the closure of many clinics and the in-
troduction of teleconsultations on a large scale) and
other people’s attitudes towards the pandemic (prob-
ably perceived differently by each group), as well as
those unrelated to the pandemic, as the main stress
factors. It is worth noting that high-risk non-vacci-
nated alcohol consumers reported stress factors asso-
ciated with the pandemic significantly less often than
low-risk alcohol consumers. However, it is difficult
to resolve whether alcohol has any protective role in
the context of the overall results of PSS-10, especially
since stress factors unrelated to the pandemic were
quoted much more often in this case (28.1% vs. 8.0%,
Table 5). Similar results, indicating that stress related
to the COVID-19 pandemic is generally a predictor of
lower alcohol consumption, have also been reported
in other studies (Hahm et al., 2023). The pandemic
and the related restrictions seem to be such a strong
risk factor for the intensification of distress and the
development of mental disorders that it is indepen-
dent of the pattern of alcohol consumption or its
change (Wittenberg et al., 2022). Killgore et al. (2021)
argue that high-risk drinking correlates with be-
ing under lockdown (i.e. being in close contact with
other family members), which presents yet another
perspective on the problem of pandemic constraints
and drinking patterns.
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LIMITATIONS

This study has numerous limitations. First of all, the
cross-sectional nature prevents any inference about
the nature of the observed correlations. Limiting the
study group to male respondents and a relatively
small number of responses prevents generalization
of the obtained data.

The specific nature of the selected recruitment
method meant that some respondents could provide
their answers while under the influence of alcohol;
however, their sobriety was not checked. This puts
their credibility into question and reduces data qual-
ity. It is also crucial in terms of alcohol’s potential
relaxant effects. On the other hand, despite this risk,
people manifesting hazardous alcohol use were defi-
nitely more likely to be assigned to the group of peo-
ple with moderate or high stress than people who
drank in a non-hazardous way.

The difficulties in focusing attention in a noisy en-
vironment and the time pressure expected at the plan-
ning stage and observed during the pilot period of the
study resulted in limiting the number of questions to
the absolute minimum. This translated into obtaining
insufficient demographic data, including regarding
the employment status, although it can be assumed
that the vast majority of drinkers were employed
(they consumed alcohol in premises mainly catering
to workers, during the afternoon rush hours).

In the pilot part, screening with use of the CAGE
questionnaire was conducted. The provided answers
were disproportionate to the data obtained objec-
tively; hence, this part of the survey was abandoned.
Consequently, no other way of estimating alcohol
use disorder has been implemented than consump-
tion of specific quantities of alcohol per week. Us-
ing a screening tool (e.g. AUDIT) in further research
could make the results more credible and beneficial
in terms of problem comprehension.

The study did not attempt to estimate the respon-
dents’ somatic state or to assess their comorbidities
(both mental and somatic) or their family, financial
and personal situation. Therefore, knowledge about
the real factors that may affect the respondents’
stress level is lacking.

Also, it should be noted that the assessment of risk
related to heavy alcohol drinking is very complicated
and the number of drinks consumed per week is not
an accurate measurement, but rather a simplification.

There is also not enough similar research that
could be a reference point for this work.

CONCLUSIONS

This study is one of the few attempts to describe
the level of stress and possible stressors among
the group of people who abused alcohol during the
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COVID-19 pandemic, with a particular emphasis on
its acute period (the third wave). The obtained results
indicate a more frequent occurrence of medium and
high levels of stress in the group of high-risk alcohol
consumers. This is in spite of higher perceived self-
efficacy in this group and frequently stating a lack
of any worries. This may suggest extension of the
mechanism of illusion and denial to aspects of life
other than alcohol abuse. The most common stress-
ors for both surveyed groups were other people’s at-
titudes towards the COVID-19 pandemic, restrictions
on access to medical services and media coverage. No
effect of vaccination on the reduction of stress levels
was observed.

The obtained results indicate that a high level of
distress is mainly related to other people’s behav-
iors and attitudes. Therefore, in case of similar crises
in the future the risk of developing many somatic
and mental disorders could potentially be reduced
to a significant extent by appropriate actions being
taken by those responsible (toning down the media
message, mitigating antagonism, educating the pop-
ulation). Particular attention should be paid to people
with substance use disorders, because their apparent
efficiency and underestimation of issues might not
accurately reflect the degree of perceived suffering.
Some authors have already pointed out that the pan-
demic has changed access to substance use services
to such a degree that a totally new philosophy is
needed in the area of harm reduction (Kouimtsidis
et al, 2021).

Further research in this direction should focus
on eliminating the limitations of this study, deepen-
ing the diagnosis of alcohol use disorder, examining
other substance use disorders, establishing the cor-
relation between alcohol consumption and stress fac-
tors, and estimating the change in alcohol use when
a crisis affects the entire population. Incorporation of
qualitative data should also be considered as it could
provide valuable data and help better understand the
respondents.
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