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Research indicates that individuals who experience increased levels of stress often report increased alcohol consumption and consequently misuse. Individuals who have experiences related to financial problems or anxiety and depressive issues often rely on alcohol consumption as a short-term solution for symptom relief. However, this strategy often results in an increase in the severity of alcohol misuse, addiction and dependence. In support of this, previous research has revealed that sections of a Chinese population who were isolated working in quiet locations during the 2003 SARS epidemic used alcohol to deal with isolation, and perceived increases in stress. The increase in alcohol consumption during this period was significantly related to incidences of alcohol abuse and dependence several years post the SARS epidemic (Grossman et al. 2020). The continued increase in the COVID-19 pandemic and government measures to impose isolation, travel restrictions mobility limitations, and decreased socialization have had a powerful impact on individuals’ patterns of leisure time. This has also resulted in a decrease in individual access to venues that publicly sell alcohol. This has had implications for increased alcohol consumption in the home environment. Recovery from the impact of the pandemic will remain for long periods. The recovery periods during and following the pandemic may increase the potential for individual engagement in alcohol consumption and misuse to alleviate the continuing problems associated with isolation, anxiety and depression caused by COVID-19 (Hou et al. 2021).



Research has also outlined that during the COVID-19 pandemic, in addition to the increased stress levels recorded, domestic violence increased and was associated with excessive alcohol consumption as a contributory factor (Gama et al. 2020). Alcohol abuse can contribute to individual health profiles, impact negatively on diseases, promote personal injury, and make abusers more susceptible to the physiological and psychological effects of COVID-19. In addition, alcohol abuse can also lead to significant economic and social problems (Moss 2013). During the pandemic, a large proportion of the population did not increase their alcohol consumption. However, for the individuals who did increase consumption, a greater proportion appeared to consume larger quantities. In the USA, alcohol sales increased exponentially by 234%. Quarantine and social isolation have had a huge psychological effect on people’s lives, and these effects may be responsible for the increase in alcohol misuse observed in adults (Pollard et al. 2020). Figures from the World Health Organization have indicated that alcohol misuse accounts for more than 5% of global diseases (WHO 2018). In relation to the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals that abuse alcohol or have underlying medical pathologies such as alcohol-related diseased livers and associated comorbidities are at an increased risk of serious illness or premature death.



Societal impacts of long-term lockdowns and associated isolation stressors during the pandemic contribute to these problems in compromised individuals and have huge implications and relevance for issues related to public health (Clay and Parker 2020). Rehm et al. (2020) suggested that there are two different scenarios related to how the COVID-19 pandemic may affect alcohol consumers. The first scenario, in an attempt to limit alcohol consumption, includes limits on alcohol availability, financial constraints on alcohol purchases, and governmental limitations that would help reduce the levels of alcohol consumed. The second scenario relates to the negative effects of increased stress and anxiety for individuals who resort to alcohol misuse to alleviate pandemic effects. Alcohol abuse is a very serious and increasing public health concern. There are about 65,000 US deaths with approximately 4% of fatalities and 5% of diseases and associated injuries worldwide that can be attributed directly to alcohol abuse (NIAAA 2021). Drinking populations can be categorized into sub sections. These sections include drinkers with severe alcohol misuse problems and individuals who exceed recommended guidelines but fail to reach the severity of severe alcohol misuse. For example, in America 25% of adults and somewhere between 7% and 20% of adult primary care patients exceed recommended drinking guidelines (NIAAA 2021). Excessive alcohol abuse is related to an increase in the prevalence of several serious medical conditions. These include but are not limited to certain cancers, cardiovascular disease, the related comorbidities of cirrhosis and pancreatitis, and gastrointestinal disorders. In addition to this, excessive alcohol misuse has also been associated with an increased risk of gastrointestinal related hospitalizations, postoperative complications, and poorer self-management of chronic diseases, such as diabetes, and hypertension. A study by Kuitunen-Paul and Roerecke (2018) reported that even consuming alcohol at moderate levels can increase all-cause mortality and contribute to the risk of cardiovascular related diseases while reducing life expectancy.



Further guidelines have reported that excessive alcohol consumption results in increased blood pressure and risks of stroke. The guidelines suggest that even moderate drinking (two drinks per day or less) increase the risk of stroke by about 15% (NIAAA 2021). While there is evidence for problems associated with alcohol abuse and misuse, there is little research assessing the effects of alcohol consumption on individuals with underlying medical conditions. The consumption of alcohol, particularly drinking large amounts, is a contributory factor for many alcohol related health issues. Alcohol consumption is also a contributor to the increased prevalence of global related diseases (Sterling et al. 2020). In fact, alcohol abuse has been cited to be one of the underlying causes for the increase in alcohol related medical conditions and a contributory factor to many more illnesses. Social isolation and related stress issues caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have contributed to the increases in alcohol consumption. Individuals with underlying related comorbidities are at greater risk of death and serious illness than healthy sections of the population who abuse alcohol. Further to this, alcohol misuse is related to both unintentional and intentional injuries (NIAAA 2021). Information about the disease risks of alcohol abuse has helped inform policy makers in the promotion of sensible alcohol consumption guidelines. However, the guidelines during the recent pandemic have been compromised in relation to the recoded increases in alcohol consumption over the COVID-19 period (Steffen et al. 2021). Further to this, and in addition to the increased disease risks that can potentially harm alcohol abusers, severe alcohol consumption can also have an impact on the health status of drinkers while causing social harm to the drinker’s family and friends (Moss 2013). The results of studies indicating social harm and medical damage to individuals during the pandemic need to be considered urgently. The findings highlight the need for the urgent development of effective prevention strategies to reduce the burden, suffering, and costs, linked with greater alcohol consumption particularly pre and post the COVID-19 pandemic. Individuals with related comorbidities need to be extra vigilant in relation to their alcohol use. Alcohol accelerates the disease process, and in compromised individuals and patient populations, alcohol abuse will be a contributory factor to their premature demise and or serious illness.



Not only health but economies suffer as much from alcohol abuse as its detrimental effects on health, affecting not only families, but communities, institutions, and individuals of all ages. Young people who drink too much are impeding their development, while impacting on the country’s ability to face economic challenges in the future. In families with alcohol-dependent members, health care costs are twice as high as in families without alcohol abusers, and up to half of all emergency room visits are due to alcoholism (Burke 1988). In response to COVID19, drinking practices have changed considerably. People drink at home instead of in bars and restaurants. While bar and restaurant sales have fallen, off-premises sales, such as ecommerce and retail stores, have grown significantly. US online sales, for instance, increased by 234%. There is a heavy toll on society, the economy, and individuals resulting from harmful alcohol consumption. According to the projection for the next 30 years, illnesses and injuries caused by consuming more than 1.5 drinks per day for men and 1 drink per day for women will cause life expectancy to be 0.9 years shorter in OECD countries. Health expenditures will be responsible for approximately 2.4% of GDP, while participation and productivity among the workforce will be reduced by 1.6% (OECD 2021). OECD countries report that drinking more than 1/1.5 drinks per day increases the likelihood of a number of diseases and adds USD 61 per capita to annual health care costs, adjusted for purchasing power parity. Over the course of the analysis, the total cost of treating these diseases is USD purchasing power parity 138 billion per year across all the OECD countries included in recent analysis. The current health expenditure in Australia is equivalent to this amount, while the current health expenditure in Belgium is more than double that amount (OECD 2021).



In summary, we hope that the content of this paper will stimulate debate and raise awareness of the increased alcohol abuse problems during and post the COVID-19 pandemic. The content provided here outlines the detrimental effects of alcohol abuse and suggests reasons for increases in consumption during the pandemic. The paper also comments on the risk factors and economic costs associated with alcohol abuse in healthy individuals and individuals with underlying comorbidities. In addition, the paper also discusses the effects of excessive alcohol consumption on psychological parameters and implications for social harm and societal disengagement. We hope that the contents of this paper will provide information that will invigorate local governmental and global health organizations to produce intervention strategies, and innovative new policies and policy amendments (especially online selling, ecommerce, and retail stores) to alleviate this risk and associated economic burdens.
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