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Definition: The increase in addiction during COVID-19 is a condition that emerged as an aftermath
of COVID-19-related events, for instance, fear of the spread of COVID-19, self-abstention from many
activities, and restrictions established by the lockdown measures. This condition includes substance
addictions such as drugs and alcohol but also behavioral addictions such as gambling, gaming,
pornography, and smartphone and internet misuse.
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1. Introduction

COVID-19 has negatively affected society in many ways. The COVID-19 pandemic
has caused in individuals the fear of contagion, leading to self-abstention from many social
activities. Additionally, the lockdown measures limited even more citizens’ activities, since
only some of them were allowed, leading to even more oppression, with a physical and
psychological aftermath [1]. In such difficult and prolonged periods, social and emotional
closeness with relatives, colleagues, and friends are necessary [2], to adequately confront
the difficult period without self-destructive practices.

Isolation can affect negatively individuals, rendering them lonely and abandoned,
creating a vicious cycle of withdrawal and isolation [2]. In such cases of continuous and
acute oppression, many people try to find alleviation in anti-stress behaviors. The problem
is that some anti-stress behaviors are not healthy, since they may have a severe and long-
term negative impact on individuals. To be more precise, many people resort to addictive
practices, such as excessive gaming, gambling, illegal substances, alcohol consumption,
etc. [3], since the aforementioned have a direct and short-run stress relief result, but the
long-run consequences of these behaviors have a serious and negative impact on health,
perpetuating a negative non-ending situation, which is termed as addiction.

Even though COVID-19 had unprecedented effects on society, many researchers in
the past had highlighted the effect of crises on human behavior. There are many pieces of
evidence, unveiling that the oppression caused by economic, financial, and other crises and
also by unemployment make people more vulnerable to addictive behaviors [4]. In this
context, it is very important to understand social phenomena that have a major impact on
human societies, concealing also a probable biological or even genetic tendency of humans
to addiction. A thorough examination of this specific field of study is imperative.

The present entry provides an extensive literature review for the main findings regard-
ing addiction during COVID-19. Furthermore, the entry describes empirically the academic
interest for the subject of “addiction” over the years, points out alternative investigations
for this specific field of study, and, finally, concludes with some probable measures that
can be taken to face such social phenomena.

2. The Addiction

“Addiction” as a term originally referred to substances and, more precisely, to drugs.
In the past, the literature focused mainly on three types of substance use: (a) occasional
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controlled and/or social, (b) abuse or harmful use, and (c) addiction [5]. Based on the
current literature, addiction is a biopsychosocial negative condition with its main character-
istic being the compulsive engagement, in one or multiple rewarding stimuli, for instance,
substances [6], or compulsive behaviors that do not include substances [7], leading to
dependence from these stimuli, with negative consequences. In this context, addictions
are categorized into two main groups, namely, chemical addictions, including the use of
substances, and behavioral addictions, including compulsive behaviors that are repeated
and persistent [8]. Addictions are often linked with many behavioral disorders [9], mental
health problems [10], and psychological issues [11]. The case of addictions without the use
of substances may include many compulsive and unhealthy practices, such as gambling,
gaming, unhealthy sexual practices (addiction to sex), pornography, dangerous behaviors,
cyber addiction or addiction to the internet [9], workaholism (addiction to work), addiction
to shopping [7], etc.

Addictions exhibit some common attributes since they are characterized as a chroni-
cally relapsing disorder, including a compulsion to seek and take the substance or perform
the addictive behavior, loss of control in limiting the intake or the action, and the emer-
gence of negative emotional states, such as anxiety, irritability, or dysphoria when access to
substance or addictive behavior is prevented [5,12]. Moreover, most of these problematic
conditions stimulate certain parts of the brain, mainly through the “brain reward” system,
affecting certain neurons, for instance, the dopamine neurons. To give an example, drugs
affect the production, elimination, or release of certain neurotransmitters [13], impacting
in this way the human brain and, subsequently, human behavior. In some cases, the
motivation of addiction is the alleviation of painful feelings while, in others, the control
or expression of feelings [14–16]. In general, there are many negative characteristics with
addiction, but the most common is the paradox that the individual turns to a specific drug
or addictive behavior to alleviate emotional pain, a condition that is later perpetuated,
putting the person into a non-ending situation where they are eventually unable to get rid
of this pain [5]. In some cases, cortical areas in the frontal lobe may become dysfunctional
due to excessive and long-term addiction, which may change even the personality of the
individual [13].

All of the aforementioned show the importance of the study of addiction and the
necessity of measures to prevent such practices. We should highlight that not all people
demonstrate the same tendency for various addictions. For instance, age is an important
factor, since adolescents exhibit different characteristics than older ones [17]. In the same
context, gender also plays a role, since, based on their gender, people are more prone to
certain substances or addictive behaviors [18].

3. Addiction during COVID-19

In periods of extensive oppression, people try to alleviate the experienced pain, often
with unhealthy and short-term relief practices. If these periods are prolonged, these
practices can evolve into addiction, with long-run negative consequences. This is not a
piece of unprecedented evidence. Many studies have already examined and shown that
recessions provoke an increase in addictions. To be more precise, binge drinking, sporadic
use of cannabis, and also heavy use of hypnotics and sedatives increase during economic
recessions [19]. Furthermore, binge alcoholism is also related to unemployment levels [20].

Similarly, many researchers have examined the effect of COVID-19 in the increase in
addictions. During the COVID-19 pandemic, an upward trend in substance addiction was
evidenced [21]. As a result, the availability of the drug supply increased [22], and the co-
existence of social isolation, mental health and economic distress, the disruption of health
treatment services due to COVID-19 impacted even more this vulnerable population [23,24].
The aforementioned led to more deaths during the COVID-19 pandemic [25,26].

Moreover, through post-analysis from Twitter, certain topics were found to include
interest over the difficulties of coping with alcoholism during the rising of the sales of
alcohol and the attention to ongoing health crises (for instance, vaping and opioids),
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affordable telehealth services, the relationship between nicotine and COVID-19, concerns
about gambling addiction, and changing patterns in substance misuse as drug availability
varied [27].

Similarly, the COVID-19 crisis and the associated lockdown measures increased the
risk of drinking alcohol [28]. Furthermore, depression symptoms and pandemic-related
financial difficulties were associated with tobacco and cannabis use and also with substance
co-use, even in the case of pregnant women [29]. On the other hand, there were disparities
across the individuals, for instance, the gender, the smoker’s residence (urban or rural
areas), or the severity of the smoking history of the individual [30]. There was also a
relation between the duration of the pandemic and cannabis consumption [31].

Food addiction also increased, which seems to be a uniquely meaningful phenotype,
beyond the effects of body mass index (BMI) to identify the repercussions of the COVID-
19 pandemic [32]. Many adults showed an increase in sugar in their diet during the
COVID-19 era, since greater stress related to the pandemic increased sugar intake, drinking,
food addiction symptoms, and drinking frequency [33]. Furthermore, exercise addiction
was at significantly lower levels during the period post-lockdown, while eating disorder
symptomology scores and leisure-time exercise significantly increased during the post-
COVID-19 lockdown period [34].

COVID-19 was found to be correlated also with internet addiction [35], depression,
and anxiety, with many implications [3,36], especially psychosocial ones [37]. In this
context, problematic internet use and internet gaming disorders increased during the
pandemic, since people and mainly young individuals, especially those limited at home,
resorted to excessive gaming [38]. Furthermore, individuals infected with COVID-19 were
at a higher risk for internet gaming disorder and internet addiction [39]. Moreover, a
minor increase in pornography viewing was evidenced, especially during the lockdown
measures [40], in addition to an increase in the misuse of social networks [41]. More
analytically, problematic social media use increased during COVID-19 [42] and was linked
with psychological distress and insomnia [43], and a high prevalence rate of social media
addiction (SMA) was evidenced [44].

Similarly, during COVID-19, the neuroticism of individuals affected cellphone addic-
tion through online social anxiety, while extraversion affected cellphone addiction through
cyber danger beliefs [45]. There was a negative effect of COVID-19 in the problematic use
of smartphones from young persons, with a negative impact on their psychological and
physical health [1]. A mediator between COVID-19-related exposure and post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms seems to be problematic smartphone use, and, in the
same context, daytime sleepiness was found to partially mediate the associations between
problematic smartphone use and PTSD [46]. However, the indirect association between per-
ceived stress and mobile phone addiction can be moderated by self-control [47]. COVID-19
phobia and COVID-19 news exposure are substantial determinants of consumers’ smart-
phone addiction, which in turn affect mobile shopping frequency, and social influence
plays an important role in moderating mobile shopping frequency for individuals who
seem to experience smartphone addiction [48].

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected online trading [49] and online gambling, which
is considered an addictive stress reliever [50], associated with suicide attempts in young
men and women, especially when trying to cope with anxiety, life satisfaction, impulsivity,
and other factors [51]. For those that showed an increase in gambling behavior, there was
frequently an association with problem gambling and not simply gambling behaviors [52].

There are also alternative examinations regarding the addictive behaviors and, more
precisely, gambling and excess gaming activities, for instance, through the financial investi-
gation. The rationale is that the COVID-19-related events have made people more prone
to addictive behaviors, increasing the revenues of the corresponding companies that are
engaged with these activities, causing the investors to turn to these companies’ stocks as
they are more profitable [53]. These approaches investigated global phenomena, and data
were more easily available.
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Many other factors affect individuals differently, playing a significant role in the case of
addiction. For instance, there is a difference concerning gender and employment regarding
drug consumption [31]. There were found in many individuals symptoms of clinical
anxiety and depression, while depression and anxiety symptoms that were associated
with the previous trauma exposure, distress and isolation, female gender, alcohol use, and
income reduction increased during COVID-19 [54]. Racial-ethnic minorities undergo a
greater financial burden and also greater direct adverse effects of COVID-19, including
being more concerned about contracting COVID-19, not being able to get a COVID-19 test,
and knowing someone who had died from COVID-19 [55]. The cases of a report of child
abuse increased during COVID-19, while there is also a differentiation with pre-COVID-19
respective reports since those during COVID-19 seemed to be more emotional or sexual
than other types of abuse [56], which are conditions that may lead to addictions as well.

On the other hand, not only has COVID-19 led to an increase in addictions but also
many addictions led to an increase in the risk of getting sick with COVID-19. To be
more precise, the frequency of risk factors was high for people that are characterized
as multi-users, who are also susceptible to worse COVID-19 prognosis [57]. Addicted
people are facing many difficulties in accessing healthcare services, rendering them even
more vulnerable to drugs by illegal means [26]. A difficulty in the access to the health
services that was evidenced, due to treatment disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic,
made matters worse, including reduced access to harm-reduction services, opioid agonist
treatment, medical professionals, withdrawal management and treatment services, shelters
and housing, and food banks [58]. This decrease in the service capacity resulted in the
deterioration of health issues and risky substance-use behaviors among people who use
drugs. On the other hand, opioid agonist treatment take-home “carries” cited greater access
and also more prescription deliveries [58].

Policymakers shifted to more inclusive approaches of co-production of recommenda-
tions. The barriers to adoption and implementation that emerged, as a result of the new
regulations, included stigma, lack of integration, and overcriminalization [59]. All of the
aforementioned affected negatively substance users, and the available help diminished.

Summing up, COVID-19 is related to many addictions that increased during the
pandemic. Most of them include internet addiction, gaming, gambling, various drugs,
alcohol, and pornography. We should note that even if this phenomenon is of global origin,
not all countries and regions exhibit the same magnitude and characteristics. For instance,
countries with severe government budgets also decreased the funds in the various health
programs, and, similarly, those that have the highest rate of unemployment are those
whose citizens are more prone to adverse consequences of crises [4]. So, not all people were
affected in the same way and severity by COVID-19-related events.

As stated above, addictions are mainly categorized into two groups: chemical and
behavioral addictions [8]. Based on this distinction, we summarize the literature review
findings in Table 1. We should note that, in the DSM-5, only gambling addiction and
internet gaming addiction are categorized as behavioral addictions [60]. However, many
researchers include in the behavioral addictions many other problematic behaviors, such
as food addiction, pornography addiction, social network addiction, etc. [7], which we also
included in our study for completeness reasons.
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Table 1. Literature review summary regarding the addictions during COVID-19.

Addiction Type of Addiction References

Drugs Chemical [21–29]
Alcohol Chemical [21,27–29,33,54]

Tobacco/vaping Chemical [21,30]
Marijuana/cannabis Chemical [21,31]

Internet Behavioral [3,35–37,39]
Smartphone Behavioral [1,45–48]

Gaming Behavioral [38,39,53]
Gambling and trading Behavioral [49–53]

Food and drinking Behavioral [32–34]
Pornography Behavioral [40]

Social networks Behavioral [41–44]

4. Scientometric Empirical Evidence

The scientific interest for specific subjects can be derived and investigated by many
methods. A direct method is to examine the research volume produced each year for a
specific subject by academia. In this way, we may have an overview of the total academic
interest for this specific subject, unveiling the importance of this subject for the research
community and society as well. More precisely, by searching the term “addiction” on the
ScienceDirect page (https://www.sciencedirect.com/ (accessed on 13 September 2021)),
and the PubMed page (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ (accessed on 16 November
2021)), we illustrated the academic interest regarding this research field. In Figure 1, we
may infer that, in 2018, the scientific works in the ScienceDirect page regarding addiction
decreased. On the other hand, in 2019, they increased significantly, and, in 2020, they
continued to increase even more. As for the respective scientific works in the PubMed
page, there was an upward trend in almost all years, especially the most recent ones,
and, more precisely, in 2020, there was an important increase of approximately 15%. The
aforementioned evidence shows the importance of this specific field of study, namely,
addiction during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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5. Conclusions

The present entry provided an extended literature review for addiction during COVID-
19, which is a problematic and important social case that emerged from COVID-19-related
events. Based on the literature, during COVID-19, many addictions increased, some
of them being substance and alcohol abuse, misuse of the internet, excessive gaming,
gambling, pornography, and many others. The present entry contributes to the literature by
summarizing and commenting on the literature’s findings, highlighting a multifaceted and
global problem, which is the increase in multiple addictions during COVID-19, including
evidence that most studies do not point out, since most of them are limited in specific
addictions, disregarding the overall picture.

In general, in the case of addiction, many factors internal and external can co-exist
affecting one another, causing many health and social problems to the individuals. This
means that addiction is a multidimensional problem and does not emerge out of nowhere.
An important cause for this increase is the oppression caused by the pandemic itself. The
fact that during COVID-19, in multiple categories, emergency department psychiatric chief
complaint prevalence increased, in comparison with the pre-COVID-19 era [61], shows
that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted significantly human psychology, leading to
the search for ways to alleviate this pain, some of which may lead to severe addiction,
with an even worse aftermath for the individuals. More precisely, the COVID-19 anxiety
and worry, the daily stress, the degradation of the social and health support systems,
the anxiety sensitivity of each individual, the probable existence of chronic diseases or
psychological problems are all related to certain health and addictive behaviors that also
affected the aforementioned [62]. On the other hand, some specific characteristics (e.g.,
ability to be resilient) can block such problematic cases; for instance, higher sensitivity
is not necessarily a vulnerability factor, besides what most would expect, even during
the COVID-19 pandemic, if resilience can be enhanced [63]. This evidence shows the
importance of interconnection among the various factors that affect individuals.

Furthermore, another cause for the increase in addictions during COVID-19 is the vul-
nerability of specific individuals to such unhealthy practices. Not all people were affected
in the same way and magnitude by COVID-19-related events, since many factors such as
gender, income [54], and racial-ethnic minorities [55] are known to play a significant role.
Besides the increase in addictive behaviors due to COVID-19, many addictive behaviors
also led to an increase in the risk of getting sick with COVID-19 [57], and people with
addictions are at higher risk of multimorbidity and mortality during COVID-19 [21]. This
fact shows the importance of the protection of these people who may be in jeopardy. Young
people seem to be more affected by technological addiction, for instance, misuse of their
smartphone [1] and social media [41] and excessive gaming [38]. Moreover, some results
concerning the impact of the COVID-19 on addictive behaviors had some heterogeneity; for
instance, COVID-19 had a differential impact on opioid overdoses in certain US states [64],
implying that further and more thorough research is needed to have a whole picture.

The social [65] and psychological [66] impacts of COVID-19 for the individuals are of
great concern and should not be overseen, since COVID-19 has affected in numerous ways
the individuals, for instance, their behavior, or even the way home attachment is perceived
by individuals [67]. This can be justified by an increase in domestic violence and unhealthy
lifestyle behaviors evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic [68]. All of these led to a
further increase in addictions.

Even though the problem is of great magnitude, it is important to have some lessons
from the pandemic itself. In cases that physical touch is difficult, for instance, during
lockdown measures, telemedicine could be better utilized, since, during the pandemic,
health services were provided very effectively [69]. This fact shows that even in cases of
emergency, some actions can help so that the impact will be less intense.

Moreover, the government can play an important role. First, increasing the govern-
ment budgets for health and other social benefits could alleviate the psychological pain
from individuals, so that they will not turn to unhealthy practices. Second, the governmen-
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tal and local institutions could construct appropriate places for outdoor activities, such as
swimming and running facilities, since these activities have been shown to affect human
psychology positively [70], and render them available free of charge so that more people
could have access to them. Finally, many associations could promote athletic activities for
the social good, highlighting the positive effects on health.

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic showed that more can be done regarding
technological progress, so that people can have access to education and other important
activities, as well. Many new tools and interactive teaching methods emerged during
the COVID-19 era since there was a need for their utilization in education [71]. Such
cases were the virtual laboratories (VLs) that were based on the use of virtual reality
(VR), making it feasible and also facilitating the teaching and learning process in a wide
range of training activities [71]. As for video games, even though there are drawbacks,
for instance, a decrease in sleep duration, an increase in obesity, vision problems [72,73],
etc., if the game’s content promotes good social behaviors, they can contribute to the social
good [74]. Moreover, there are also games that, apart from the social contribution, can
promote physical health [75]. In the same context, since many games related to addiction
and other dangerous behaviors have been constructed [76], trying to help people and
especially adolescents acknowledge the importance of their choices and also the probable
aftermath of such behaviors, virtual reality could be utilized in these video games, helping
them communicate in a better and more realistic way the problematic conditions associated
with addiction.

In conclusion, further analytical study is needed, including interpersonal (qualitative)
and local-global (quantitative) studies to cross-validate and analyze the many implications
that not only exist but that are also interconnected in a complex system. The case of the
COVID-19 pandemic affected even more a problem that already existed and did not cause
it out of nowhere.
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