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Overview

Background Literature

Aims and Study Methods

Results and Discussion of Findings

New Research Findings
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Background Literature

Negative Regulation Pathway 

This pathway refers to using a drug to 
diminish negative affect states like anxiety or 
depression 

Negative affect regulation is related to 
coping substance use motives

Also known as self-medication hypothesis or 
tension reduction hypothesis
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Background Literature

Negative Regulation Pathway 

8

Substance Use 

Problems

Substance Use 

Coping Motives
Negative Affect



Background Literature

Negative Regulation Pathway 
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Background Literature

Negative Regulation Pathway 
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Background Literature

Negative Regulation Pathway 
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Background Literature

Impact of COVID-19?
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Background Literature

COVID-19 and Mental Health

A clear increase in mental health 

struggles due to COVID-19 among college 

students (Fruehwirth et al., 2021; Kecojevic et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020)

In one study, less than half of the students 

reported that they were able to cope 

effectively with the stress related to the 

pandemic (Wang et al., 2020)
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Background Literature

COVID-19 and Cannabis Use

In the fall of 2020, a national study found 

that 15.7% of 19-year-olds used cannabis 

to cope with COVID-19 (Patrick et al., 2022)

However, when examining changes in 

cannabis use and consequences, the 

evidence is mixed (Schepis et al., 2021; Graupensperger et al., 

2021; Merrill et al., 2022) 
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Aims of Present Study

Compare college students who reported increases 
in anxiety/depression symptoms since COVID-19 
stay at home orders to those who reported no 
change in anxiety/depression symptoms on 
cannabis coping motives, use frequency, and 
negative consequences

Examine whether self-reported changes (i.e., 
group that indicated increases) in poor mental 
health during COVID-19 were associated with 
problematic cannabis use via higher cannabis 
coping motives
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Study Methods - Participants
Participants (n = 1,318) were college students 

recruited from Psychology Department participant 
pools from two universities in Virginia between Fall 
2020 and Spring 2021

For the present study, we only used data from 
students that: 

a)Consumed cannabis on at least one day in the 
previous month

b)Answered questions about changes in mental health 
due to COVID-19

c)Completed assessments of cannabis coping motives, 
cannabis use frequency and consequences

d)Reported their gender
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Study Methods - Participants

Among the analytic sample (n = 291), most 

participants identified themselves as:

White, non-Hispanic (61.5%) or Black/African 

American (35.4%)

Female (70.8%)

Mean age of 20.31 (SD = 3.71) years
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Study Methods - Measures

Self-reported Changes in Mental Health due 

to COVID-19 

“Since the COVID-19 stay at home order went 

into effect in your state, has your general level of 

depression/anxiety….” 

Response options included: “increased”, 

“decreased”, or “remained the same”

Current Depressive/Anxiety Symptoms

Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale (Lovibond & Lovibond, 

1995)
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Study Methods - Measures

Cannabis Coping Motives

Marijuana Motives Questionnaire Short Form 
(Simons et al., 1998) 

Cannabis Use Frequency 

Marijuana Use Grid (Pearson et al., 2022)

Cannabis Consequences

Brief Marijuana Consequences Questionnaire 
(Simons et al., 2012)
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Study Results

Self-reported changes in Depression

53.2% reported an increase

38.5% reported that it remained the same

8.3% reported a decrease

Self-reported changes in Anxiety

58.7% reported an increase 

34.6% reported that it remained the same

6.7% reported a decrease
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Study Results

Differences on Marijuana Outcomes
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Changes in Depressive Symptoms due to COVID-19  

Outcome Variable: 
Remained the Same  

(n  = 126) 

Increased 

(n  = 174) 
t 

Cohen’s 

D 

Cannabis Coping Motives 1.78 (0.98) 2.78 (1.43) t = -7.12 0.79 

Cannabis Use Frequency 4.62 (7.13) 6.21 (8.33) t = -1.73 0.20 

Cannabis Consequences 2.56 (2.99) 4.03 (4.54) t = -3.40 0.37 

Changes in Anxiety Symptoms due to COVID-19  

Outcome Variable: 
Remained the Same  

(n  = 106) 

Increased 

(n  = 185) 
t 

Cohen’s 

D 

Cannabis Coping Motives 1.97 (1.17) 2.59 (1.41) t = -4.05 0.47 

Cannabis Use Frequency 5.82 (8.28) 5.38 (7.46) t = 0.47 0.06 

Cannabis Consequences 2.85 (3.67) 3.69 (4.18) t = -1.79 0.21 

 



Study Results

Mediation Models
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Discussion of Findings

Majority of participants reported in increase in 
anxiety/depression symptoms compared to 
remain the same or decrease due to COVID-19

Students reporting an increase in internalizing 
symptoms reported higher cannabis coping 
motives and more negative consequences 

Students who reported an increase in 
depressive/anxiety symptoms reported more 
cannabis consequences via higher endorsement 
of cannabis coping motives
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Discussion of Findings

Limitations & Future Research

All of the data collected was self-reported and 
cross-sectional

We only examined a few factors that may 
influence relationships between COVID-19, mental 
health, and cannabis use outcomes 

Researchers should also explore how COVID-19 
has impacted mental health and drug use of 
among vulnerable student populations as well as 
clinical populations
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Need for Cross-Cultural Research

COVID-19 impacted the entire world

Poor mental health and problematic 

substance use is a global issue

Are these etiological pathways universal or 

culturally-specific?
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Cross-Cultural Addictions Study Team (CAST)

CAST is a collective of international scientists 

with a shared vision of answering meaningful 

research questions regarding addictive 

behaviors (predominately substance use) that 

have important global policy, prevention, 

and/or treatment implications
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Project Cross-Cultural Longitudinal 

Assessment of Stuff Study (CLASS)

The purpose of this study is to longitudinally 

replicate and extend research examining 

etiological models of substance use and mental 

health among young adults (i.e., college 

students) in multiple countries (i.e., Argentina, 

England, Spain, South Africa, Canada and the 

U.S.)

Also collecting data on the impact of COVID-19 

on mental health and substance use
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Study Results

Preliminary Project CLASS Results
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Conclusions

College students reporting mental health 
struggles due to COVID-19 are turning to 
cannabis to alleviate their struggles; 
however, this increased motivation to use 
cannabis to cope is associated with more 
experiences of negative cannabis-related 
consequences

Providing resources for substance-free 
coping strategies to manage the mental 
health impact of COVID-19 may be 
extremely useful 
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Thank You!

Questions?

Email: 
ajbravo@wm.edu
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Thank You!

For help with any evaluation or 
research related issue, or 

questions about this webinar, 
please send an email to

 evaluation@cadca.org

CADCA wishes to thank 
Dr. Adrian Bravo for his 
insightful presentation.

ajbravo@wm.edu
X: @ajbravo_PhD

mailto:ajbravo@wm.edu
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