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Background
Maternal stress has increased since the COVID-19 pandemic began. Well-established links have been 
identified between stress and increased substance use (SU), which is concerning as maternal SU is 
associated with adverse childhood outcomes.

Objective
This study aimed to: (1) examine group differences between mothers reporting decreased, increased, or 
no change to their SU and (2) identify risk and protective factors influencing changes to maternal SU.

Methods
Mothers (n = 508, Mage = 34.8 years, SD = 5.1) with young children aged 0 to 8 years completed an 
online questionnaire between April 14th and 28th, 2020. Self-reported questionnaires on SU, motivations 
for using substances, parenting stress, and mental health were completed. A series of t-tests, chi-square 
tests, bivariate correlations, and block-wise logistic regressions were conducted to answer the study aim.

Results
Of participating mothers, 54.9% did not change their SU since the COVID-19 pandemic began, 39.2% 
increased their SU, and 5.9% decreased their SU. Interestingly, parenting stress was not significantly 
correlated with increased SU, decreased SU, or reporting no change to ones SU. Findings indicated that 
mothers with an anxiety disorder and/or clinically relevant levels of anxiety symptomatology were 
overrepresented as increasing their SU during the COVID-19 pandemic. Using substances to cope with 
anxiety, but not depression or boredom, was also significantly elevated among mothers reporting 
increased SU during the pandemic relative to those reporting no change to or a decrease in usage. Using 
substances to cope with anxiety was a risk factor for increased SU.

Conclusion



A large proportion of mothers reported increasing their SU since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 
results highlight the crucial need to treat maternal anxiety and the importance of teaching mothers 
alternative coping strategies, aside from using substances, to reduce the incidence of increased SU during 
the COVID-19 pandemic among mothers and its negative sequelae.
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