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Abstract

Objective: To evaluate the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on depressive symptoms and suicide risk
among patients receiving treatment at a Public Health Psychosocial Addiction Care Center (CAPS AD III)
in Porto Alegre, Brazil.

Methods: Questions from the Coronavirus Health Impact Survey (CRISIS) translated into Brazilian
Portuguese were used to evaluate 70 patients’ perceptions of and behaviors during the Covid-19
pandemic. Validated Brazilian versions of the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) and the General
Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) were used to evaluate the severity of depressive symptoms, suicide risk,
and anxiety symptoms. A multiple logistic regression model was used to evaluate predictors of suicide
risk in the sample.

Results: Around 70% of patients reported moderate depressive symptoms and 30% reported severe
depressive symptoms, 17% of patients reported having thoughts of suicide or death on more than half of
days and 10% reported having them daily. The logistic regression model identified history of alcohol use
as the main predictor of suicide risk in (OR 13.0, p = 0.03).

Conclusions: Individuals with a history of alcohol consumption had significantly higher suicide risk
scores at a psychosocial public health care center in Brazil during the Covid-19 pandemic. This result may
be important for devising better strategies and interventions to support this specific population profile.
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Introduction

Since the first months of the year 2020, the world
has witnessed rapid growth in infections caused by
the coronavirus (COVID-19), which was officially
characterized as a pandemic by the World Health
Organization on March 11, 2020.* During this period,
many studies have been carried out to assess the

impacts of the Coronavirus pandemic on mental health.??
Factors such as low socioeconomic status and presence
of previous psychiatric illnesses have been associated
with worse mental health outcomes in this period among
health workers and in the general population.?3 However,
few studies have evaluated the impact of the Coronavirus
pandemic on more severe psychiatric patients, especially
those treated at public services.

1 Grupo Hospitalar Conceicdo (GHC), Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil.
Submitted Apr 13 2021, accepted for publication Aug 23 2021.

Suggested citation: de Moura P, Rockenbach C, Mendes C, Mendes G, Ghiggi L, Diel M, et al. Depression and suicide risk during the Covid-19
pandemic at a Brazilian public health psychosocial addiction care center: a preliminary report. Trends Psychiatry Psychother. 2022;44:20210259.

http://dx.doi.org/10.47626/2237-6089-2021-0259

APRS | CC-BY

Trends Psychiatry Psychother. 2022;44 - 1-6


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9474-0111
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4188-6181

Depression, suicide risk, addiction and Covid-19 - de Moura et al.

The effects of the Coronavirus pandemic may be
more relevant when considering populations with even
greater social vulnerability, including patients with
alcohol and other types of substance use disorders.*”
Current aggravating factors include financial and
economic difficulties, interpersonal conflicts, and
domestic violence in some cases, as well as reduced
access to care and support services such as therapeutic
groups and elective consultations in many health
services.810

In a recent international position paper, specialists
from different health areas reinforced the urgency of
taking actions and conducting research to understand
the impact of the pandemic and of isolation on people
undergoing mental health treatment, as well as on
people with serious mental disorders.!*

Thus, the present study aims to present an
assessment carried out during the Covid-19 pandemic
of depressive symptoms and risk of suicide in patients
being monitored at a Psychosocial Care Center for
Alcohol and Drugs (CAPS AD III) in Porto Alegre, RS,
Brazil. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
report of potential implications of the Covid-19 pandemic
for substance use disorder patients at a community-
based addiction treatment service in Brazil. The results
may be important for devising better strategies and
interventions to support this population, especially in
periods like the pandemic.*?

Methods

The present study was a cross-sectional
observational study of the prevalence and correlates
of depressive symptoms and suicide risk in a sample
of substance use disorder patients at a CAPS AD
IIT in Porto Alegre, Brazil, during the first months
of the Covid-19 pandemic. The study consecutively
enrolled all adult patients who accepted the invitation
to participate over a 12-week period from June to
September of 2020. The inclusion criteria include
being older than 18 years and presenting with
diagnostic criteria for alcohol or other substance use
disorder. Researchers were available for invitations
and interviews for at least one hour a day during
different work shifts at the CAPS AD III, in order to
enroll individuals visiting the service at different times
during the week. Informed consent was obtained
from all individuals, in accordance with the terms
of the approval granted by the institutional ethical
committee.? A structured clinical questionnaire was
developed to specifically address the impact of
Coronavirus social distancing measures on addiction
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treatment, craving, substance use patterns, and
socioeconomic variables. Validated Brazilian versions
of the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) and the
General Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) instrument were
used to evaluate the severity of depressive symptoms,
suicide risk, and anxiety symptoms. Questions from
the Coronavirus Health Impact Survey (CRISIS),!3
translated into Brazilian Portuguese, were used to
evaluate patients’ perceptions of and behaviors
during the Covid-19 pandemic (translation of the
instrument into Brazilian Portuguese was conducted
by Arthur G. Manfro, Danielle Soares, and Giovanni
A. Salum, from Hospital de Clinicas de Porto Alegre,
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil).
Individuals with cognitive impairments or severe
psychiatric symptoms that limited their ability to
comprehend the instrument or with acute intoxication
(report of use 12 hours before the evaluation) were
excluded from the study. A total of 80 individuals
were invited to participate, 4 refused, 3 presented
with acute intoxication or acute mental health
distress, and 3 were unable to understand and answer
the questionnaires. Descriptive analysis provided
an overview of the patients’ sociodemographic and
clinical characteristics, including their perceptions
regarding the Coronavirus pandemic. A multiple
logistic regression model was performed to evaluate
predictors of higher suicide risk in the sample (item 9
of the PHQ-9 > 2).

Results

Most of the patients interviewed were male (66.7%),
white (65.2%), separated (44.9%), and mostly
unemployed (44.9%) or on leave of absence (14.4%).
Less than half of the patients reported having already
received a BRL 600.00 emergency aid payment from
the government during the pandemic period (44.9%).
Considering all patients, alcohol (73.9%) and cocaine
(63.8%) were reported as the main substances used,
followed by cannabis (36.2%) and crack (24.6%).
More specifically, 58% of the patients reported
consumption of multiple substances (n = 41). Most
patients reported using alcohol or substances daily
or almost daily in the last month (50.7%). Nearly a
third of patients (34.7%) reported abstinence for more
than one month. Approximately half of the patients
identified an increase in cravings to use alcohol or
substances during the Covid-19 pandemic (46.7%). In
a specific analysis of the types of substances, 31%
of alcohol users, 19% of marijuana users, 30% of
cocaine users, and 15.4% of crack users reported an



increase in consumption of these substances during
the pandemic (Tables 1 and 2).

In addition, 81.2% of patients reported seeking
care at the CAPS AD III due to worsening of mental
health symptoms and 8.8% reported seeking care at
psychiatric emergency services due to mental health
crisis situations.

Regarding patients’ perceptions about the pandemic
period, 34.7% reported being very or extremely
concerned about a possible Coronavirus infection and
36.2% of patients reported reading and talking a lot
about the topic. Most individuals reported little time
devoted to outdoor activities (63.7%), no physical
activity (53.6%), and much less contact with people
outside the home (81.1%). The majority (62.2%) of
individuals reported financial difficulties and 44.9%
had concerns about housing, while 53.6% of patients
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expressed concerns about going hungry due to lack of
money during the pandemic (Table 1).

Of the patients interviewed, 69.6% had at least
moderate depressive symptoms, and 30.4% had
severe symptoms (PHQ-9 > 20). Regarding thoughts
of death and suicidal ideation, 59.4% reported no such
symptoms, 13% reported having such thoughts on a
few days in the last 2 weeks, 17.4% on more than half
of the days, and 10% almost daily (Table 1).

The logistic regression analysis identified alcohol
use (OR 13.0, p = 0.03) and greater anxiety symptoms
measured using the GAD-7 scale (OR 1.1, p = 0.02) as
the main predictors of suicide risk. Sex, income, and
use of other substances such as cannabis, cocaine,
and crack-cocaine did not have statistically significant
predictive effects for increased risk of suicide in the
model studied.

Table 1 - Sociodemographic and clinical variables of substance use disorder patients from a psychosocial addiction
care center in Brazil (n = 70)

Variable n % Variable n %
Male 46 66.7 Frequency of use of the main substance (last
month)
White 45 652 1-3 times a month 4 5.8
Non-White 25 34.8 1-2 t!mes a week 6 8.7
3-6 times a week 12 17.4
) Daily 23  33.3
Single ° 13.0 Abstinent more than a month 24  34.7
Married 28 40.6
Divorced 31 449 Increased craving during the Covid-19 pandemic 32 46.7
Widowed 1 1.4 Increased alcohol consumption 18 31.0
Increased cannabis consumption 8 19.0
Employed 20 29.0 Increased cocaine consumption 15  30.0
Unemployed 31 44.9 Increased crack-cocaine consumption 6 15.4
Retired 7 10.1
Health insurance 10 144 Sought mental health consultations at the CAPS 56 81.2
AD
Receiving temporary government financial 31 44.9 Sought psychiatric emergency consultations 13 18.8
support (BRL 600.00) Sought health care services because of 13 19.1

Substances
Alcohol 51 73.9
Cocaine 44  63.8
Crack-Cocaine 17 24.6
Cannabis 25 36.2
Benzodiazepines 3 4.3
Tobacco 24 34.8
Other 9 13.0

coronavirus suspicion

Depression diagnosis according to PHQ-9* 48 69.6
Severe depressive symptoms according to PHQ-9* 21  30.4

Suicide risk according to PHQ-9"

Never 41 59.4
Several days 9 13.0
More than half of the days 12 17.4
Almost every day 7 10.1

BRL = Brazilian reais; PHQ-9 = Patient Health Questionnaire.
* PHQ-9 = 10 (depression), PHQ-9 = 20 (severe depression).

" PHQ-9 item 9: Over the last two weeks, thoughts that you would be better off dead, or of hurting yourself in some way?
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Table 2 - Participants’ answers to PHQ-9 questions

Question Answer categories
During the past two weeks: Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely
Worried about being infected 27.5 21.7 15.9 21.7 13.0
Worried about family or friends being infected 11.6 21.7 13.0 40.6 13.0
Worried about physical health being affected 21.7 30.7 7.2 23.2 17.4
Worried about mental health being affected 18.8 24.6 13.0 21.7 21.7
Extent of reading or talking about coronavirus 15.9 31.9 15.9 30.4 5.8
Not at all 1-2 days A few days Several days Every day
Time spent outside of the home per week 15.9 27.5 20.3 18.8 17.4
None 1-2 days 3-4 days 5-6 days Every day
Time spent doing exercise per week (> 30 min a day) 53.6 20.3 7.2 8.7 10.1
During the past two weeks: A lot less A little less The same A little more A lot more
Extent of contact with people outside home 47.8 33.3 13.3 4.3 1.4
During the past two weeks: A lot worse A little worse The same A little better A lot better
Changes in the quality of family relationships 5.8 20.3 49.3 13.0 11.6
Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely
Financial problems related to Coronavirus pandemic 15.9 21.7 7.2 36.2 18.8
Concerns about stability of living situation (housing) 42.0 13.0 10.1 23.2 11.6
Hopes the pandemic will end soon 15.9 20.3 18.8 29.0 15.9
Yes No
Worry about running out of food because of lack of 53.6 44.9

money

PHQ-9 = Patient Health Questionnaire.

Discussion

In a sample of patients undergoing treatment

for substance use disorders at a CAPS AD III, most
reported at least moderate depressive symptoms
(70%) and about 30% had criteria for severe
depression. Even more relevant, 10% reported
serious risk of suicide with daily thoughts of death
or suicide. In addition, history of alcohol use was
identified as the main predictor of suicide risk during
the Coronavirus pandemic. This is an original study,
which is relevant for understanding the impact of
the pandemic on a sample of individuals with severe
mental disorders and little access to participation
in other epidemiological studies conducted through
online surveys.

The results are in line with findings showing
that patients with a history of mental disorders are
suffering from higher levels of depressive symptoms
during the current pandemic.>!* In addition, previous
studies confirm that individuals with disorders related
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to use of alcohol and drugs have a higher prevalence
of depressive symptoms. In the last Brazilian National
Survey of Alcohol and Drugs (LENAD-II), for instance,
about 25% of people in the general population reported
symptoms of depression, compared to 41% of alcohol
users, 30% of marijuana users, and 42% of cocaine
users.*> Nonetheless, it is not possible to confirm
that there has been an increase in the incidence or
severity of symptoms of depression due to the lack of
previous data for comparison from the same population
investigated in our study.

A systematic review in June 2020 identified 41
studies measuring levels of depression during the
Covid-19 pandemic. Of these, 14 studies addressed
the general population with prevalence between 22%
and 33%, and three studies evaluated the prevalence
among patients diagnosed with Covid-19, with results
between 48% and 62%. It is important to note that
only one study evaluated patients with psychiatric
diseases.? Another systematic review in the same
period identified the presence of depressive symptoms



in between 14.6% and 48.3% of the general population
during the pandemic.?

In the present study, approximately half of the
patients (46.7%) identified an increase in cravings to
use alcohol or substances and many individuals (15-
30%) reported an increase in substance use during
the pandemic. Furthermore, a significant proportion
of patients (62.2%) mentioned financial difficulties,
concerns about housing (44.9%), and concerns about
going hungry (53.6%). Activities with potentially
protective effects, including social contacts and physical
activity were significantly reduced.

Present to some extent in 40.4% of patients, risk
of suicide is another factor of great concern that was
considered in our study. According to data from LENAD-
II, the prevalence of suicidal ideation was 20.8% in
alcohol users, 31.5% in cannabis users, and 40% in
cocaine users. Suicide attempts were identified in 12.4%
of problem alcohol users, 16.5% of cannabis users, and
20.8% of cocaine users.*® An interesting aspect found
in our study is that risk of suicide was more strongly
associated with alcohol consumption than with other
substances. It is certainly important to understand how
the pandemic and social distancing measures might
have affected alcohol and substance use patterns in
substance use disorder patients attending the CAPS
AD. Most patients (63.7%) reported a significant
decrease in their time devoted to outdoor activities
during the pandemic. The increased amount of alcohol
consumption (reported by one third of our sample)
might have been a strategy used by many individuals to
deal with isolation, uncertainty, fear, and other sources
of conflicts and distress and should be considered as a
potential mechanism for understanding the relationship
between alcohol and suicide risk. Harmful alcohol use
and alcohol use disorders are definitely one of the
main risk factors for suicidal behavior and may well be
a significant risk factor for suicide.’” A recent survey
in the UK, for instance, identified increased alcohol
consumption from before to during the lockdown, and
this was independently associated with poor mental
health and depressive symptoms.” The importance of
measuring drug and alcohol consumption patterns and
suicidal behavior rates in the current context is evident
and they may not only rise during the pandemic, but
may also remain high for a long period and have a late
peak.18:19

The findings must be considered taking the study’s
limitations into account. Firstly, this is a preliminary
study with a cross-sectional design, which prevents
causal inferences between the variables studied.
Our sample included substance use disorder patients
attending a secondary care addiction psychosocial
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treatment setting who need mental health care
during the pandemic. Thus, the association between
alcohol and suicide could not be directly generalized
to all substance use disorder patients or the general
population. However, considering the specificities of
the sample of patients, which are difficult to access
in other epidemiological surveys, the study makes an
important contribution to understanding the impact of
the Coronavirus pandemic, especially regarding the risk
of suicide in vulnerable individuals with more serious
mental disorders.
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