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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Millions of Americans smoke nicotine and tobacco and when doing so, nicotine 

increases the release of chemicals called neurotransmitters which help regulate 

mood and behavior. This makes it extremely easy to become addicted, and in the 

middle of a worldwide pandemic stress levels are higher than ever, making the 

danger of becoming addicted even larger. There are not enough studies that show 

the link between COVID-19 and substance use and the lasting effects it has had on 

it. I recorded data on nicotine use before and during the pandemic tracking 

demographics in a group of people at my local university. This research can help 

see patterns in nicotine usage during the pandemic and COVID while helping us in 

understanding the effects that COVID has had on mental health by analyzing this 

data. 
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  Introduction: SARSEF                          Allegra Canelos Period5 

 

50 million adults living in the United States smoke nicotine based products 

(cigarettes, cigars, vapes, etc). Nicotine, which is found in tobacco is the most 

common addiction in America. 500k people die from tobacco each year. Another 

16 million have to live with smoking caused illness. Nicotine addiction is a serious 

problem in the country.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been associated with a decline in mental health due 

to the morbidity of the disease and mitigation activities, including the impact of 

physical distancing and stay-at-home orders. Symptoms of anxiety disorder and 

depression have increased more in the months of April-June in 2020, then in April-

June of 2019. Marginalized group’s mental health were affected more by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Substance abuse was also reported to go up in 13% of 

people.  

 

Substance abuse issues are often related to mental health. As mental health 

declines, substance abuse often increases. During the pandemic, tobacco addiction 



is said to have increased and decreased due to different reasons. Nancy A Rigotti, 

the director of Tobacco research and treatment said “During the pandemic, 

smokers might have increased their smoking due to stress and boredom. On the 

other hand, the fear of catching COVID might have led them to cut down or quit 

smoking. In fact, we found that both happened.” She also stated how “Studies have 

shown that alcohol and opioid use have increased during the pandemic, but little is 

known about how smokers responded.” The number of people who classified 

themselves as a smoker increased from 21.5% to 26.8%, though.  

 

This research is important, because cigarette addiction is a major killer in the 

United States. Analyzing how the pandemic affected addiction and mental health 

could help us to figure out why we have symptoms of anxiety and depression. 

Substance abuse is not known to the point of having a cure. This research could 

also help us with what to do in the future, if a similar event occurs.  

 

  This research could help us with knowing why people smoke; based on the 

results compared to the situation of the pandemic. Knowing about nicotine 

addiction is also insight on all substance abuse. This could decrease deaths due to 

lung cancer, which is caused by smoking. This research could help find out why so 

many people are addicted to nicotine. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Procedure:  

1.) Surveyor (Allegra) went to Main Gate Square. 
2.) Surveyor asked 100 random people above the age of 21 if they smoked 

cigarettes or nicotine products. 
3.) Surveyor asked if the amount the they smoked went up during the pandemic 

of decreased and why they think that is. 

4.) Surveyor recorded data and also grouped data into demographics (Based on 

whether in college or not, what race, gender, and age.  
5.) Surveyors analyzed data and used the majority to determine if nicotine use 

increased. 

 

 

Risk and Safety:  

 As a safety precaution, a mask will be worn at all times during experimentation. 6 

feet of distance will also be upheld in conversation with people that are 

interviewed. Lastly, the person asking others should not be alone in case of being 

stuck in a dangerous situation.  

Designated Supervisor: Alejandro Canelos (Father) 

Material List: 

Interviewer to ask people  

Designated Supervisor  

Phone to send survey 

Pens to sign forms 

 

 

Data Analysis Procedure: The surveyor asked people if they were 1. Above the age 

of 21 and 2. Smoke products with nicotine. They then asked if before COVID-19 

they smoked less, and if their smoking has increased or decreased during the 

pandemic. The surveyor then asked why they think that is. They also asked for 

their gender identity, their age, their race, and if they attend college at the U of A. 

The data table was copied 100 times for each person in a notebook and as each 



person came, their table was filled out in the notebook. After all of the data is 

collected, the surveyor averaged the data and saw if the nicotine usage increased 

during the pandemic and saw where that happened the most. 

 

Human Participants Research: 

A. Participants: Anyone over the age of 21. 

B. Recruitment: I will find my Participants at Maingate Square. I will set up a 

booth and ask if they will participate. 

C. Methods: Participants will be asked to fill out a survey discussing their nicotine 

use. I will use questionnaire type survey. Is it my own questionnaire.  

D. Risk Assessment: The discomfort might be possibly bring up triggers of 

nicotine addiction. I will minimize this by asking if they are okay with it before I 

give them the questionnaire. The benefits are to help is to gain research on a 

international problem.  

E. Protection of Privacy: The data will be collected with initials, no identifiable 

information will be collected. I will have access to the data, and I will use it for my 

SARSEF project.  

F. Informed Consent Process: I will inform them by telling them about my science 

project, that it will be anonymous and that they can stop at any time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION: 

It is no secret that substance abuse problems usually stem from mental health 

issues. Looking at the data I collected I can see patterns of stress causing people to 

increase their use of nicotine. Another reason the pandemic increased nicotine use 

was because of more free time/boredom. COVID has raised general stress levels 

possibly because of the financial crisis, having to stay home with family, doing 

online school; it has been a very difficult time for many, so it makes sense that 

stress increasing would be a cause for an increase in nicotine usage. In my case 

study, I found that more people increased their nicotine use than staying the same, 

and that number was larger than the group of people who decreased their usage. 

Out of those who increased their usage, stress levels/mental health were reasons for 

all of them. There is no way to directly prove the correlation between COVID and 

stress levels in this experiment, but the pandemic did cause many stressful events 

to occur; major, life-changing events are bound to shift your mental health. I also 

noticed that a major reason to people using more nicotine was because of boredom 

and influence from friends. Being bored in the pandemic made people pick up 

habits to try and make their life more interesting. When asking participants to 

volunteer to take my survey, I noticed that more young people used nicotine than 

older people. This is because of the propaganda and marketing that tobacco and 

nicotine companies use. They target young people with cool new devices and 

unique flavors. Everyone who took my survey was from Arizona, so my study is 



limited to here. The percentage of POC in the study vs. The percentage of POC in 

the increased group of smokers is less, which means there were more POC who 

increased than decreased. It was the opposite for non POCs. These are two 

examples of marginalized groups, so it may show that they are more at risk of 

substance abuse. Everyone is from Arizona which makes sense because the study 

took place in Arizona, and I expected that. Overall, there is a link between the 

COVID-19 pandemic and substance use which can be demonstrated by the data 

collected for nicotine which is an addictive chemical which people tend to abuse. I 

also think that it affects marginalized groups more and it has a clear link to mental 

health as well (the COVID-19 pandemic). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results:  
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• https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/tobacco-nicotine-e-

cigarettes/nicotine-addictive 
• https://www.med.upenn.edu/cirna/participate-in-research.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/tobacco-nicotine-e-cigarettes/nicotine-addictive
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/tobacco-nicotine-e-cigarettes/nicotine-addictive
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/tobacco-nicotine-e-cigarettes/nicotine-addictive
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/tobacco-nicotine-e-cigarettes/nicotine-addictive
https://www.med.upenn.edu/cirna/participate-in-research.html
https://www.med.upenn.edu/cirna/participate-in-research.html


  

 

 

 


