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Abstract
Adverse life events that threaten normative transitions are associated with increased alcohol and cannabis use among young 
adults. However, few studies have tested the extent to which specific negative events impact substance use behaviors nor iden-
tified relevant risk or protective factors (e.g., perceived control). During the COVID-19 pandemic, young adults experienced 
economic adversities (i.e., job loss and financial strain) at disproportionally high rates. This provided a unique opportunity 
to test associations between job loss/financial difficulties and substance use outcomes and whether perceived control in work 
and finance domains moderated these associations. Young adults completed self-report surveys at two time points−prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic (January 2020) and in the acute phase of the pandemic (April/May 2020). Participants (N = 519; 
Mage = 25.4 years; 62.8% female) were recruited in and around Seattle, WA, as part of an ongoing longitudinal cohort study. 
Pandemic-related job loss (18.9%) and financial difficulty (49.7%) were relatively common in this sample. Job loss was 
associated with increased number of drinks on the heaviest past-month drinking occasion (from January 2020 to April/May 
2020). Financial difficulty was associated with increased drinking frequency and number of drinks on the heaviest drinking 
occasion. The effect of job loss and financial difficulty on alcohol and cannabis use was generally moderated by participants’ 
perceived control of these domains. For those with low perceived control, job loss/financial difficulty was associated with 
increased alcohol/cannabis use, but for those high in perceived control, job loss/financial difficulty was associated with 
decreased alcohol use frequency. Findings give advance understanding of how economic adversities relate to young adults’ 
alcohol and cannabis use. Notably, perceived control over these domains may be modifiable through prevention efforts aim-
ing to foster self-efficacy among young people and policy to provide available agency to those in need.

Keywords Alcohol · Drinking · Cannabis · Marijuana · Self-efficacy

Young adulthood (i.e., ages 18–30) is a developmental period 
marked by normative transitions into adult roles in numer-
ous life domains, including building the foundation for one’s 
career and establishing financial independence (Osgood et al., 
2005; Settersten, 2007; Shanahan et al., 2005). These tran-
sitions may be associated with increased stress and internal 
pressures to reach key developmental milestones (Mahmoud 
et al., 2012; Newman & Newman, 2008). When young adults 
are faced with threats to these transitions and milestones, 
some may manage these challenges and stressors in unhealthy 

ways, such as increased substance use, due to lack of effective 
coping strategies (Lane et al., 2017; Mahmoud et al., 2012). 
As such, there is a need to identify risk and protective factors 
that explain associations between stressful adverse events that 
threaten young adults’ normative transitions and substance 
use behaviors (i.e., alcohol and cannabis use).

Developmental-contextual models (Schulenberg et al., 
2002, 2005) posit that increased periods of instability and 
stress occurring simultaneously across multiple domains can 
be overwhelming for young adults (Patrick et al., 2020), and 
overloading one’s coping capacity can lead to increased sub-
stance use as a maladaptive attempt to cope with the increased 
stress (Kuntsche et al., 2005; Patrick et al., 2018). In line with 
this notion, self-medication theories hold that adverse emo-
tions and psychological distress can motivate substance use 
as a form of negative reinforcement (Khantzian, 1997). Tak-
ing these theoretical perspectives into account, several studies 
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show that life stressors associated with normative transi-
tions−particularly those viewed as negative or adverse–can 
lead to increased substance use for young adults (Cadigan 
et al., 2021; Graupensperger, Cadigan, et al. 2021b). How-
ever, the extent to which specific negative life events impact 
substance use behaviors remains understudied, and it is not 
clear why such events may lead to increased substance use for 
some, but not all young adults.

Adverse Economic Impacts During 
the COVID‑19 Pandemic

During young adulthood, many young adults are working 
towards establishing their careers and achieving financial 
independence. The COVID-19 pandemic has been a chal-
lenging time for young adults, in part due to pandemic-
related economic stressors (Graupensperger et al., 2022; 
Graupensperger, Cadigan, et al. 2021a; Hawes et al., 2021; 
Shanahan et  al., 2020). Loss of employment and other 
financial struggles have disproportionately affected young 
adults. Notably, unemployment spiked more dramatically 
for young adults relative to other age groups, rising from 
8.0% in February 2020 to 25.3% in May 2020 (Kochnar, 
2020). The PEW Research Center also showed that young 
adults, compared to other age groups, reported the high-
est prevalence of COVID-19-related financial strain, job 
loss, pay-cuts, and forced unpaid leave (Menasce Horowitz 
et al., 2021). Although these dismal trends are concerning 
for young adults, the high prevalence of job loss and finan-
cial strain during this time presents a unique opportunity to 
further expand our understanding of how, and for whom, 
adverse economic impacts are associated with increased 
substance use.

Although the full scope of how COVID-19 has (and will) 
impact the economy is yet to be seen, we turn to literature 
from the Great Recession of 2008 as an indicator of how 
financial shock in terms of job loss and financial distress 
may relate to substance use (Swift et al., 2020). Among all 
adults, estimates generally showed increased alcohol and 
cannabis use during the Great Recession (Carliner et al., 
2017; Frone, 2016), but the effects were somewhat mixed 
when focused only on young adults. For example, Compton 
and colleagues (2014) found that unemployment (during the 
Great Recession) was associated with higher rates of alcohol 
and other drug use among all subgroups except for young 
adults aged 18–25, where there was no significant effect, 
on average. Another study similarly found that associations 
between severe economic losses and alcohol use indices 
were strong among most adult age groups, but relatively 
less so among young adults (Mulia et al., 2014). Notably 
though, the Great Recession had a more salient financial 
impact on older adults than younger adults (e.g., retirement 

plans; Helppie-Mcfall & Mcardle, 2011). The COVID-19 
pandemic has been different in many ways; alongside job 
and financial impacts, there was limited access to traditional 
forms of social support given lockdown restrictions. Thus, 
identifying risk and resilience factors in the face of eco-
nomic strain during a time with restricted coping resources 
will aid prevention efforts for future cohorts experiencing 
similar concerns.

Perceived Control as a Protective Factor. Identifying 
moderators of the association between economic adversities 
and substance use behaviors is important for understanding 
risk and protective factors (i.e., for whom do these events 
elicit increased substance use?). One potentially relevant 
factor is perceived control, which is a key component of 
self-efficacy and a prominent feature of social cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 2001). Indeed, social cognitive theory 
posits that beliefs about personal agency−one’s perceived 
capacity for action encompassing direct control and having 
an influence over outcomes−function as an important set 
of proximal determinants of human motivation, affect, and 
action (Bandura, 1989). Put into the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, perceived control may influence young adults’ 
preparedness for periods of instability caused by adverse 
economic impacts as well as their ability to cope with the 
increased stress in adaptive ways. In partial support of this 
contention, greater self-efficacy was positively associated 
with taking precautionary measures to reduce financial 
distress (e.g., putting aside emergency funds) as well as 
financial resilience after an unexpected job loss, even when 
controlling for other important factors, including educa-
tion and net worth (Kuhnen & Melzer, 2018). Self-efficacy 
was also associated with greater use of adaptive problem-
focused coping strategies and lower use of maladaptive 
emotion-focused strategies (e.g., avoidance and self-blame) 
in response to work-related stressors (Terry et al., 1995). 
While young adults with perceived control may be less 
prepared for and/or equipped to handle adverse economic 
impacts, those who believe they are in control of their own 
fate may reduce their substance use and focus on taking 
steps necessary to find employment or overcome financial 
struggles. Testing this premise−that perceived control may 
play a protective role as it pertains to substance use when 
young adults face economic adversities−will help elucidate 
risk factors and inform prevention strategies.

Current Study

The current study examined associations between young 
adults’ job loss and financial difficulties during the initial 
phase of the COVID-19 pandemic and changes in alcohol 
and cannabis use, relative to pre-pandemic (assessed in  
January 2020). Moreover, we tested whether perceived 
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control towards one’s work situation and financial situation 
moderated associations between job loss/financial difficulty 
and substance use behaviors. We tested two primary 
hypotheses: (1) Those experiencing job loss and/or financial 
difficulty would engage in greater alcohol and cannabis 
use−controlling for pre-pandemic levels of use−relative to 
those who did not experience job loss or financial difficulty, 
and (2) perceived control over these economic adversities 
would moderate the effect of job loss and financial difficulty, 
respectively, on changes in one’s substance use behavior. 
Specifically, we anticipated that those with low perceived 
control would show increased substance use in response to 
adverse economic impacts, while those with high perceived 
control would not.

Method

Participants and Procedures

Participants for the current study were originally recruited 
for an ongoing longitudinal cohort study of young adult 
role transitions that began in 2015 (Lee et al., 2018; Patrick 
et al., 2020). Young adults in and around Seattle, WA, were 
recruited via print and online media advertisements, out-
reach to local community colleges, and via friend referral. 
On a rolling basis from February 2015 to January 2016, 778 
young adults aged 18–23 were enrolled and instructed to 
complete monthly surveys for 24 months with an additional 
30-month follow-up. Eligibility criteria entailed drinking 
alcohol at least one time in the past year and living within 60 
miles of the study office (Seattle, WA). Participants from the 
original cohort were also invited to participate in a January 
2020 follow-up survey for additional monitoring of young 
adult development and health behaviors (N = 594 opted-in 
to the January follow-up; 76.3% response rate of the origi-
nal cohort). Then, to study young adults’ health and well-
being during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
participants from the original cohort were invited to com-
plete an additional follow-up survey in April and May 2020, 
referred to hereafter as Spring 2020 (N = 552 opted-in to 
the Spring 2020 follow-up: 71.0% response rate). Participa-
tion was incentivized by a $15 gift card at each timepoint, 
participants provided informed consent at each timepoint, 
and all aspects of this research received institutional review 
approval from the lead author’s university. No adverse events 
were reported. In total, 519 participants recorded at least 
partial responses to both January 2020 and Spring 2020 sur-
veys used here.

In the January 2020 survey, the analytic sample was now 
between the ages of 22 and 29 (Mage = 25.4 years; SD = 1.84) 
and comprised of 62.8% female. Pertaining to race/ethnicity, 
54.6% identified as non-Hispanic (NH) White/Caucasian, 

19.5% identified as NH Asian/Asian American, 4.3% iden-
tified as NH Black/African American, 8.3% identified as 
Hispanic, and 13.4% identified as NH Other or multiple race/
ethnicities. As of January 2020, most of the sample (72.7%) 
had a bachelor’s degree or higher and 93.4% reported having 
some form of employment.

Measures

Job Loss. In the Spring 2020 survey, participants were asked 
a check-all-that-apply item regarding potential job loss due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic: “Please indicate whether any 
of these changes in your work situation have occurred as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic.” If a participant endorsed 
any form of job loss, they were scored “1,” and if they did 
not endorse any job loss, they were scored “0” (see Table 1 
for all response options).

Financial Difficulty. Participants were asked a check-all-
that-apply item pertaining to potential financial difficulties 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic: “As a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, have you had financial difficulties with 
any of the following?” If a participant endorsed any of the 
financial difficulties, they were scored “1,” and if they did 
not endorse any financial difficulties, they were scored “0” 
(see Table 1 for all response options).

Perceived Control. Two items were used to assess par-
ticipants’ perceived control over their work and financial 
situations, respectively. These items asked: “Overall, in the 
past month how much control do you feel you had over your 
(work)/(financial) situation?” Response options ranged from 
0 (no control) to 3 (complete control). These two items were 
moderately correlated (r = 0.46, p < 0.001).

Substance Use Behaviors. Measures to assess alcohol 
and cannabis use were included in both the January 2020 
and Spring 2020 surveys. Alcohol use was assessed in 
terms of frequency and heaviest use occasion in the past 
month. These were assessed using the quantity/frequency 
index (Marlatt et al., 1995). Frequency ranged from 0 days 
to every day in the past month, and heaviest drinking occa-
sion ranged from 0 drinks to 25 + drinks. Cannabis use fre-
quency was assessed using a single item in a similar format 
that asked: “On how many occasions (if any) have you used 
marijuana (weed, pot) or hashish (hash, hash oil) during the 
last 30 days?” Response options ranged from 0 (0 occasions) 
to 6 (40 or more occasions).

Annual Salary in 2019. In the Spring 2020, participants 
reported how much they earned in the 2019 calendar 
year: “During all of the last calendar year (January 1 to 
December 31, 2019), how much did you yourself earn, 
before taxes?” They were instructed to include only pay 
for work such as salary, wages, tips, and commission. 
Responses were on a 17-point scale ranging from 
$0 to $100,000 or more. This demographic variable 
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was included as a covariate to control for how much 
participants earned prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Analyses

Multiple regression models estimated associations between 
substance use behaviors and job loss and financial diffi-
culty (tested in separate models given concerns for mul-
ticollinearity). Pre-pandemic (January 2020) scores of 
each outcome were entered as covariates so that models 
controlled for individuals’ starting values and thus mod-
eled the residual variability in outcomes remaining after 
accounting for pre-pandemic levels (Vickers & Altman, 
2001). Main effects for job loss/financial difficulty and 
perceived control of these domains were entered first, and 
then, interaction effects were estimated in a separate block 
(e.g., job loss × perceived control for work situation). Sig-
nificant interactions were plotted to enhance interpretation 
and were further probed by estimating simple slopes for 
each effect (Jaccard & Turrisi, 1990).

Each substance use outcome variable reflected an under-
lying count scale which introduces complexities related 
to positive skew and potential overdispersion that can be 
addressed using negative binomial regression (Atkins & 
Gallop, 2007). In such models, coefficients are exponenti-
ated to yield count ratios (CR) that are interpreted similar to 
odds ratios (i.e., CRs above 1 indicate a positive association 
and CR below 1 indicate an inverse association). In each 
regression model, we controlled for participant race/ethnic-
ity, birth sex (0 = female; 1 = male), age as of January 2020, 
and annual salary in the year 2019.

Results

Preliminary Results

Table 1 lists the proportion of the sample that endorsed each 
response option regarding loss and financial difficulties. In 
total, 18.9% of the sample reported some form of job loss 
as a result of COVID-19 by Spring 2020, with the most 
common forms being laid off from job (8.9%) and being 
furloughed from job (3.9%). A logistic regression model 
revealed that job loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic was 
not significantly associated with race/ethnicity, birth sex, or 
age, but was associated with 2019 annual salary (OR = 0.92; 
p < 0.001) such that job loss was more frequently reported 
by those with lower annual salaries in 2019.

Nearly half of the sample reported some form of financial 
difficulty due to the COVID-19 pandemic (49.7%) with the 
most commonly endorsed options being difficulties doing 
things they wanted financially (35.1%) and difficulty saving 
money (28.9%). A logistic regression model revealed that 
financial difficulty due to the COVID-19 pandemic was not 
significantly associated with race/ethnicity, birth sex, or age, 
but was significantly more likely among those with lower 
2019 annual salaries (OR = 0.94; p = 0.003).

Job Loss Models

The drinking frequency model (Table 2) revealed no main 
effects for either job loss or perceived control for one’s 
work situation; however, there was a significant interac-
tion indicating that the effect of job loss on alcohol use 
frequency depended on one’s perceived control over the 

Table 1  Percent of sample endorsing job loss and financial difficulty in the Spring of 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic

Job loss stem: please indicate whether any of these changes in work situation have occurred as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Check all that apply

Percent of sample [95% C.I.]

1. Quit job 2.31% [1.02, 3.61]
2. Fired from job 0.39% [− 0.15, 0.92]
3. Laid off from job 8.86% [6.42, 11.31]
4. Furloughed from job 4.62% [2.82, 6.43]
5. Went on leave from job 3.85% [2.20, 5.51]
6. Temporary or contract work ended 0.77% [0.02, 1.52]
Any job loss as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 18.88% [15.52, 22.25]
Financial difficulty stem: as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, have you had financial difficulties with any 

of the following? Check all that apply
Percent of sample [95% C.I.]

1. Cash-flow 23.12% [19.49, 26.75]
2. Saving money (e.g., for retirement, a house, and a trip) 28.90% [25.00, 32.80]
3. Ability to do the things I wanted to do financially (e.g., go to movies and go out to dinner with friends) 35.07% [30.96, 39.17]
4. Ability to pay bills (e.g., electricity, credit card, and rent/mortgage) 13.10% [10.20, 16.01]
5. Trying to secure loans (e.g., student loans, car loans, and mortgage) 4.24% [2.51, 5.97]
Any financial difficulty as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 49.71% [45.41, 54.01]
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situation. Decomposing this interaction into simple slopes 
(Fig. 1a) shows that for those with relatively low perceived 
control, there was no significant effect of job loss on drink-
ing frequency, but for those with relatively high perceived 
control, job loss was inversely associated with drinking 
frequency. That is, those who experienced job loss but had 
higher perceived control reported less frequent alcohol use, 

on average. For the model estimating associations with 
the heaviest drinking occasion, job loss was significantly 
related to heavier drinking. Moreover, this effect was mod-
erated by perceived control, such that job loss was only 
associated with heavier drinking for those relatively low 
in perceived control (Fig. 1b). Cannabis use frequency was 
not significantly associated with job loss and the interaction 

Table 2  Regression models estimating associations between job loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic and past-month alcohol use behaviors in 
Spring 2020

Models control for pre-pandemic score on the outcome variable (January 2020), which enables interpretation as change in the outcome variable 
similar to residual change models, relative to pre-pandemic. CR count ratios, interpreted similarly to odds ratios (i.e., CR > 1 indicate positive 
association; CR < 1 indicate inverse associations)
* p < 0.05**p < 0.01***p < 0.001

Drinking frequency Heaviest drinking occasion Cannabis use frequency

CR [95% C.I.] CR [95% C.I.] CR [95% C.I.]
Covariates
 Race (White/Caucasian = reference)
 Asian/Asian American 0.73 [0.61, 0.87]*** 0.62 [0.50, 0.76]*** 0.72 [0.44, 1.19]
 Hispanic/Latinx 0.77 [0.60, 0.99]* 0.74 [0.55, 0.99]* 0.83 [0.44, 1.64]
 Other race/ethnicity 0.94 [0.80, 1.11] 1.00 [0.81, 1.23] 0.94 [0.56, 1.61]
 Birth sex (0 = female; 1 = male) 0.94 [0.83, 1.06] 1.01 [0.86, 1.19] 1.24 [0.86, 1.80]
 Age 0.98 [0.95, 1.02] 0.99 [0.95, 1.03] 0.95 [0.86, 1.05]
 Annual salary in 2019 1.02 [1.00, 1.03]* 1.00 [0.98, 1.02] 0.98 [0.94, 1.01]
 Pre-pandemic score on outcome (Jan. 2020) 1.27 [1.24, 1.31]*** 1.16 [1.14, 1.19]*** 1.16 [1.13, 1.19]***
 Job loss due to COVID-19 pandemic (0 = no, 1 = yes) 1.12 [0.90, 1.40] 1.51 [1.14, 1.99]** 1.00 [0.53, 1.93]
 Perceived control over work situation 1.00 [0.92, 1.08] 1.02 [0.92, 1.14] 0.79 [0.62, 1.00]
Interaction effect
 Job loss × perceived control over work situation 0.78 [0.63, 0.95]* 0.72 [0.55, 0.92]** 0.98 [0.60, 1.67]

Fig. 1  Interactions and simple slopes for associations between job loss and a past month drinking frequency and b heaviest drinking occasion in 
the past month, moderated by perceived control over work situation. Bands around plots indicate 95% confidence intervals
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term was also non-significant, indicating the effect of job 
loss on cannabis use frequency did not differ as a function 
of perceived control.

Financial Difficulty Models

For the model estimating associations with drinking fre-
quency (Table 3), significant main effects indicated more 
frequent drinking among those who endorsed having finan-
cial difficulty as well as a positive association with perceived 

control for one’s financial situation. However, a significant 
interaction was detected indicating the association between 
drinking frequency and financial difficulty was moderated 
by perceived control. Simple slopes (Fig. 2a) show those 
who reported financial difficulty but were relatively high in 
perceived control drank less frequently.

The model for the heaviest drinking occasion revealed 
a significant main effect of financial difficulty in which 
those who endorsed financial difficulty reported heavier 
peak drinking occasions, on average. This effect was also 

Table 3  Regression models estimating associations between financial difficulties due to the COVID-19 pandemic and past-month alcohol use 
behaviors in Spring 2020

Models control for pre-pandemic score on the outcome variable (January 2020), which enables interpretation as change in the outcome variable 
similar to residual change models, relative to pre-pandemic. CR count ratios, interpreted similarly to odds ratios (i.e., CR > 1 indicate positive 
association; CR < 1 indicate inverse associations)
* p < 0.05**p < 0.01***p < 0.001

Drinking frequency Heaviest drinking occasion Cannabis use frequency

CR [95% C.I.] CR [95% C.I.] CR [95% C.I.]
Covariates
 Race (White/Caucasian = reference)
 Asian/Asian American 0.73 [0.61, 0.87]*** 0.62 [0.50, 0.77]*** 0.68 [0.42, 1.12]
 Hispanic/Latinx 0.76 [0.59, 0.98]* 0.73 [0.54, 0.98]* 0.74 [0.40, 1.45]
 Other race/ethnicity 0.98 [0.83, 1.15] 1.02 [0.83, 1.25] 0.98 [0.60, 1.65]
 Birth sex (0 = female; 1 = male) 0.93 [0.82, 1.06] 1.00 [0.85, 1.17] 1.16 [0.81, 1.69]
 Age 0.98 [0.95, 1.02] 0.99 [0.95, 1.03] 0.96 [0.86, 1.06]
 Annual salary in 2019 1.02 [1.00, 1.03]* 1.00 [0.98, 1.02] 0.98 [0.94, 1.03]
 Pre-pandemic score on outcome (Jan. 2020) 1.28 [1.24, 1.31]*** 1.17 [1.14, 1.19]*** 1.16 [1.13, 1.18]***
 Financial difficulties due to COVID-19 pandemic (0 = no, 

1 = yes)
1.38 [1.06, 1.80]* 1.72 [1.23, 2.42]** 1.37 [0.92, 2.05]

 Perceived control over financial situation 1.13 [1.00, 1.27]* 1.10 [0.95, 1.28] 0.93 [0.73, 1.18]
Interaction effect
 Financial difficulties × perceived control over financial situation 0.77 [0.66, 0.91]** 0.75 [0.61, 0.91]** 0.61 [0.39, 0.95]*

Fig. 2  Interactions and simple slopes for associations between 
financial difficulty and a past month drinking frequency, b heavi-
est drinking occasion in the past month, and c past month cannabis 

use frequency, moderated by perceived control over work situation. 
Bands around plots indicate 95% confidence intervals
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moderated by perceived control; simple slopes (Fig. 2b) 
indicated that financial difficulty was only significantly asso-
ciated with the heaviest drinking occasion for those who 
were relatively low in perceived control.

The cannabis frequency model revealed that financial 
difficulty was not significantly associated with cannabis 
use frequency. However, a significant interaction indicated 
the effect of financial difficulty on cannabis use frequency 
depended on one’s perceived control. Decomposing this 
interaction via simple slopes (Fig. 2c) showed that there was 
indeed a significant positive association between financial 
difficulty and cannabis use frequency for those who were 
relatively low in perceived control, but there was no signifi-
cant association between financial difficulty and cannabis 
use frequency for those who were relatively high in per-
ceived control.

Discussion

Self-medication theory alongside developmental-contextual 
models of substance use highlights that increased alcohol or 
cannabis use may result in response to stressful or emotional 
events and situations, such as job loss and financial difficul-
ties. For young adults specifically, these increases may be 
in response to heightened stress caused by threats to impor-
tant developmental milestones (e.g., occupation, financial 
stability, or independence). The current study extends our 
understanding of pandemic-related health concerns by iden-
tifying perceived control as a critical factor in explaining 
the relationship between economic adversities and increased 
substance use among young adults. Given that work and 
finance-related life disruptions occurred at inordinately 
high rates among young adults during the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, data collected during this period 
offered a unique opportunity to test these associations. It is 
worth noting that at the time data were collected, the length 
and severity of the COVID-19 pandemic were not yet evi-
dent; thus, it is important to consider participants’ percep-
tions as reported in April/May 2020.

Consistent with hypotheses, job loss and financial diffi-
culty were associated with heavier peak drinking, controlling 
for pre-pandemic substance use. Unexpectedly, only finan-
cial difficulty, but not job loss, was associated with greater 
drinking frequency, whereas neither job loss nor financial 
difficulty was associated with cannabis use frequency, on 
average. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, findings from 
this sample showed that ending a job was not associated 
with increased alcohol use in a given month (Patrick et al., 
2018). However, differences may be due to much higher 
rates of past-month job loss among this present subsam-
ple than rates of job loss reported prior to the pandemic 
(18.9% vs. 8.2%; Patrick et al., 2018) and/or because these 

transitions coincided with the beginning of COVID-19 out-
break that was associated with increased perceived stress 
and other mental health concerns among young adults 
broadly (Charles et al., 2020; Graupensperger et al., 2022; 
Graupensperger, Cadigan, et al. 2021a).

Moderation analyses generally supported the study 
hypotheses: Perceived control over one’s work or financial 
situation moderated effects of economic impacts on sub-
stance use behaviors. Among young adults who reported 
relatively lower levels of perceived control, experiencing 
job loss and/or financial difficulty in the past month was 
associated with more drinks consumed during their heaviest 
drinking occasion and more frequent cannabis use, but not 
alcohol use frequency. Consistent with self-efficacy theoriz-
ing, young adults with low self-efficacy may have a lower 
ability to handle increased stress and/or lower overall coping 
capacity and are therefore at greater risk for increased heavy 
drinking when faced with negative life transitions. Alterna-
tively, as unemployment takes a major toll on young adults’ 
self-efficacy (Mortimer et al., 2016), the adverse economic 
impacts themselves might decrease perceived control and 
overall coping capacity, which in turn could increase sub-
stance use. As such, future work should also assess domain-
specific perceived control before and after negative life tran-
sitions to further elucidate who may be at risk for increased 
substance use.

Conversely to the findings showing that low perceived 
control may be a risk factor, higher levels of perceived con-
trol appeared protective against increased substance use 
in the face of economic adversities. In fact, among young 
adults who experienced job loss, those with relatively higher 
domain-specific perceived control reported drinking less fre-
quently than they had prior to the pandemic-related job loss. 
This is particularly striking given evidence in previously 
reported studies from this sample that young adults, on aver-
age, drank more frequently in Spring 2020, relative to Janu-
ary 2020 (pre-pandemic; Graupensperger, Fleming, et al. 
2021). These findings may indicate that young adults who 
believe they have more control over work and financial life 
domains are better positioned to respond more adaptively 
after experiencing job loss or financial difficulty than those 
with lower perceived control, consistent with prior work 
linking higher levels of self-efficacy with greater resilience 
to stress (Prince-Embury & Saklofske, 2013) and prepared-
ness for negative life events (Kuhnen & Melzer, 2018). How-
ever, it may also be possible that perceived control increased 
among individuals who were better handling their sudden 
unemployment or financial strain. Nevertheless, individu-
als with higher self-efficacy tend to rely more on active, 
problem-focused coping strategies (Terry et al., 1995). In 
line with this notion, results from the current study indi-
cate that individuals with higher perceived control reduced 
substance use behaviors (i.e., cutting back on alcohol use) 
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that could potentially impede reemployment or improving 
financial status.

Cannabis use frequency findings were less robust than 
alcohol use findings. Specifically, financial difficulty was 
associated with increased cannabis use among young adults 
with low perceived control, whereas this interaction in the 
job loss model was non-significant. Young adults may be 
less likely to increase their cannabis use following job loss 
due to concerns over drug testing requirements for reem-
ployment as new employees often undergo pre-employment 
drug testing. Regarding financial difficulty, preliminary evi-
dence suggests that cannabis use (but not alcohol use) is lon-
gitudinally associated with lower self-efficacy among young 
adults (Lac & Luk, 2018); therefore, it may be that regular 
cannabis users with consistently lower perceived control 
may be more susceptible to increasing their cannabis use in 
response to negative life transitions. Importantly, increased 
cannabis use and the cost of purchasing cannabis could also 
contribute to the maintenance of financial stress by reducing 
available funds.

Prevention Implications

Findings from the current study have important clinical 
implications that may expand beyond the context of COVID-
19. Results from the current study suggest that increasing 
perceptions of personal agency could be an important target 
for prevention and intervention efforts, as high perceived 
control appeared protective against increased substance use, 
whereas low perceived control presented as a risk factor. 
Critically, a growing body of work suggests that both general 
and domain-specific self-efficacy are malleable psychosocial 
factors that can be increased through intervention. For exam-
ple, a self-efficacy training for adults increased general self-
efficacy and reemployment rates among individuals with 
lower self-efficacy at baseline (Eden & Aviram, 1993), with 
other, more targeted interventions showing similar effects 
for increases in job search self-efficacy (Liu et al., 2014).

Young adults facing adverse life events may benefit from 
treatment efforts aimed at increasing self-efficacy, including 
perceived control, at both the domain-specific and general 
levels. In addition to increasing coping capability, prevention 
efforts may also want to focus work on building personal 
agency beliefs starting from a younger age, which could 
preemptively increase resilience to life transitions and in 
turn decrease the likelihood of using substances to cope with 
adverse life events. However, as Bandura (2001) suggests, 
people do not always have direct control over the events 
and circumstances affecting their lives and, in such cases, 
people can exercise proxy agency in which they can take 
indirect action (e.g., asking others for help) to reach a desir-
able outcome. Nevertheless, one’s ability and willingness 
to seek assistance is limited by available resources; thus, 

prevention may start at the policy level by establishing effec-
tive “safety nets” people can rely on when faced with such 
adversities (e.g., adequate unemployment programs). In the 
context of the current study, building one’s perceived control 
may also include teaching young people to utilize resources 
(e.g., mentors, friends, and agencies) as an important aspect 
of personal agency, but also pertains to the need for policy 
structures that ensure individuals who are struggling have 
readily available resources to depend on.

A more general message from the present study was the 
sheer prevalence of COVID-19-related job loss (nearly one-
in-five) and financial difficulty (nearly half) among young 
adults. Understanding the short- and long-term effects of 
these impacts will be important. This cohort of young adults 
may suffer from long-term career trajectory impacts from 
having this type of disruption early in their working lives. 
In addition, their perceived control about these aspects of 
their lives may be impacted in the future, as too might be 
their proclivity to use substances when faced with adverse 
life events.

Limitations

Several limitations warrant consideration when interpreting 
the present findings. First, the sample cohort was recruited 
from one metropolitan area of the US, so findings may not 
generalize to other countries or even regions in the US (e.g., 
rural populations), especially as it pertains to varying poli-
cies and available assistance programs such as unemploy-
ment. Relatedly, the sample was representative of the region 
where data were collected, but nevertheless had limited 
diversity for ethnic/racial minorities. Domain-specific per-
ceived control, as currently assessed, reflects one’s beliefs 
about personal agency, but is only one component of self-
efficacy. More rigorous assessment of self-efficacy in future 
studies could further aid our understanding of risk/protective 
factors for economic adversities. Alongside the strength of 
assessing substance use behaviors both pre-pandemic and 
during the early stages of the pandemic, perceived control, 
job loss, and financial difficulties were all reported concur-
rently; thus, temporal ordering and causal impacts cannot 
be determined. Relatedly, young adults may have begun 
facing stressors even prior to COVID-19 being declared a 
pandemic, which may have facilitated increased substance 
use before experiencing economic adversities (Einberger 
et al., 2021). Despite the COVID-19 pandemic providing 
a unique opportunity to examine job loss and financial dif-
ficulty, it is possible that circumstances surrounding the 
pandemic contributed to the findings such that results may 
not fully generalize to non-pandemic-related job loss and 
financial difficulties. Thus, it is necessary to further test 
these research questions as they may pertain to other events 
with widespread financial adversity (e.g., in the context of 
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an economic recession) and to test if these effects would be 
replicated during times of societal normalcy. Moreover, we 
controlled for participants’ salary in the analytic models, but 
it is nevertheless possible that COVID-19-related life transi-
tions disproportionately affected certain job tiers more than 
others (e.g., lower paying service industry jobs). Although 
prevalence rates of job loss were nearly double the preva-
lence of job loss prior to the pandemic (Patrick et al., 2018), 
it was reported by a smaller subset of the overall sample, 
and given the pandemic was unexpected, we were only able 
to use the sample that we had which may be underpowered. 
Future work should test if these results replicate among 
samples with a higher rate of job loss. Ultimately, as with 
any study that builds psychological theory, we encourage 
replication−specifically, outside of the pandemic context.

Conclusions

The current study builds our understanding of how economic 
adversities may relate to substance use behaviors among 
young adults by identifying perceived control, a component 
of self-efficacy, as a protective/risk factor, as it pertains to 
substance use behaviors. Specifically, the extent to which 
young adults who lost their jobs increased or decreased their 
alcohol use behavior was largely dependent on whether they 
were high or low in perceived control about their employ-
ment: Those low in perceived control increased peak drink-
ing, while those high in perceived control decreased alco-
hol use frequency. These findings regarding the protective 
role of perceived control were similar as it pertained to 
experiencing financial difficulty; however, unlike job loss, 
those low in financial perceived control also significantly 
increased the use of cannabis. Taken together, findings show 
the practical value in building aspects of young peoples’ 
perceived self-efficacy over domains in their life in which 
they may someday experience adversities.
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