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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND - It remains unclear whether the risk of alcohol use is related to specific depressive 
symptoms (e.g. poor appetite), to specific dimensions underlying depression (e.g. somatic symptoms), 
to a general depression factor representing the shared effect of all depressive symptoms, or to a 
combination of these explanations. In addition, these effects could be specific to alcohol or common 
to other substances. METHODS - From 14,117 men and 14,629 women included from January 2015 to 
December 2016 in the French Constance cohort, we applied structural equation modeling to examine 
the shared and specific effects of depressive symptoms (Center for Epidemiological Studies-
Depression) on alcohol, tobacco, e-cigarette and cannabis use, while taking into account the co-
occurrence between those substances. Analyses were stratified by sex and adjusted for age and 
education. RESULTS - Heavy alcohol use was significantly associated with depression and this 
association was mostly mediated through a general depression factor (i.e. shared effect of all 
depressive symptoms). This was also the case for the other substances. Beyond and above the effect 
of that general factor, reduced positive symptoms (e.g. anhedonia) had an additional effect on heavy 
alcohol use, particularly in men. Somatic symptoms had an additional effect on cannabis use. 
CONCLUSIONS - Because the association between depressive symptoms and substance use was mainly 
mediated through a general depression factor, a better knowledge of biological and psychological 
mechanisms underlying this dimension may help reduce the burden of substance use. In addition, the 
importance of particular substance-specific dimensions of depression could help to better identify at-
risk individuals. 
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