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Aspects of Social Support in the Case of Abstinent Alcoholic 

Mihók-Géczi IÁNOS-MÁTYÁS-TAMÁS1 

Abstract  
Abstinence is an indispensable premise in the case of alcohol addicts. In 

maintaining this, aside for a solid motivation and the task to alter his behavior and 
attitude towards life, an essential role is played by the element of Social Support. 
Understanding, as an individual, the way in which the Social Support system to which he 
belongs functions, is determined in offering a protective or, contrary to that, obnoxious role, 
with the feeling of abandonment, loneliness or alienation. The present study is an element 
of a future sociologic research focused on alcohol addicts, now abstinent. The batch of 
participants was made up of 116 persons, men with ages between 26 and 73 years (with 
an average age of 47.55 years), abstinent alcoholics with a minimum of three months since 
their debut or their last relapse. Utilizing the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support / MSPSS (Zimet and colab. 1988), the perception of an abstinent alcoholic 
about the grade of fitness of the social support has been evaluated, in three groups based on 
the time of abstinence: up to four years (n=39), between four and eight years (n=35) and 
above eight years (n=42); as well as three groups based on relapses: no relapse (n=60), 
with one relapse (n=23), and with several relapses (n=33). Statistically significant results 
regarding the quality of social support have been noticed: a) By family members – those 
without relapses (2 items) and those with abstinence between four and eight years (2 
items); b) By friends – those without relapse (1 item); c) From other significant persons – 
those without relapses (1 item) and those with abstinence over eight years (1 item). 

 

Keywords: Alcoholic; Abstinent Alcoholic; Relapse; Social Support; Perceived 

Social Support.  
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Introduction 

Alcoholics are individuals whose excessive alcohol consumption over 

the time led to a psychological and/or physical addiction. They cannot 

control how much they drink or realize the way they behave. 

Those who manage to permanently give up alcoholic bevereges or 

any other products containing alcohol are called abstinent alcoholics. 

Abstinence is a compulsory premise and an abstinent lifestyle implies both 

alcohol renunciation and resistance in its proximity. 

In the process of maintaining abstinence, besides a solid motivation 

and the endeavor to adopt a different behavior and attitude towards life, the 

social support system also plays an essential role. It is an important factor in 

maintaining the emotional balance, often endangered by the threats issued 

from the biopsychosocial paradigm related to the individual’s existence. The 

concept of social support is inspired by the works of Emile Durkheim, 

approaching the social agents liable to cause a relapse originated by an 

inability to integrate into the network of social conexions, that is, the anomy-

perceived as a risk in maintaining abstinence. 

Relapse or recidivism represents the resumption of alcohol 

consumption of those who decided to lead an abstinent life, subsequent to a 

period of successmarked by changes of behavior. Many recidivisms take 

place after years of abstinence and their common aspect is the individual’s 

conclusion that he/she cannot and does not want to carry on without 

alcohol, a momentary indisposition which can be triggered by life events 

such as divorce, death, dismissal etc. 

1. Alcoholism and perceived social support 

Social support is organized into four components: 1. Social network; 

2. Social interaction; 3. Social support’s perception; 4. Instrumental support. 

An individual’s perception of the social support system to which 

he/she belongs and how it functions depends on its role, which can be 

either protective or, by contrary, harmful, causing feelings of abandonment, 

loneliness and alienation. 

Alcoholism treatment programs admit the importance of social 

relationships with reference to interpersonal and intrapersonal factors during 

treatment. This change in the treatment’s direction takes place with the lack 

of comprehensive information about the importance of the connection 
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between interpersonal factors and drinking. The studies on the subject of the 

connection between drinking and social relationships reported from 1965 to 

1996 have been coded and introduced to the research analyzing them with 

the purpose of showing how the components of social relationships 

(structure, function, quality) are associated to drinking. As a conclusion, “the 

effect od social relationships on drinking is variable, inconstant and weak”. 

(Beattie, 2001) 

More complex relationships operate when the short-term 
treatment effects diminished. The specific support for an alcoholic 
mediates the relationship between general support and PDA (percent 
days abstinent) and both general social support and specific support 
for an alcoholic are reciprocal mediators in their relationship with 
PDA. Knowing how various types of social support affect the 
behavior of drinking at different time intervals after the treatment can 
help those who provide treatment to better prepare the clients for the 
post-treatment social environment. (Beattie & Longabaugh, 1999) 

Although social prescriptions play a fundamental role in admitting 

and solving problems related to drinking, the influences from the social 

network can be positive, negative or mixed. McCrady revised the empirical 

literature on the positive and negative aspects of the social network’s 

structure of the drinkers in question, the impact of the social network on 

admitting the problem, the previsions of the social network or the 

treatment’s results, treatments which imply social network in treatment and 

the post-treatment changes in the social network’s structure and its 

functioning. (McCrady, 2004) 

Based on the cognitive behavioral model of Marlatt’s relapse (1978) 

and the results of several suggestive research studies, data on the defence 

mechanisms, life events and social support has been gathered for the 

purpose of investigating the differences between relapsing alcohol addicts 

and non-relapsing ones. The results indicated that the non-relapsing present 

a lower probability to drink, they manifested resistance in critical situations 

and experienced fewer negative life events and more positive life events than 

the relapsing alcohol addicts. The results of the social support proved to be 

inconclusive. (Rosenberg, 1983) 

Social support presents a functional contribution, it is a positive 

predictor of retention in what concerns treatment and a modest predictor of 

alcohol consumption reducing. (Dobkin, Civita, Paraherakis, & Gill, 2002) 
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Some results suggest that specific sources (family and friends) and 

forms (worth reassuring) of social support are important to the alcoholic’s 

recovery and that the social support effect on treatment outcomes is 

independent of the alcoholic’s history, of a potential failure of a previous 

treatment. (Booth, Russell, Soucek, & Laughlin, 1992) 

One of the evaluation grounds of the recovery treatment’s outcome 

is the social support with the variables: the quality of social relationships, the 

extension of social relationships and satisfaction. Rehabilitating the subject’s 

system of relationships, relationships which constitute social support, 

represent an indicator of a positive treatment outcome. Recovering the 

emotional relationships and support relationships with significant persons, 

among whom the family holds the first place, leads to generating a shield 

system for the possible negative events that may trigger a relapse. (Vraşti, 

2001) 

2. Aim and assumptions  

The aim of the present study is to investigate the way abstinent 

alcoholics perceive social support during their rehab taking into 

consideration the period of abstinence and the issue of the potential 

reported relapses.  

For achieving this aim we conceived the following assumptions: 

1. Abstinent alcoholics whose abstinence lasted over 8 years tend to 

perceive a significantly higher level of social support from their family, 

friends or a significant person, than those whose abstinence period has not 

reached 4 years or is between 4 and 8 years. 

2. Non-relapsing abstinent alcoholics tend to perceive a significantly 

higher level of social support from their family, friends or a significant 

person, than those who experienced one or more relapses.  

3. Method 

3.1. Research design 

Given the established aim and the formulated assumptions, abstinence 

duration and relapse represent the independent variables of the study and the 

level of abstinent alcoholic’s perceived social support is a dependent variable. For 

this study we employed a pattern involving three groups of participants 

(comparative approach) according to the abstinence duration: under 4 years 

(n=39, 33,6%), between 4 and 8 years (n=35, 30,1%) and over 8 years 
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(n=42, 36,2%); and 3 groups according to relapse:with no relapse (n=60, 

51,7%), with one relapse (n=23, 19,8%) and with several relapses (n=33, 

28,4%). 

3.2. Research participants 

Data has been obtained after interviewing 116 male abstinent 

alcoholics during March-September 2015 with the occasion of events and 

manifests where alcoholic abstinents were present. They reported abstinence 

durations between 3 months and 38 years. At the time of the interview all of 

them were abstinents for at least 3 months from the start or from the last 

relapse. They are aged between 26 and 73 years (average: 47,55 years), and 

the participants’ county disposition is illustrated in figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Specimen distribution according to county 

3.3. Work instrument 

For this procedure were processed relevant items (A2, A4, D1-D12, 

[A7]) from a social survey for alcoholics (in conformity with the request or 

author) and items correspondent to Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 

Social Support/MSPSS (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet & Farley, 1988). According 

to the authors, the scale was conceived to evaluate an individual’s perception 

regarding the level of adequacy of the social support received from his social 

network. The 12 items of the scale point to an individual’s perception 

regarding the quality of social support received from family members (4 

items), from friends (4 items) or from other significant persons in their 

social network (4 items). On a Likert scale, the measuring goes from 1- 

strongly disagree - to 7- strongly agree. 
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3.4. Procedure 

After calculating the average of the items’s answers, they have been 

compared using the one-way ANOVA (SPSS) method for analyzing how 

significant are the differences statistically.  

4. Results 

In table 1 are presented the results (average, F and p) regarding the 

perception of social support from the family, according to the abstinence 

period and the relapses. Items : 1 - My family really tries to help me; 2 - I get 

the emotional help & support I need from my family; 3 - I can talk about my 

problems with my family; 4 - My family is willing to help me make decisions. 

Table 1. Results of social support from family (averages, F and p) 
ƒ(abstinence duration) and ƒ(relapse) 

 Abstinence Relapse 

 Mean F Sig.  Mean F Sig. 
 
1 

Up to 4 years 5.92  
1.281 

 
.282* 

Relapse-free 6.07  
1.073 

 
.345* Between 4-8 

years 
6.20 One relapse 5.96 

Over 8 years 5.67 More relapses 5.61 
 
2 

Up to 4 years 5.51  
3.328 

 
.039 

Relapse-free 5.72  
.218 

 
.805* Between 4-8 

years 
6.20 One relapse 5.74 

Over 8 years 5.36 More relapses 5.52 
 
3 

Up to 4 years 5.38  
1.615 

 
.203* 

Relapse-free 5.98  
3.206 

 
.044 Between 4-8 

years 
5.97 One relapse 5.52 

Over 8 years 5.71 More relapses 5.24 
 
4 

Up to 4 years 5.41  
3.135 

 
.047 

Relapse-free 6.13  
3.483 

 
.034 Between 4-8 

years 
6.23 One relapse 5.74 

Over 8 years 5.88 More relapses 5.33 

*Statistically insignificant 

 
Table 2 illustrates the results (averages, F and p) obtained from the 

items regarding the perception of social support from friends according to 
abstinence duration and relapses. Items : 1 - My friends really try to help me; 
2 - I can count on my friends when things go wrong; 3 - I have friends with 
whom I can share my joys and sorrows; 4 - I can talk about my problems 
with my friends. 
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Table 2. Results (averages, F and p) of social support from friends 
ƒ(abstinence duration) and ƒ(relapse) 

 Abstinence Relapse 

  Mean F Sig.  Mean F Sig. 
 
1 

Up to 4 years 5.08  
.195 

 
.823* 

Relapse-free 5.45  
3.281 

 
.041 Between 4-8 

years 
5.06 One relapse 4.48 

Over 8 years 5.26 More relapses 5.03 
 
2 

Up to 4 years 4.90  
.340 

 
.713* 

Relapse-free 4.95  
.717 

 
.491* Between 4-8 

years 
4.63 One relapse 4.43 

Over 8 years 4.95 More relapses 4.91 
 
3 

Up to 4 years 5.08  
.026 

 
.974* 

Relapse-free 5.12  
.074 

 
.929* Between 4-8 

years 
5.03 One relapse 4.96 

Over 8 years 5.12 More relapses 5.09 
 
4 

Up to 4 years 5.10  
.116 

 
.890* 

Relapse-free 5.08  
.534 

 
.588* Between 4-8 

years 
4.91 One relapse 4.70 

Over 8 years 5.02 More relapses 5.12 

* Statistically insignificant 

Table 3 illustrates the results (averages F and p) obtained from the 

items regarding the perception of social support from semnificative persons 

according to abstinence duration and relapses. Items: 1 - There is a special 

person who is around when I am in need; 2 - There is a special person with 

whom I can share joys and sorrows; 3 - I have a special person who is a real 

source of comfort to me; 4 - There is a special person in my life who cares 

about my feelings. 

Table 3. Results (averages, F and p) of social support from significant 
personsƒ(abstinence duration) and ƒ(relapse) 

 Abstinence Relapse 

  Mean F Sig.  Mean F Sig. 
 
1 

Up to 4 years 5.82  
.142 

 
.867* 

Relapse-free 5.97  
3.263 

 
.042 Betw 4-8 years 5.69 One relapse 5.87 

Over 8 years 5.64 More relapses 5.15 
 
2 

Up to 4 years 5.69  
.398 

 
.673* 

Relapse-free 5.93  
.570 

 
.567* Betw 4-8 years 5.74 One relapse 5.70 

Over 8 years 5.95 More relapses 5.64 
 Up to 4 years 5.36   Relapse-free 5.58   
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3 Betw 4-8 years 5.51 .192 .826* One relapse 5.57 .369 .693* 
Over 8 years 5.60 More relapses 5.27 

 
4 

Up to 4 years 5.28  
3.149 

 
.047 

Relapse-free 5.98  
1.215 

 
.301* Betw 4-8 years 6.00 One relapse 5.65 

Over 8 years 6.05 More relapses 5.48 

* Statistically insignificant 

Table 4 illustrates the general averages obtained from the three 

dimensions: family, friends, significant peson, according to abstinence 

duration and relapses. 

Table 4. General averages of social support from family/friends/significant 
persons ƒ(abstinence duration) and ƒ(relapse) 

 Family Friends Sign. persons 

 
Abstinence 

Up to 4 years 5.55 5.04 5.53 
Between 4-8 years 6.15 4.9 5.73 
Over 8 years 5.65 5.08 5.81 

 
Relapse 

Relapse-free 5.97 5.15 5.86 
One relapse 5.74 4.64 5.69 
More relapses 5.42 5.03 5.38 

5. Conclusions 

Analysing the results from the perspective of abstinence duration, 

for validating the first assumption that abstinent alcoholics with an 

abstinence duration over 8 years tend to perceive a significantly higher level 

of social support from their family, friends or a significant person than those 

with an abstinence duration under 4 years or between 4 and 8 years, we draw 

the following conclusions: 

- those with an abstinence duration between 4 and 8 years perceived 

social support from their family on a higher level compared to the other 

groups, the averages obtained proved to be statistically significant for two 

out of four items: ”I get the emotional help & support I need from my family” 

(F=3,328 to p=0,039) and ”My family is willing to help me make decisions” 

(F=3,135 to p=0,047). The averages are situated over the rate of 5,1, which 

is considered a high level of perceived social support.  

- concerning the perception of social support from friends, even 

though the averages indicated in three out of four cases the ones with an 

abstinence over 8 years (according to the assumption), including the general 

average on the friends dimension, the differences did not prove to be 
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statistically significant, the p components are over the rate of 0,05. Worth 

mentioning are the lower values, which denote a medium level of support 

(values of averages under 5,1). 

- in what concerns the perception of social support from a 

significant person, the averages are superior to those obtained from the 

friends dimension, considered as a high level of perceived social support. 

The general average of this dimension is superior in the case of an 

abstinence duration over 8 years, but the items’ differences are not 

statistically significant, except the item ”There is a special person in my life who 

cares about my feelings” (F=3,149 to p=0,047). 

The results obtained do not confirm the assumption. A relevant 

explanation might be the perception accroding to age. In this sens, among 

the participants, 42 persons (36,2%) are abstinent for over 8 years and the 

average age of 52,33 years old; 35 persons (30,2%) have an abstinence 

duration between 4 and 8 years and the average age 47,83 years old; 39 

persons are abstinent for less than 4 years (33,6%) and have an average age 

of 42,15 years old. At the same time, the issue of  an abstinence over 8 years 

marked by relapses during this time, can be considered a significant 

limitation of the present study. 

In the case of the second assupmtion, according to whom the non-

relapsing abstinent alcoholics tend to perceive a significantly higher level of 

social support, the results indicate the following: 

- the averages obtained by non-relapsing subjects proved to be 

superior in what concerns three items related to the perception of social 

support from their families. Statistically significant for the non-relapsing 

subjects was the item: „I can talk about my problems with my family” (F=3,206 to 

p=0,044) and ”My family is willing to help me make decisions” (F=3,483 to 

p=0,034). 

- with reference to perceived social support from friends the 

situation is similar to the family case, but the statistic significance was 

attained with the item: ”My friends really try to help me” (F=3,281 to p=0,041). 

- regarding the perception of social support from a significant 

person, all the averages of the non-relapsing subjects are superior, 

considered as a high level of perceived social support with statistic 

significance in the case of the item: ”There is a special person who is around when I 

am in need” (F=3,269 to p=0,042). 

Even if the differences did not prove to be statistically significant in 

all the cases, observing the general averages on the studied dimensions, the 
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non-relapsing subjects obtained higher scores, so we can conclude that social 

support plays an important role in the battle against relapse. The non-

relapsing subjects perceive a significantly higher social support.  

To verify the results, we randomly pick from the item A7 the 

participants who had the possibility to nominate one, two or three persons 

”who helped the most in becoming abstinent”. Among the following 

examples we consider the first two positions: mother – 45 (38,8%); wife - 21 

(18,1%); sister/brother - 20 (17,2%); children - 8 (6,9%); friend - 10 (8,6%); 

counsellor or therapist - 52 (44,8%).   

Important limits of this study: the participants were exclusively men, 

a relatively small number of subjects and the neglection of the last relapse.  
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