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ABSTRACT. Objective: This study tested a model of the effects of
recession-related job loss on alcohol use disorder (AUD) and examined
why African Americans who lost their jobs during the 2008–2009 reces-
sion were at increased risk for AUD relative to Whites. We hypothesized
that (a) job loss would be positively associated with psychological
distress (i.e., higher levels of depressive symptoms) and increased
drunkenness, and (b) low levels of family social support and experiences
of racial stigma would exacerbate the effects of job loss on distress,
especially among African Americans and Hispanics. Method: Data
were drawn from the 2010 U.S. National Alcohol Survey (NAS), a cross-
sectional survey of the U.S. general population. Using data from the
2010 NAS (telephone survey of 1,111 African American, 964 Hispanic,
and 3,133 White adults), we conducted simultaneous path modeling in
Mplus to test mediation and moderation hypotheses. Our key outcome
was AUD as measured by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of

Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition. Results: Recession-related job loss
was significantly associated with AUD through its effects on increased
drunkenness, and the associations were positive for Whites, stronger
for African Americans than Whites, and nonexistent for Hispanics. Job
loss was associated with distress in the overall sample, and distress
was positively associated with drunkenness among African Americans
only, suggesting that distress is another pathway by which job loss af-
fects AUD among African Americans. Higher levels of family social
support mitigated the effects of job loss on psychological distress, and
this relationship did not differ by race/ethnicity. Conclusions: During
economic downturns, increased stress and heavy drinking are important
pathways through which recession-related job loss can lead to greater
AUD among African Americans relative to Whites. (J. Stud. Alcohol
Drugs, 77, 261–271, 2016)
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THE 2008–2009 RECESSION was one of the longest
and by most measures worst recessions since the Great

Depression (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2015).
In 2009, more than 7.2 million Americans lost their jobs
(Isidore, 2010). Recession affects everyone, but especially
the poor and socially marginalized groups who work in
jobs that are often more vulnerable to economic downturns.
African Americans, for example, were especially hard hit by
the recession. In 2009, the unemployment rate was higher for
African Americans than for Hispanics, Whites, and Asians
(14.8%, 12.1%, 8.5%, and 7.3%, respectively; U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, 2012).

Job loss, alcohol consumption, and alcohol problems

Job loss during economic downturns can exacerbate
social problems (Wilson, 1987). Some studies, for example,

have found that job joss is associated with increased drink-
ing and alcohol problems (Catalano et al., 1993; Dávalos
et al., 2012; Dooley & Prause, 1998; Mossakowski et al.,
2008), but other studies have reported mixed (Ettner, 1997;
Hammer, 1992; Lahelma et al., 1995; Lo & Cheung, 2013)
or null results (Gallo et al., 2001; Morris et al., 1992). The
mixed findings in the literature on job loss and alcohol use
and problems may reflect methodological differences (e.g.,
in the samples studied) but also population differences in
factors that might exacerbate or ameliorate the recession’s
impact.

African Americans may be at especially increased risk
for alcohol problems during an economic downturn be-
cause they are more adversely affected than other racial/
ethnic groups by changes in the economy (Kochhar et al.,
2011; Wilson, 1987). African Americans are often em-
ployed in sectors of the economy that are susceptible to
economic downturns (i.e., jobs that are low wage or require
lower educational requirements), and they work in jobs that
are concentrated in urban areas where job opportunities
are limited and unemployment rates are high (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, 2012; Wilson, 1987). A few of studies
have investigated the effects of the 2008–2009 U.S. reces-
sion on alcohol consumption and alcohol problems (Bor
et al., 2013; Lo & Cheung, 2013). Only one study has
explored whether African Americans who lost their jobs
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during the recession were at differentially increased risk
for alcohol problems. Using data from the 2009 and 2010
National Alcohol Survey, Zemore and colleagues (2013)
investigated whether African Americans and Hispanics
reported greater exposure to economic loss (e.g., job loss,
housing loss) than Whites during the recession and whether
African Americans and Hispanics who experienced eco-
nomic loss reported increased alcohol consumption and
greater alcohol-related problems than their White counter-
parts. They found that African Americans and Hispanics
indeed were more likely than Whites to report job loss
during the recession, and that African Americans who
reported severe economic loss (including job loss) during
the recession were more likely than their White counter-
parts to report increased odds of two or more drinking
consequences and alcohol dependence. Severe economic
loss was not associated with poor alcohol outcomes among
Hispanics. The study by Zemore and colleagues (2013)
highlights how exposure and response to economic down-
turns may differ among racial/ethnic groups, but it did not
examine the specific mechanisms or pathways by which
job loss leads to poorer alcohol outcomes among African
Americans. Developing conceptual models that clarify the
mechanisms by which job loss leads to poor alcohol use
outcomes—particularly among African Americans—may
help identify important points of intervention for clinicians
and policymakers.

Job loss, psychological distress, family social support,
racial stigma, alcohol consumption, and alcohol problems

Stress, appraisal, and coping theory (Lazarus & Folk-
man, 1984) may provide valuable insight into the specific
mechanisms by which job loss leads to poor alcohol use
outcomes, and why some groups may fare worse when job
loss occurs. This theory hypothesizes that appraisal and cop-
ing are important pathways by which stress influences health
outcomes. It further suggests that job loss is an important
stressor that can result in poor health outcomes for individu-
als. In this article, we explore how three constructs based
on this theory may be useful in understanding why African
Americans may be at greater risk for poor alcohol outcomes
during an economic downturn. The constructs of interest are
psychological distress, racial stigma, and social support, and
each is discussed in more detail in the sections that follow.

Psychological distress. African Americans experienced
greater job loss during the 2008–2009 recession, and a large
body of literature has consistently shown that unemployment
is associated with increased signs of psychological distress
(Catalano et al., 2011; McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Wanberg,
2012). Paul and Moser (2009), in a meta-analysis, reported
that the average effect size associating unemployment (vs.
employment) with higher distress/lower well-being across
237 cross-sectional studies was d = 0.54 (a medium effect).

Further, in rigorous factory closure studies, the mean effect
of unemployment on psychological distress was significant,
at d = 0.38, suggesting that unemployment is causally related
to psychological distress.

Racial/ethnic stigma. According to stress, appraisal,
and coping theory, the effects of job loss on psychologi-
cal stress should depend on an individual’s appraisal of the
significance of the job loss (primary appraisal) and his or
her perceptions regarding the level of control over a job
loss (secondary appraisal). For example, African Americans
and Hispanics may be more likely than Whites to face dis-
crimination in the workplace, attribute their job loss to racial
stigma, and perceive that they have less control over future
employment opportunities. These could increase psychologi-
cal distress and alcohol consumption and exacerbate their
vulnerability to alcohol problems (Hunte & Barry, 2012;
Jackson et al., 1996; Kessler et al., 1999; Mulia et al., 2008;
Williams et al., 2003). To date, no studies have examined the
role of racial stigma in explaining the effects of job loss on
alcohol outcomes in a large and racially/ethnically diverse
sample as we do in the current analysis. Previous studies
have largely focused on the role of racial stigma in explain-
ing alcohol outcomes (Mulia & Zemore, 2012; Zemore et al.,
2011).

Social support. Stress, appraisal, and coping theory also
hypothesizes that the effects of stress on health vary by
coping resources, such as social support. Social support has
been shown to ameliorate the impact of acute and chronic
financial strain on psychological well-being, thus reducing
its impact on heavy drinking and alcohol problems (Peirce
et al., 1996). Family social support in particular may provide
important coping resources (e.g., both emotional and instru-
mental support) to mitigate effects of job loss on psycho-
logical distress. There is some research to suggest that there
are racial/ethnic differences in extended family support. For
instance, Sarkisian and Gerstel’s (2004) analysis of data from
the National Survey of Families and Households found that
African Americans are more involved in instrumental or
practical support, whereas Whites report greater financial
and emotional family support. However, some research sug-
gests that economic hardship such as job loss may limit an
extended family’s ability to provide social support (McLoyd,
1990). Thus, low levels of family support may exacerbate the
effects of job loss on distress, especially among those hardest
hit by an economic downturn.

In this article, we test a model of effects of recession-
related job loss on alcohol problems and examine why Af-
rican Americans who lost their jobs during the 2008–2009
recession were at particularly increased risk for alcohol use
disorders (AUDs). We hypothesized that (a) job loss would
be positively associated with both psychological distress and
drinking to drunkenness and (b) low levels of family support
and experiences of racial stigma would exacerbate the effects
of job loss on distress, especially among African Americans
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and Hispanics. The article builds on our earlier work (Ze-
more et al., 2013), which found that African Americans who
reported economic loss during the 2008–2009 recession were
more likely than their White counterparts to report alcohol
problems. To complement our earlier analyses, here we focus
on the mechanisms by which job loss can lead to poor alco-
hol use outcomes for African Americans and others. Thus,
results from this study may help explain how job loss leads
to alcohol problems and where to target prevention and treat-
ment efforts for those most adversely affected by economic
downturns.

Method

Data

Data were drawn from the 2010 National Alcohol Survey
(NAS), which is a random digit dial, computer-assisted tele-
phone interview survey of a nationally representative sample
of U.S. adults ages 18 and older. The sample was drawn
using a dual-frame design that included both landline and
cellular phones, covering more than 97% of U.S. households
(Blumberg & Luke, 2009). Targeted oversamples of African
Americans, Hispanics, and residents of low-population states
were included. Interviews were conducted in either English
or Spanish; 6% of the full sample and 32% of Hispanics
completed the interview in Spanish. Additional details on
survey data collection are provided by Greenfield and col-
leagues (2014).

The present analysis used data from complete cases from
the landline sample. Detailed information about recession-
related losses was not collected on the cellular phone sur-
vey instrument because of time constraints. Prevalence of
negative effects of the recession were similar across the two
samples, although slightly more of the cellular phone sample
(57%) reported an unspecified negative effect of the reces-
sion compared with those in the landline sample (51%).

The cooperation rate for the landline sample was ap-
proximately 50%, which is respectable for current telephone
surveys (Pew Research Center, 2012). Because telephone
break-offs often occur before identification of the study
topic, low response rates in telephone surveys may intro-
duce less bias than they would in face-to-face interviews
(Groves, 2006). This appears to be the case in the 2010
NAS. In an analysis comparing respondent demographic
characteristics and key alcohol measures across sample rep-
licates (i.e., groups of randomly selected telephone numbers
used for sampling throughout a study) that had varying re-
sponse rates, we found no correlation between the replicate
response rate and respondent demographics or estimates
of alcohol consumption or problems (data available on re-
quest). This suggests that the response rate is not associated
with significant biases in estimates of alcohol outcomes in
this sample.

Measures

Recession-related job loss. Respondents who indicated
that they, or someone in their household, had been negatively
affected by the recession (starting January 2008) were asked
follow-up questions to ascertain whether anyone had lost
their job, and, if so, whether it had happened to the respon-
dent and/or someone else, and whether the job loss occurred
in the past 12 months. The present analysis focuses on those
respondents who reported a personal recession-related job
loss in the year before the survey, compared to those respon-
dents without such a loss.

Social support. Social support was measured with items
drawn from the Family Subscale of the Multidimensional
Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988). The
questions assessed whether (a) respondents get emotional
help and support needed from their family, (b) respondents
can talk about problems with their family, (c) their family
tries to help them, and (d) their family accepts them the way
they are. Responses were scored on a scale from 0 (not at all)
to 3 (quite a lot), and a total score was summed across the
four items (range: 0–12). Total scores were highly skewed,
so the measure was transformed for analysis using a reflected
natural log. The transformed score was then centered around
the sample mean because it was being used in interaction
with job loss (Aiken & West, 1991). The four-item measure
is associated with reduced alcohol-related consequences and
fewer dependence symptoms (Murphy et al., 2014).

Racial/ethnic stigma. Stigma was measured with three
items drawn from Pinel’s (1999) scale of racial stigma con-
sciousness, which assesses the extent someone expects to
be stereotyped by others on the basis of race. The items in
the scale do not ask participants about job loss or whether
they thought their experience with job loss was attributable
to racial stigma. Rather, the questions assessed how much
respondents agreed that (a) stereotypes about their race/
ethnic group have affected them personally, (b) their race/
ethnic group influences how people act with them, and (c)
many people have a problem viewing their race/ethnic group
as equal. Responses were scored on a scale from 0 (disagree
very much) to 3 (agree very much). Scores across the three
items were averaged, and the measure was log transformed
for analysis. The transformed score was centered around the
sample mean for use in interaction with job loss (Aiken &
West, 1991). The three-item measure is associated with re-
porting greater negative alcohol-related consequences (Mulia
et al., 2008; Zemore et al., 2011).

Psychological distress. Distress was measured with eight
items from the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression
scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). The items assessed how often
respondents in the past week felt (a) bothered by things that
don’t usually bother them, (b) depressed, (c) hopeful about
the future, (d) happy, (e) lonely, or (f) sad; or (g) had rest-
less sleep and (h) enjoyed life. Responses were scored on a
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scale from 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3 (most or all
of the time). Items were reverse scored as needed, such that
higher scores indicated higher levels of distress. Scores were
averaged, and the measure was log transformed for analysis.
The transformed score was centered around the sample mean
for use in interaction with family social support (Aiken &
West, 1991). Research comparing 5-, 8-, and 10-item CES-
D scales to the full 20-item version suggests that items can
be dropped without much loss in sensitivity or specificity
(Shrout & Yager, 1989).

Days of drunkenness. Drunkenness was based on one
item assessing how often in the last 12 months respondents
drank enough to feel drunk. Responses were scored on a
nine-point scale, ranging from never in the last 12 months to
every day or nearly every day. Point values were assigned to
each response category based on the approximate number of
days per year represented. For example, every day was coded
as 360 days, 3–4 times per week was coded as 180 days, and
1–3 times a month was coded as 24 days. The score was log
transformed for analysis.

Alcohol use disorders. Past-year AUD was based on
criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5; American Psychiatric As-
sociation, 2013). There are 11 symptom domains (failure
to fulfill role obligations; drinking despite social or inter-
personal problems; drinking when physically hazardous;
tolerance; withdrawal; using more than or for longer than
intended; persistent desire to cut down/control use; giving
up important activities; spending a lot of time getting alco-
hol, using, or recovering from use; drinking despite physical
or psychological problems; and craving). Varying levels of
severity are defined for mild (symptoms in 2–3 domains),
moderate (4–5 domains), and severe AUD (6 or more do-
mains; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The present
analysis focuses on those respondents who reported symp-
toms in at least two domains (at least mild AUD), compared
to those with symptoms in only one or none of the domains.
In this sample, 91% had no AUD diagnosis, 5.8% met crite-
ria for mild AUD, 2.2% met criteria for moderate AUD, and
1% met criteria for severe AUD.

Demographic control variables. Prior analyses with these
data suggested that two indicators of alcohol-related history
were significantly associated with both recession-related job
loss and past-year drinking (Mulia et al., 2014). Thus, we
accounted for alcohol-related problems before the recession
(calculated using the respondent’s current age and the age
at which drinking first affected his or her health, with onset
before 2008 coded as beginning before recession) and pa-
rental history of alcohol problems (based on self-report that
biological mother and/or father had ever been a “problem
drinker or alcoholic”). The path models also adjusted for age
(two dummy variables for ages 18–29 and ages 30–49; with
50 or older as reference), marital status (two dummy vari-
ables for never married and separated, divorced or widowed;

with currently living with spouse or partner as reference),
education (three dummy variables for less than high school,
high school graduate, and some college; with college degree
as reference), and household income (four dummy vari-
ables for $20,000 or less in the past year; $20,001–40,000;
$40,001–60,000; and missing income; with $60,001 or
more as the reference). We coded race/ethnicity with two
mutually exclusive dummy variables for African American,
which took precedence over ethnicity, and Hispanic/Latino
(with non-Hispanic White as reference), because preliminary
analyses of racial/ethnic stigma suggested that Black Hispan-
ics were more similar to non-Hispanic African Americans
than they were to White Hispanics.

Analysis strategy

We conducted simultaneous, multivariate path modeling
using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2011) to test our study
hypotheses. Given our dichotomous predictor of interest
(recession-related job loss) and the dichotomous outcome
(DSM-5 AUD), we used the robust weighted least squares
estimator (WLSMV; Muthén & Muthén, 2011). The final
model was selected through comparison of nested models
based on the DIFFTEST procedure, because standard chi-
square difference testing is not valid when using WLSMV
estimation (Muthén & Muthén, 2011). Statistically nonsig-
nificant control variables were trimmed to preserve degrees
of freedom, and changes were confirmed to preserve model
fit based on the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis
fit index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA). Mediated effects were estimated using the
MODEL INDIRECT subcommand.

A mediation model was fit first, and then the interaction
terms were added to assess moderation effects. To facilitate
interpretation of moderation effects, significant interactions
were graphed to depict predicted probabilities of AUD or
predicted days of drunkenness for groups defined by average
(at mean), low (1 SD below mean), and high (1 SD above
mean) levels on continuous variables such as family social
support and distress (Aiken & West, 1991). After each full
model was specified, we examined differences by race/
ethnicity. We used multiple group analysis and difference
tests to evaluate whether allowing paths to vary by racial/
ethnic group significantly improved the fit over models
where paths were constrained to be equal for all groups. All
analyses used weighted survey data to adjust for sampling
and nonresponse.

Results

Descriptive analyses

The weighted sample (5,208 observations; weighted N
= 4,988) was 49% male, 13% African American (including
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Hispanic Blacks, hereafter “African Americans”), 13% His-
panic White (hereafter “Hispanics”), and 74% non-Hispanic
White (hereafter “Whites”), with an average age of 46 years.
Most respondents (65%) were married or living with a part-
ner, 55% reported incomes less than $60,000/year, 15% had
less than a high school education, and 26% had a college
degree.

Table 1 shows demographic characteristics for the three
racial/ethnic groups. There were several significant racial/
ethnic differences: Hispanics and African Americans were
significantly younger and more likely to be never married
than Whites, and Whites had higher incomes and higher lev-
els of education. Overall, 8.0% of respondents reported a re-
cession-related job loss in the past year, and this prevalence
varied by race/ethnicity, with African Americans (9.0%) and
Hispanics (11.5%) significantly more likely to indicate that
they lost their job during the recession than Whites (7.0%).
African Americans and Whites reported more days of drunk-
enness in the past year than Hispanics (M = 10.4 for African
Americans, 7.4 for Whites, and 3.4 for Hispanics; Table 2),
and they also were more likely to report two or more past-

year AUD symptoms than Hispanics (9.9%, 9.1%, 7.4%,
respectively; Table 1), although racial/ethnic differences in
AUD prevalence were not statistically significant.

Correlations between past-year AUD symptom counts, job
loss, social support, racial/ethnic stigma, and the proposed
mediators are presented in Table 2. In the full sample, AUD
symptoms were positively correlated with job loss, stigma,
distress, and drunkenness; they were negatively correlated
with social support. When stratified by race/ethnicity, stigma
was not correlated with AUD symptoms for either African
Americans or Hispanics, but it was for Whites.

Path analyses

Mediation effects. In the overall sample, the mediation
model achieved excellent fit (RMSEA = .009; CFI = .990;
TLI = .972) and explained 49% of the total variance in
past-year AUD. Job loss was associated with higher levels
of distress (standardized β = .29, p < .001), but distress was
not related to drunkenness (standardized β = -.034, p > .10).
However, there was a significant indirect effect of job loss on

TABLE 1. Sample characteristics, 2010 U.S. National Alcohol Survey landline respondents

African
Whites Americansa Hispanics

(n = 3,133) (n = 1,111) (n = 964)
Variable %b %b %b

Male 48.4 49.2 50.1
Mean age** 48.2 42.5 39.8

18–29 17.1 28.0 28.5
30–49 37.9 38.8 46.5
≥50 45.0 33.2 25.0

Marital status**
Married/partnered 67.9 42.7 68.2
Separated/divorced/widowed 14.8 19.3 10.6
Never married 17.3 38.0 21.2

Incomec,**
≤$20,000 17.0 41.6 30.4
$20,001–$40,000 19.7 18.6 24.2
$40,001–$60,000 13.7 10.2 10.8
>$60,000 36.5 17.5 17.0
Missing 13.1 12.1 17.6

Education**
Less than high school 10.1 20.1 35.8
High school graduate 31.0 35.3 27.5
Some college education 29.1 23.6 26.6
College degree or more 29.8 21.0 10.1

Biological parent with history of 24.2 23.3 28.4
alcohol problem

Alcohol-related health problem 14.9 12.3 15.3
before recession

Personal recession-related job loss 7.0 9.0 11.5
in past year*

DSM-5 AUD, ≥2 symptom domains 9.1 9.9 7.4
in past year

DSM-5 moderate or severe AUD, 2.9 4.4 3.4
≥4 symptom domains past year

Notes: DSM-5 = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition; AUD =
alcohol use disorder. aIncludes Hispanic Blacks/African Americans. bAll percentages are weighted;
weighted n’s: 3,676 Whites; 668 Blacks; 644 Hispanics. cIn U.S. dollars.
*Significant racial/ethnic differences, p < .05; **significant racial/ethnic differences, p < .01.
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increased odds of AUD that involved increased drunkenness.
That is, individuals who lost their jobs during the recession
reported increased drunkenness and, in turn, also reported
more AUD symptoms (standardized β = .21, p < .001, for
the indirect effect). The full set of path coefficients from the
simple mediation model is available on request.

Moderation effects. The moderation model also achieved
acceptably good fit (see fit statistics on Figure 1) and ex-
plained 49% of the total variance in past-year AUD. Figure 1
shows standardized coefficients from the moderation model,
with significant indirect effects from family social support
and job loss through drunkenness to AUD highlighted by
bold arrows. All paths, including additional coefficients for
the control variables, are presented in Table 3.

There was a significant interaction of social support and
job loss on distress in the overall sample (p = .05). Family
social support mitigated the effects of job loss on psycho-
logical distress (i.e., recession-related job loss was associated
with lower levels of psychological distress among those with
higher levels of family social support). There was no interac-
tion of racial/ethnic stigma and job loss on distress (p = .49).

In addition, there was a marginally significant interaction
of social support and distress on drunkenness (p = .07). The
relationship between distress and drunkenness was positive
among those with low social support, flat among those with
moderate levels of social support (suggesting no relationship
between distress and drunkenness for this group), and nega-
tive among those with high social support.

We also observed two notable indirect effects on AUD
in this moderation model. A marginally significant indirect
effect suggested that the interaction of social support and
distress was associated with decreased drunkenness and, in
turn, reduced odds of AUD (standardized β = -.04, p = .07).
There was another significant indirect effect of social support
on AUD that also involved decreased drunkenness (standard-
ized β = -.05, p < .001).

Subgroup differences. Subgroup analyses revealed
some differences by race/ethnicity with respect to our hy-
potheses. We found that the relationship between job loss
and days of drunkenness was significant and positive for
Whites (p = .001), even stronger for African Americans
(p = .002), but not statistically significant for Hispanics (p

TABLE 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations, by race/ethnicity

Correlations

Social
Variable M (SD) Job loss support Stigma Distress Drunkenness

Full sample (N = 5,208; weighted N = 4,988)
Social supporta 10.5 (2.7) -.08**
Racial stigmab 2.7 (2.6) .05* -.15**
Psychological distressc 4.5 (4.8) .12** -.36** .13**
Days of drunkenness in past yeard 7.2 (33.9) .15** -.07* -.04 -.003
Past-year DSM-5 symptom counte 0.39 (1.2) .15** -.12** .05* .11** .63**

Whites (n = 3,133; weighted n = 3,676)
Social support 10.6 (2.3) -.08*
Racial stigma 2.1 (2.0) .04 -.16**
Psychological distress 4.3 (4.3) .11** -.35** .12**
Days of drunkenness in past year 7.4 (28.0) .14** -.06 -.005 -.02
Past-year DSM-5 symptom count 0.39 (1.06) .15** -.12** .06* .11** .63**

African Americansf (n = 1,111; weighted n = 668)
Social support 9.9 (3.8)§ -.13†

Racial stigma 5.0 (3.3)§ .03 -.04
Psychological distress 4.8 (6.5) .17** -.41** -.02
Days of drunkenness in past year 10.4 (68.3) .24† -.11† -.01 .14**
Past-year DSM-5 symptom count 0.43 (1.5) .35** -.14** .01 .17** .69**

Hispanics (n = 964; weighted n = 644)
Social support 10.3 (3.4) -.02
Racial stigma 3.9 (2.8)‡ .07 -.09†

Psychological distress 5.1 (5.7)‡ .16** -.37** .17**
Days of drunkenness in past year 3.4 (25.1)‡ .09 -.14* -.02 .07
Past-year DSM-5 symptom count 0.36 (1.2) .04 -.16* .02 .17** .60**

Notes: DSM-5 = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition. aSocial support was measured with four items from the
Family Subscale of the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988); scores range from 0 to 12, with higher scores
indicating greater family social support. bRacial stigma was measured with three items from Pinel’s (1999) scale of racial stigma consciousness;
scores range from 0 to 9, with higher scores indicating a greater extent that the respondent expects to be stereotyped by others on the basis of race.
cPsychological distress was measured with eight items from the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977); scores
range from 0 to 24, with higher scores indicating higher levels of distress in the past week. dDays of drunkenness was based on one item assessing
how often in the last 12 months respondents drank enough to feel drunk; scores range from 0 to 360 days of drunkenness in the past year. ePast-year
DSM-5 symptoms were a count of alcohol use disorder criteria endorsed; scores range from 0 to 11, with varying levels of severity defined for mild
(symptoms in 2–3 domains), moderate (4–5 domains), and severe AUD (6 or more domains; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). fIncludes
Hispanic Blacks/African Americans.
†p < .10; *p < .05;**p < .01; §White vs. African American difference, p < .01; ‡White vs. Hispanic difference, p < .01.
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FIGURE 1. Standardized coefficients from overall model, with significant racial/ethnic differences indicated in bold and italic. B = Black/African American,
including Hispanic Blacks; H = Hispanic; W = White; DSM-5 = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition; AUD = alcohol use
disorder. Demographic controls included race/ethnicity, age, income, education, gender, alcohol problems prior to recession, and parental alcoholism. Interac-
tions of job loss with stigma and social support (and with social support and distress) are indicated with dashed lines. Significant indirect effects are indicated
with bold lines. Model fit statistics: root mean square error of approximation = .027; comparative fit index = .904; Tucker–Lewis index = .753.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01.

= .85; see coefficients in Figure 1). Although psychologi-
cal distress was not associated with days of drunkenness
in the overall sample, distress was significantly associated
with more days of drunkenness for African Americans (p =
.01), marginally more days of drunkenness for Hispanics (p
= .08), and marginally fewer days of drunkenness among
Whites (p = .06).

There also were significant racial/ethnic differences in the
effects of the interaction of social support and distress on
drunkenness, with the strongest effects evident for Whites
(p = .008). Figure 2 shows that the protective effect of social
support primarily occurs for Whites at high levels of distress.
For Hispanics, the protective effects of social support are
strongest at low levels of distress. For African Americans,
there is very little evidence that social support mitigates
effects of distress on drunkenness during an economic
downturn.

Discussion

We tested a model to examine effects of recession-related
job loss on alcohol problems and to assess why African
Americans who lost their jobs during the 2008–2009 reces-
sion were at increased risk for AUD. We hypothesized that
(a) job loss would be positively associated with psychologi-
cal distress and increased drunkenness, and (b) low family
social support and experiences with racial stigma would

exacerbate effects of job loss on distress, especially among
African Americans and Hispanics. Our hypotheses were
partially supported.

Job loss was significantly associated with AUD through
its effects on increased drunkenness, and this association
was positive for Whites, stronger for African Americans
than for Whites, and nonexistent for Hispanics. Our find-
ings suggest that increased drinking to drunkenness is an
important pathway through which recession-related job
loss can lead to alcohol problems, particularly among Af-
rican Americans. Previous studies also have found that per-
sonal job loss is associated with heavy drinking (Catalano
et al., 1993; Dooley & Prause, 1998; Mossakowski, 2008;
Stuckler et al., 2009).

Job loss was significantly associated with psychological
distress in the overall sample, and psychological distress was
significantly associated with number of days of drunkenness
among African Americans only. Thus, psychological distress
is another mechanism by which job loss can lead to alcohol
problems among African Americans. Job loss during a re-
cession is stressful for everyone, but especially for African
Americans, who may have fewer economic resources to cope
with job loss when it occurs. Stress, appraisal, and coping
theory holds that individuals who experience stress (here, be-
cause of job loss) may increase their alcohol consumption to
cope with the stressor. Drunkenness is associated with more
escapist drinking, and some studies have shown that African
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TABLE 3. Standardized coefficients from moderation model

Psychological distress Days of drunkenness DSM-5 AUD

Variable Estimate p Estimate p Estimate p

Job loss .29 <.01 .41 <.01
Psychological distress -.02 .48
Days of drunkenness .48 <.01
Racial stigma .07 <.01 -.04 .17
Social support -.33 <.01 -.07 .02
Job Loss × Support -.05 .05
Job Loss × Stigma .02 .49
Support × Distress -.05 .07
Alcohol-related problems before recession .18 <.01 .31 <.01 .48 <.01
Parental alcohol problems .22 <.01 .26 <.01
Agea

18–29 .59 <.01 .79 <.01
30–49 .31 <.01 .42 <.01

Male -.15 <.01 .30 <.01
Race/ethnicityb

African American (includes Hispanics) -.20 <.01 -.20 .01
Hispanic .01 .92 -.28 <.01

Incomec,d

<$20,000 .29 <.01 -.24 <.01
$20,001–$40,000 .14 .02 -.18 .02
$40,001–$60,000 .04 .58 -.07 .41
Missing income .04 .59 -.39 <.01

Educatione

Less than high school .28 <.01 -.10 .34
High school graduate .19 <.01 -.13 .06
Some college .14 .01 -.19 .01

Marital statusf

Separated/divorced/widowed .11 .19
Never married .28 <.01

Rb .21 .20 .49

Notes: DSM-5 = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition; AUD = alcohol use disorder. aAge 50 and older
is reference. bWhite is reference. cIn U.S. dollars. dIncome over $60,000 is reference. eCollege degree is reference. fMarried/living with
partner is reference.

FIGURE 2. Interaction of social support and psychological distress on days of drunkenness, by race/ethnicity
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Americans are more likely than Whites to consume alcohol
to cope with anxiety and depressive symptoms (Jones-Webb
et al., 1996; Peirce et al., 1994).

Social support mitigated effects of job loss on psychologi-
cal distress in the overall sample, suggesting that family so-
cial support may be important for reducing stress associated
with the recession. Interestingly, in race-specific analyses,
family social support also mitigated the effects of psycho-
logical distress on number of days of drunkenness among
Whites and Hispanics, but not among African Americans. In
our sample, African Americans reported significantly lower
levels of family support than Whites and Hispanics, and, as
noted earlier, other studies have shown that African Ameri-
cans generally report lower levels of emotional and financial
support than Whites (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004).

Perceptions of racial stigma did not exacerbate effects of
job loss on psychological distress as hypothesized. However,
the 2008–2009 recession had an impact on millions of Amer-
icans, and most people know someone who was affected by
the recession. Thus, in this unusual context, attributions of
job loss to racial/ethnic stigma might have been no different
among African Americans and Hispanics, as compared with
Whites.

Limitations and directions for future research

Our study is not without limitations. First, our results
are based on cross-sectional data, making causal inference
difficult. Consequently, the directionality of associations
between job loss, psychological distress, and alcohol out-
comes remains unclear. For example, we found that number
of days of drunkenness was associated with AUD, but the
reverse may also be true, in that AUD may be associated
with increased drunkenness or with job loss. Future studies
may wish to use naturalistic experiments that include large
multi-ethnic samples to evaluate effects of recession-related
job loss on alcohol outcomes over time.

Second, our telephone cooperation rate was moderately
high, raising questions about the representativeness of our
sample or external validity of our findings. Some method-
ological studies suggest minimal impact of nonresponse
bias on estimates of alcohol use and problems. For example,
studies have found only modest and inconsistent differences
across telephone and in-person surveys in responses to al-
cohol consumption and consequences questions, despite the
much higher response rates for in-person surveys (Midanik
& Greenfield, 2003; Midanik et al., 2001).

Third, we only measured family social support. Support
from friends and other individuals also may be important
in mitigating the effects of job loss on distress, particularly
among those without close family ties or from economi-
cally disadvantaged extended families. Future studies may
wish to include other types of social support (such as sup-
port from friends and community members). In addition,

our study focused on emotional and instrumental support
from family members and lacked measures of financial
support, which are an important form of help in the context
of job (and income) loss. Given prior research suggesting
that Whites are more likely to give and receive financial
support (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004), it may be that our
findings of racial/ethnic differences in the protective effects
of social support are conservative. In addition, informa-
tional support, for instance information about job opportu-
nities provided through extended social networks, may also
be important for coping with job loss and securing new
employment.

Fourth, the NAS did not include questions regarding the
timing of job loss within the past 12 months, or reemploy-
ment. African Americans have lower reemployment rates
than Whites during economic downturns (Kletzer, 1991), and
the 2008–2009 recession was no exception (Singh, 2015).
Thus, other factors not included in this study may account
for why job loss had stronger effects on AUD among African
Americans than Whites.

Finally, the survey measured perceptions of racial/ethnic
stigma and did not ask participants whether they perceived
that their job loss was related to certain stereotypes about
their race or ethnicity. Thus, our measure of racial stigma
was limited. In addition, the measure of racial/ethnic stigma
was based on three items, and these items are unlikely to
fully capture the many dimensions of racial stigmatization.
Future studies may wish to use more precise measures of
racial/ethnic stigma.

Implications

Despite these limitations, our results have implications
for where to target alcohol prevention and treatment efforts.
These findings suggest that individuals who experience
recession-related job loss and who report increased drunk-
enness may require a variety of alcohol and mental health
services as well as more informal sources of social support.
In our study, individuals who lost their jobs reported higher
levels of psychological distress, and, among African Ameri-
cans, psychological distress was associated with increased
drunkenness. In our final model, family social support played
a larger role in explaining variability in AUD than we initial-
ly hypothesized. Clinical staff should give greater attention
to the role of social support as a protective factor in mitigat-
ing the effects of job loss on distress. For African Ameri-
cans, this may include identifying sources of social support
outside the family, such as friends, neighbors, pastors, and
community elders. Our results on the role of psychological
distress and social support may also have implications for
preventing alcohol problems among other groups at risk for
alcohol problems during economic downturns (e.g., low-skill
workers, individuals who consumed more alcohol before
their job loss; Deb et al., 2011).
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Conclusions

We proposed a model to better understand the effects of
job loss on AUD during economic downturns. The model
identified key constructs important in understanding path-
ways by which job loss affects AUD and reasons some
groups may fare worse than others. Our model is intended
to spur further research on the subject, provide a guide for
clinicians working with African American and other racial/
ethnic minority populations, and help policy makers develop
policies to reduce future alcohol problems during economic
downturns. However, future work is needed to refine our
model and confirm results from our study.
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