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Abstract

The study examined how friendships among women in recovery from substance use disorders 

are related to individual resources (e.g., social support, self-esteem, and hope) and empowerment 

(e.g., power and optimism). Findings from a path analysis of 244 women in recovery revealed 

that friendships among women were positively related to individual resources; that is, the stronger 

the relationships with other women, the higher women perceived their resources to be. Further, 

individual-level resources mediated the relations between friendships and empowerment, with 

higher levels of individual resources related to higher levels of empowerment constructs of 

power and optimism. Results point to the importance of developing and sustaining empowering 

relationships for women in recovery. Findings have implications for gender-specific treatment 

practices and recommendations impacting substance use recovery outcomes.
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The tendency for both women and men to have more same-gender friendships than cross-

gender friendships over their life span is well documented (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). 

Although women and men conceptualize their ideal friendships in similar ways, women tend 

to rate their same-gender friendships higher in intimacy, social support, nurturance, overall 

quality, and satisfaction (Bank & Hansford, 2000). Women are also less likely to nominate 

their spouse as their closest friend and more likely to nominate other women in their 

networks than men (Fuhrer & Stansfeld, 2002). Similarly, women report receiving more 

support from friends, whereas men report receiving more support from spouses (Schuster 

et al., 1990). Gender identity reflects how individuals understand themselves in relation 
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to cultural meanings ascribed to gender and how they behave (Wood & Eagly, 2015). 

Thus, gender-based socialization and norms can explain the aforementioned differences in 

same-gender friendship patterns, including why women are more emotionally expressive 

in these types of relationships, and why men are more likely to reserve intimacy for their 

sexual or romantic partners (Reis et al., 1985).

Friendships among women can provide critical social resources and promote overall 

wellness, feelings of self-worth, and empowerment. Findings from studies that examine 

these relationships among women indicate that the quality of friendship support is more 

important than the mere number (Billings & Moos, 1984). Supportive friendships, which are 

characterized by intimacy, nurturance, loyalty, and prosocial behaviors, are associated with 

heightened psychological and physical well-being (Cable et al., 2013).

The self-in-relation theory (Surrey, 1991) proposes that women’s self-concept is largely 

relational; that is, “women’s sense of self becomes very much organized around being 

able to maintain affiliations and relationships” (Miller, 1976, p. 83), particularly with other 

women. The theory further states that relationships that enhance women’s sense of self 

exhibit mutuality and empathy. Covington (2007) described these as relationships in which 

women can share their feelings and thoughts and meet one another at a cognitive and 

affective level. The self-in-relation theory suggests that women that can establish mutual and 

empathetic relationships can achieve a higher sense of worth and empowerment (Kaplan, 

1986). Taken together, relationships with other women are highly important and influential 

for women, both to their sense of self and quality of life outcomes.

Empowerment and Individual-Level Resources

The marginalization and oppression of women manifest in society through policies, norms, 

and systems that limit women’s ability to make choices and gain power (Cattaneo & 

Chapman, 2010). Therefore, empowerment entails increasing access to resources to promote 

marginalized people’s well-being. Given that power is inherently a social construct, 

many scholars conceptualize empowerment as both developed and exercised through 

one’s relations with others (Christens, 2012; Prilleltensky & Gonick, 1994). For instance, 

Surrey (1987) defined empowerment as “the motivation, freedom, and capacity to act 

purposefully, with the mobilization of the energies, resources, and strengths, or powers 

of each person, through a mutually, relational process” (p. 2). Similarly, Christens (2012) 

defined relational empowerment as emerging in transactional spaces between individuals. 

Relational empowerment includes providing social and emotional support as people 

struggle, facilitating critical awareness of systems, guiding one another as well as utilizing 

interpersonal networks to mobilize and motivate people.

Optimism and empowerment are highly associated with one another (Campbell & Martinko, 

1998). Optimism is the tendency to have generalized positive expectancies for outcomes 

(Glanz & Schwartz, 2008) and perceptions of control over the future (Rogers et al., 1997). 

Rogers and colleagues (1997) found optimism to be one of five subordinate factors of 

empowerment. Campbell and Martinko (1998) found those scoring high on empowerment 

either had more optimism or viewed negative situations as controllable. Conversely, 
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individuals who scored low on empowerment were most associated with pessimism or 

the worldview that negative situations are uncontrollable. Moreover, women’s optimistic 

expectancy that their actions will be successful is essential for them to take action in seeking 

their goals (Diener & Diener, 2009).

Social support, hope, and positive self-esteem are valuable individual resources that may 

serve as pathways through which friendships among women lead to empowerment. Social 

support, which embodies resources obtained from interpersonal relationships, can come 

in the form of the provision of information, tangible resources, emotional guidance, and 

positive appraisal (Cohen & McKay, 1984). Hope is considered to have a salient influence 

on motivation and behavior and is characterized by three dimensions (a) the perception of 

successful agency, (b) available pathways to achieve one’s goals (Snyder et al., 1991), and 

(c) having opportunities found in the environmental context that facilitate goal attainment 

(Stevens et al., 2014). Women with higher levels of hope can better deal with challenges and 

generate more strategies to attain their goals. Hope is also contingent on the opportunities 

and obstacles present in the environment that can either hinder or facilitate the achievement 

of goals. Friendships among women can contribute to greater hope by identifying possible 

pathways for overcoming challenges, bolstering perceptions of having greater agency, and 

providing resources (Parker et al., 2015). Lastly, self-esteem is a person’s self-reflection of 

their worth and abilities characterized by two dimensions self-liking and self-competence 
(Tafarodi & Milne, 2002). Friendships can also increase self-esteem by providing positive 

appraisals, which help women develop positive self-perception and higher confidence in 

their abilities to overcome obstacles. In summary, friendships with other women can 

increase levels of social support, hope, and self-esteem, and these individual resources seem 

to be directly related to women’s empowerment. Specifically, women with higher levels of 

individual resources may perceive themselves as having greater power and more realistically 

optimistic about achieving positive outcomes despite obstacles.

Empowering Settings

Friendship formation is highly dependent on the social context. Allan (1979) theorized 

that friendships are both constructed and organized in a social setting. In particular, 

empowering settings can promote the development of supportive friendships among women. 

Neal (2014) defined empowering settings as ones in which (a) relationships allow for the 

exchange of resources, and (b) power is equitable among members. According to Christens 

(2012), empowering settings have been conceptualized as being collaborative, having 

distributed leadership among community members, and having an emphasis on interpersonal 

relationships. The focus on interpersonal relationships broadens community members’ 

understanding of the social world, increases motivation to get and remain involved, increases 

confidence, and integrates new members into the community (Christens, 2012). Moreover, 

empowering settings tend to have a variety of tenure among members with the shared value 

of passing on the legacy through mentorship and guided/structured participation between 

older participants and newer members to increase capacity and reinforce group solidarity 

(Christens, 2012).
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Empowering settings might be particularly important for women, who experience many 

gender-based forms of marginalization evidenced by the gender pay gap, high rates of 

intimate partner and gender-based violence, and workplace harassment and discrimination. 

Women experience further marginalization at the intersections of their many identities (e.g., 

race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, documentation status, disability status, mental health; 

Crenshaw, 1991). Looking closely at one intersection of experience and identity, women 

with substance use disorders experience greater psychiatric comorbidities and greater 

barriers to treatment (Greenfield et al., 2007; McHugh et al., 2018; Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration, 2019). The literature points to gender-specific 

differences concerning substance use patterns, the onset of substance use, psychosocial 

characteristics, subjective experiences, the physiological impact of substance use, and 

treatment utilization (Azzi-Lessing & Olsen, 1996). Additionally, research has documented 

the inequitable federal spending on alcohol and substance treatment, indicating women 

receive a small fraction of the federal dollars compared to men (Azzi-Lessing & Olsen, 

1996). Compared to men, women have significantly lower entry rates into treatment, 

retention, and completion of treatment (Krueger et al., 2022).

Examining empowering settings and mechanisms for treatment and recovery among 

women with substance use disorders merits particular attention. Women with substance 

use disorders face many social consequences related to their substance use, including 

strained relationships and limited access to social resources (Grella, 1999). Given the 

unique social needs among women in recovery (Covington, 2008; Marsh et al., 2000), it 

is critical to identify how same-gender sex friendships are related to empowerment for 

this population, especially when considering the importance of same-gender friendships for 

women’s well-being (Kroenke et al., 2006; Miething et al., 2016). The current study tested 

the model shown in Figure 1, which explored relations between friendships among women 

in recovery, individual resources (i.e., social support, self-esteem, hope), and empowerment 

(power and optimism). We hypothesized that longer durations of stay in a recovery-based 

group home would be related to more positive friendships with other women. Additionally, 

we hypothesize that individual resources would mediate the relations between women’s 

friendships and empowerment. This study involved former and current residents of Oxford 

House (OH; Oxford House, 2020). OHs are abstinence-based recovery homes for individuals 

with substance use disorders that are entirely peer-run with no professional or therapeutic 

staff. The OHs follow a democratic decision-making model with residents appointed to 

rotating leadership positions. Unlike most recovery homes, OHs have no limit on the length 

of residency as long as members pay their share for rent and utilities, remain abstinent from 

drug/alcohol use, and attend and comply with rules discussed at weekly house meetings. 

The OH model is centered on the philosophy that peer-to-peer support is one of the most 

important resources for one’s recovery, thus making this setting conducive to developing 

positive friendships. This community-based organization was selected as a recruitment site 

given its alignment with the characteristics of an empowering setting (Christens, 2012; Neal, 

2014).
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Method

Procedure

Data for this study were collected at the Women’s Conference, Women Empowering 

Women, held during the 2017 annual Oxford House World Convention. Surveys were 

distributed to 244 women who filled out their packets individually within the same 

room. The participants were either currently living in an Oxford House or were alumni. 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was granted by DePaul University.

Participants

Since OHs are separated by sex, women in this study are biologically female. A total of 244 

women participated in this study with 73.7% (n = 179) identifying as European American, 

12.8% (n = 31) African American, 4.9% (n = 12) multiracial, 4.5% (n = 11) other, and 4.1% 

(n = 10) Hispanic/Latinx. Ages ranged from 19 to 69 years with an average age of 37 years. 

A majority of women were current OH residents (82.1%), while only 17.5% of participants 

were OH alumni. The average length of stay in OH was 1.5 years and ranged from under one 

month to 14 years. Additionally, 77.4% were heterosexual, 14.3% were bisexual, 4.8% were 

homosexual, and 3.5% were other. Most women in the study had completed some college 

(43%), and most were employed full-time (68.8%). The years spent in active addiction 

ranged from 2 to 44 years, with a mean of 15.37 years. The time in sobriety ranged from 

under one month to 21 years, with a mean of 2.3 years.

Measures

Friendships With Women Scale (FWS)—The authors adapted the 7-item FWS for 

use in the current study from the 6-item general Friendship Scale (Hawthorne, 2006) to be 

exclusively about current relationships with all other women. For example, the item “It has 

been easy to relate to others” was changed to “It has been easy to relate to other women,” 

and “When with other people I felt separate from them” was changed to “When with other 

women I felt separate from them.” An extra item, “I felt competitive toward women around 

me,” was added to the FWS, which had no comparable item in the FWS. The second author, 

who is a woman in recovery, felt that this extra item was critical to understanding women’s 

friendships among our population. The items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from “not at all” to “almost always.” The FWS has been found to have excellent 

internal structures (CFI = .99, RMSEA = .02) and to be reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of 

.83 (Hawthorne, 2006). The FWS had a comparable Cronbach’s alpha of .82.

Interpersonal Support Evaluation List-9 Item (ISEL-9)—ISEL-9 was adapted from 

the 12-item scale, which was truncated for this study due to a time limitation in data 

collection (Cohen et al., 1985). Items were also adapted to be specifically about relationships 

with other women and were rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “definitely false” 

to “definitely true.” Some items include “I feel there are no women I can share my most 

private worries and fears with” and “If I decide one afternoon that I would like to go to a 

movie that evening, I could easily find a woman to go with me.” The ISEL-9 is reliable with 

a Cronbach’s alpha at .88.
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Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale (RSES). RSES is a widely used 10-item, global 

self-esteem scale measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly agree” to 

“strongly disagree.” Items include “I think I have a number of good qualities” and “I take a 

positive attitude toward myself.” The Cronbach’s alpha for our current sample is .88, which 

suggests strong internal consistency.

Hope Scale—The Hope Scale is a 9-item scale using an 8-point Likert scale ranging from 

“definitely false” to “definitely true.” This measure was adapted from the 6-point Snyder’s 

(1991) State Hope Scale to include the domain of “environmental context” (Stevens et al., 

2014). The original two domains in Synder’s State Hope Scale are agency and pathways. 

Examples of items from the environmental context subscale include, “Right now I do not 

feel limited by the opportunities that are available,” and “I feel like I have plenty of good 

choices in planning my future.” Examples of items from the agency subscale include, “I can 

think of many ways to reach my current goals,” and “At this time, I am meeting the goals 

that I have set for myself.” Examples of items from the pathways subscale include, “If I 

should find myself in a jam, I could think of many ways to get out of it,” and “There are lots 

of ways around my problems that I am facing now.” The overall scale has a good internal 

consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86.

Adult Consumer Empowerment Scale (ACES)—The ACES is a 28-item scale 

measured using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” 

(Rogers et al., 1997). The scale was developed to measure empowerment among consumers 

of mental health services based on the consumer. The measure contains 5 domains: (1) 

self-esteem, (2) power/powerlessness, (3) community activism and autonomy, (4) optimism 

and control over the future, and (5) righteous anger. A confirmatory factor analysis of our 

sample has suggested this model is a good fit (CFI = .904, RSMEA = .047). Only the 

power and optimism subscales were used in the current analysis. Examples of items from the 

power/powerlessness subscale include, “I feel powerless most of the time,” and “Experts are 

in the best position to decide what people should do or learn.” Examples of items from the 

optimism subscale include, “I am generally optimistic about the future” and “Very often a 

problem can be solved by taking action.” The ACES has a strong internal consistency with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .86 (Rogers et al., 1997).

Analytic Approach

Path analysis was used to test the hypothesized mediational model (Baron & Kenny, 

1986) using Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Maximum likelihood estimation tested 

the conceptual model, in which friendships with women, individual resources (social 

support, self-esteem, and hope), and empowerment (power and optimism) were all observed 

variables. Indirect effects were tested using a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 replications 

with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Significant indirect 

effects are indicated when the bias-corrected 95% confidence interval does not contain 

zero. Model fit indices were used to determine the overall goodness of fit for the data. 

The following model indices were used to assess model fit: Root M Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) values less than .08, the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) values greater 

than or equal to .95, and Comparative Fix Index (CFI) values greater than or equal to .90.
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Results

Pearson’s bivariate correlations were conducted to assess the associations among the study 

variables (see Table 1). As hypothesized, length of stay was positively related to friendships 

with women (r = .29, p < .01). Friendships with women was significantly correlated with 

social support (r = .45, p < .01), self-esteem (r = .46, p < .01), and hope (r = .35, p < .01), 

with more positive friendships with women signifying higher levels of individual resources. 

Friendships with women was also significantly correlated with power (r = .22, p < .01) 

and optimism (r = .21, p < .01), with higher positive friendships being related to higher 

empowerment. Lastly, all three hypothesized mediators (e.g., social support, self-esteem, 

and hope) were positively correlated with power and optimism (see Table 1).

Table 2 provides the standardized parameter estimates and standard errors. Table 3 provides 

the parameter estimates of standardized indirect paths. The path analysis for Figure 2 

indicated the chi-square value was χ2
(7) = 13.629, p = .0582; and the overall model 

had an acceptable to excellent fit statistics (RMSEA = .063, CFI = .980, TLI = .939, 

SRMR = .031). This was a correlational model, with the absolute path coefficients varying 

from .216 to .458, and the effect sizes from small to moderate, with p values of .01 or 

less. Friendships among women had a significant and material relationship with women’s 

self-esteem, hopefulness, and social support. Friendship status was positively associated 

with empowerment constructs of power and optimism. Self-esteem was the only individual 

resource that was related to both power and optimism. Social support and self-esteem were 

related to power, whereas hope and self-esteem were related to optimism.

Analyses indicated a significant indirect effect of friendships on power via self-esteem (β 
= .12, p < .005) and social support (β = .08, p < .01). There was a significant indirect 

effect of friendships on optimism via self-esteem (β = .09, p < .01) and hope (β = .08, p < 

.01). There were no significant indirect effects between friendships and hope on power or 

between friendships and social support on optimism. Findings suggest that social support 

and self-esteem helped explain the positive role of friendships with women on power. 

Additionally, findings suggest that self-esteem and hope help explain the positive role of 

friendships with women on optimism.

Discussion

This study found that friendships between women are related to individual resources, 

meaning friendships may provide individuals with a specific perspective on themselves. 

Specifically, the stronger their friendships, the higher their self-esteem, hope, and social 

support. Moreover, friendships mediated by individual resources may increase women’s 

levels of perceived empowerment. These findings indicate that friendships have implications 

for how women view their future and the ability to control their future. This model provides 

support for the importance of a strong and positive community for women’s sustained 

well-being. Additionally, findings have implications for gender-specific treatment practices 

and recommendations impacting recovery outcomes. These findings suggest that supportive 

friendships are important resources in women’s lives that can help facilitate recovery from 

substance use disorders.
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Our study found that a greater duration in a recovery-based facility, such as Oxford House 

(OH), was related to positive friendships with other women. Supportive and growth-oriented 

treatment and recovery settings where individuals can forge meaningful relationships with 

others might align well with what theorists refer to as empowering settings. Recovery homes 

and mutual-help programs might be examples of empowering settings that are conducive to 

the development of supportive friendships. In the OH context, the mixture of tenure among 

house members and the shared decision-making structure create a developmental scaffolding 

process for new members. Interpersonal relationships among members of different tenure 

in a setting have shown to increase trust, mutual obligation, information sharing, collective 

norms, and efficacy, and in turn, impact member’s commitment to passing on values to 

future members and foster the desire to help others (Russell et al., 2009). The existing 

structure within OHs functions to delegate control and decision-making, position others to 

take on new challenges, and bridge social divisions (e.g., race, ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, sexual orientation). The emphasis on interpersonal relationships, mentoring, and 

shared values of abstinence and recovery aim to empower house members to promote their 

well-being, overall functioning, and community integration.

Finally, models of mutual empowerment within community-based programs focus on 

transferring skills and knowledge from one setting to another, which is consistent with 

the OH model as it tends to be a transitional housing experience that bridges the gap 

between residential or inpatient detoxification and treatment to full integration into the 

community (Fedi et al., 2009). Additional research suggests the length of time spent in the 

treatment setting, abstinence self-efficacy, and social support predict cumulative abstinence 

for individuals (Jason et al., 2007), demonstrating the importance of these factors for 

recovery. These might be some of the reasons why the length of stay in a recovery home was 

related to greater positive relationships with other women.

Findings from our path analysis revealed that self-esteem was the only individual resource 

that mediated the relationship between friendships and empowerment constructs of power 

and optimism. This finding is consistent with the literature on friendships, self-esteem, and 

empowerment among women. Friendships appear to play a significant role in how women 

in recovery feel about themselves, and specifically, feedback from others is crucial to how 

one conceptualizes the self, their self-esteem, and self-worth (Voss et al., 1999). Others have 

hypothesized that self-esteem serves as a barometer of inclusion or exclusion within one’s 

social network (Voss et al., 1999). Indeed, theorists have consistently found that positive 

feedback from peers tends to increase positive self-assessments, whereas negative feedback 

results in less favorable self-assessments (Lundgren & Rudawsky, 1998). Our findings also 

align with the Self-in-Relation theory (Surrey, 1991) which conceptualizes connections that 

foster growth as the foundation of women’s development. In particular, this model posits 

that relational skills empower individuals, increase their self-worth, and promote a desire for 

further connection (Liang et al., 2002).

Self-esteem also has implications for the development and maintenance of optimism over 

time. The vulnerability model posits that low self-esteem is a risk factor for depressive 

symptoms as opposed to a depressive mood leading to low self-esteem (Steiger et al., 

2015). The vulnerability model supports the findings of the current study, indicating the 
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development of personal level resource self-esteem is related to increased optimism. A 

longitudinal study supporting the vulnerability model found that low self-esteem predicted 

greater depression at a later time point in both adolescents and young adults (Orth et al., 

2008).

Social support was found to mediate the relationship between friendship and power, but 

not optimism. This finding suggests that greater social support is related to feelings of 

having greater control over one’s life and ability to make choices, but not to positive 

expectancies of future outcomes. This finding aligns with conceptualizations of women’s 

empowerment being developed and exercised through interpersonal relationships (Surrey, 

1987). Social support obtained from friendships contributes to several psychological benefits 

such as companionship, emotional support, and relationship satisfaction (Sias & Bartoo, 

2007; Taylor et al., 2000). Further, in the context of recovery from substance use disorder, 

social support and residential stability are key predictors of substance use recovery and 

treatment program completion (Dobkin et al., 2002; Longabaugh et al., 2010). Indeed, 

women living in a drug-free social environment are associated with higher abstinence rates 

(Ellis et al., 2004). Among both men and women, a longer duration spent in the OH setting 

was associated with decreased social support for alcohol and drug use (Davis & Jason, 

2005). For only women, longer stays were related to an increased investment suggesting 

that duration in a treatment setting might be particularly important for women. Skaff et al. 

(1999) examined how stressors and friendships impacted men’s and women’s functioning 

with a drinking problem over time. Friendships were found to be particularly crucial for 

women. Specifically, an increase in friendship support predicted a decrease in depression 

and a decrease in days intoxicated among women.

Hope was found to mediate the relationship between friendship and optimism, with greater 

hope being related to greater optimism. Hope and optimism are positively related, but 

different constructs (Youssef & Luthans, 2007). Optimism differs from hope in that it is a 

general belief that one will have a positive future but distinctly lacks the components of 

personal action and environmental context. However, both hope and optimism are important 

for promoting and sustaining actions toward goal attainment. The current study suggests that 

hope derived from friendships can be particularly beneficial to women’s empowerment as it 

relates to higher positive expectancies about one’s future.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to the present study. Data were cross-sectional, and causal 

inferences should not be inferred. Future studies should examine these types of constructs 

with longitudinal data to determine causality. Since self-esteem emerged as the sole 

mediator of both optimism and power, future longitudinal investigations into self-esteem’s 

mediating role are particularly warranted. Ideally, such data should be collected before 

women enter OH or other community settings and at various points during their stay to 

determine how such settings can influence these linkages. Prospective studies should also 

consider how same-gender friendships impact the severity of substance use and recovery 

outcomes over time for women.
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A major limitation of this study was that it involved a convenience sample of women 

attending an Oxford House convention and may not be representative of women’s 

experiences in other recovery-based facilities. This recruitment method presents a sampling 

bias given that women who had negative experiences while in OH were less likely to attend 

the convention. Future studies can overcome this sampling bias by recruiting women who 

have had various recovery experiences (e.g., other types of recovery support settings and 

lack of recovery support) to determine whether friendships similarly influence their sense of 

empowerment via the individual resources examined in this study.

Additionally, while we collected information regarding participants’ sexual orientation, 

we did not collect information on participants’ gender identities. Rather, we included 

a statement in our informed consent that the study was open to women in recovery. 

Prospective studies should explore whether the processes explored in this paper are the same 

for transgender women. Lastly, our sample was primarily European American, warranting 

future studies on women of color, particularly given the racial and ethnic disparities in 

substance abuse treatment utilization and outcomes among women (Pinedo, 2019; Verissimo 

& Grella, 2017; Zemore et al., 2014).

Prospective studies can improve upon the measurement of friendships by using social 

network methods. There is a long tradition of research and theory on friendships to 

draw upon in the social network science literature (Boda et al., 2020; De la Haye et 

al., 2010; Moreno, 1934; Shin & Ryan, 2014). A social network approach recognizes 

the interdependencies between individuals and their social relationships and how these 

interdependencies affect behaviors, cognition, and attitudes (Smith & Christakis, 2008). A 

social network study on friendships among women can further elucidate the impact of these 

relationships on the development of empowerment.

Conclusion

Considering the importance of women’s interpersonal relationships, the current research 

examined the mechanisms through which friendships can lead to higher empowerment, 

specifically, to higher perceptions of power and optimism. Overall, findings revealed 

that positive friendships with other women are related to empowerment via individual 

resources (e.g., social support, self-esteem, and hope). There are several implications of 

the study’s findings. First, the results point to the importance of developing and sustaining 

empowering relationships for women in recovery. Findings also highlight the clear need to 

study settings that help foster these types of supportive friendships among women. Lastly, 

our findings have theoretical implications. The current findings align with feminist theory 

(Kabeer, 1999), which frames power as the ability to make choices and empowerment by 

utilizing resources to develop, act, and successfully achieve goals. Furthermore, our study 

corroborates other scholars’ conceptualization of empowerment as a relational process that 

is both built and exercised through positive relationships (Christens, 2012; Prilleltensky & 

Gonik, 1994; Surrey, 1987).
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Public Significance Statement

This study highlights the importance of developing and sustaining empowering 

relationships for women in recovery and identifying settings that help foster these 

supportive friendships. Findings can inform gender-specific treatment practices that are 

aimed at empowering women through their social connections to other women.
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Figure 1. 
Hypothesized Model

Note. Empowerment is measured as power and optimism.
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Figure 2. 
Relationships Between Friendship, Individual Resources, and Empowerment

Note. Standardized estimates are presented. All paths are significant at p < .05.
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Table 1

Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Length of stay —

2. Friendships .29** —

3. Social support .25** .45** —

4. Hope .07 .35** .48** —

5. Self-esteem .23** .46** .37** .60** —

6. Power .13* .22** .29** .20** .32** —

7. Optimism .05 .21** .15* .35** .34** .11 —

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.
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Table 2

Standardized Direct Effects Model Results

Direct paths Estimate SE Est./SE Two-Tailed P-Value

Friendship ON

 Length of stay 0.287 0.060 4.785 .000*

Self-esteem ON

 Friendship 0.458 0.052 8.819 .000*

Social support ON

 Friendship 0.435 0.053 8.200 .000*

Hope ON

 Friendship 0.357 0.057 6.208 .000*

Power ON

 Self-esteem 0.265 0.077 3.433 .001*

 Social support 0.203 0.069 2.941 .003*

 Hope −0.067 0.083 −0.802 .423

Optimism ON

 Self-esteem 0.216 0.076 2.853 .004*

 Social support −0.051 0.068 −0.742 .458

 Hope 0.233 0.080 2.919 .004*

Note. SE = standard error; Est. = estimate.

*
p < .05.
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Table 3

The Indirect Effect of Friendship on Empowerment Through Individual Resources

BC 95% CI

Indirect paths Estimate SE Est./SE Two-Tailed P-Value Lower Upper

Power

 Self-esteem/friendship 0.122 0.038 3.162 .002* 0.023 0.112

 Social support/friendship 0.088 0.032 2.738 .006* 0.010 0.088

Optimism

 Self-esteem/friendship 0.099 0.037 2.687 .007* 0.017 0.118

 Hope/friendship 0.083 0.032 2.616 .009* 0.016 0.103

Note. SE = standard error; Est. = estimate; BC 95% CI = bias corrected 95% confidence interval.

*
p < .05.
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