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Abstract

Aim: Alcoholism is a major public health problem, and
it has not yet been clarified which are the factors that
influence the relapse of the disease. Aim of this research
is to examine whether there is a connection between
meaning of life in secondary abstainers from alcohol
and variables (demographic, alcohol consumption and
severity of addiction before abstinence) and to deter-
mine which variables are predictors of the meaning of
life in secundary abstainers. Subjects and methods: The
research was conducted in 2019 and 2020 at the County
Hospital of Pozega, at the Department of Neurology, Psy-
chiatry and Clinical Psychology. 113 adults participated
in this research who were diagnosed with alcohol addic-
tion and are currently abstaining from alcohol. Results:
Meaning of life in the examined addicts in abstinence
is low positively related to the length of abstinence (p
= 0.030), low negative with the number of hospitaliza-

tions due to alcohol addiction (p = 0.013), moderately
negative with the severity of alcohol addiction before
abstinence (p < 0.001) and moderately positive with fi-
nancial status (p < 0.001). Hierarchical regression analy-
sis showed that beeing unmerried (p = 0.021), financial
status (p < 0.001) and severity of addiction (p < 0.001)
are significant predictors of the meaning of life among
abstainers from alcohol. Conclusion: It has been shown
that alcoholism affects the meaning of life for alcohol
addicts, and that it should be considered at the begin-
ning and during the treatment of alcohol addicts.

Copyright © 2024 KBCSM, Zagreb
e-mail: apr.kbcsm@gmail.com ¢ www.http://apr.kbcsm.hr

Introduction

Alcoholism is a common psychiatric disorder that has
devastating consequences for affected individuals, their
families and society in general. It is one of the main pub-
lic health problems in the world from the social and eco-
nomic aspect [1,2]. The lifetime prevalence of alcoholism
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(alcohol dependence and alcohol abuse) is 30 % in alco-
hol addicts, while the heritability of alcoholism reaches
up to 50 % [3,4]. Addictive disorders are chronic and
often relapsing. Estimates from clinical treatment stud-
ies suggest that at least 60 % treated alcohol addicts start
drinking again 6 months after the start of abstinence,
and more than 75 % of individuals relapse within 1 year
of completing treatment [5-8]. According to data in the
Republic of Croatia, only about 8 % of the population
have never tasted alcohol in their life, and are therefore
called primary abstainers, while alcohol addicts who ab-
stain after treatment are called secondary abstainers [9].
Throughout history, people have strived to find meaning
of life (ML). At some point, every individual has won-
dered about the purpose and meaning of his life. Peo-
ple with a greater sense of purpose tend to show better
emotional well-being and physical health, show a lower
risk of cognitive decline later in life, while some studies
have shown that greater meaning in life affects longevity
[10-13]. But just defining ML cannot be reduced to one
universal sentence, because ML differs from person to
person, and can also depend on different life situations
and periods of life [14]. Frankl believes that ML and its
functions are very important in human life, and that the
pursuit of meaning is the primary motivational driver of
human behavior [15]. He also believes that for everyone,
in every situation, there is an objective meaning which,
however, does not depend on the individual, but exists
outside of him. The individual discovers it through life,
more or less successfully. He also believes that the lack
of meaning in life causes the experience of an existen-
tial vacuum or a sense of meaninglessness that occurs
when there is no personal fulfillment, that is, when there
is a lack of meaning, which implies a state of boredom,
emptiness and apathy [16].

Zika and Chamberlain state that ML can be defined
as the realization of order, harmony and purpose in per-
sonal existence, the pursuit of worthwhile goals, their
realization and the accompanying feeling of fulfillment
[10]. The subjective experience of the ML is related to
both psychological and physical well-being and health,
while in contrast, the feeling of meaninglessness is relat-
ed to various problems and diseases. Feelings of mean-
inglessness and hopelessness can lead to behaviors and
habits that can easily reduce boredom. Such behaviors
are primarily different addictions [17]. The connection
of ML with alcohol addiction has not been the subject
of much research, and ML in abstinence and the rela-
tionship between the severity of addiction before absti-
nence and ML later in abstinence have been investigated
even less. It has been shown that the development of
various addictions is related to a lack of meaning in life
and to alcohol addiction, while the ML (defined as the
pursuit of intrinsically valuable goals) is inversely related

to harmful drinking [17-19]. Alcohol consumption in an
individual’s life experiences has it’s peak in a certain pe-
riod of life, after which generally declines, which is at-
tributed to the assumption of roles and responsibilities
that come in adulthood, which are incompatible with
excessive alcohol consumption [20-22]. Roles primarily
mean marriage, parenthood, cohabitation, and employ-
ment, which enable the formation of identity, and which
in turn participate in creating ML [23]. It has also been
shown that people who do not consume alcohol per-
ceive their life to be significantly more meaningful than
alcohol addicts [18,24].

Previous research has also confirmed Frankl’s theo-
ry of ML and it’s connection with addictive behaviors.
They showed that the experience of ML plays an im-
portant role in the prevention of addiction, and they
confirm the empirical evidence of the correctness of
Frankl’s conceptualization of the relationship between
ML, the existential vacuum and its influence on addictive
behaviors [19]. The aforementioned theory deals with
the formation of ML and it’s possible influence on the
emergence of various addictions. But it is important to
understand what this relationship is like in the opposite
direction so that it is easier to help addicts on their way
to recovery from alcohol.

The aims of this research were to examine whether
there is a connection between meaning of life of those
abstaining from alcohol, demographic variables, vari-
ables related to alcohol consumption and the severity
of addiction before abstinence and to determine which
variables are predictors of meaning of life of alcohol ad-
dicts who are in abstinence.

Subjects and Methods

This research was conducted in 2019 and 2020 at the Coun-
ty Hospital of Pozega, at the Department of Neurology, Psy-
chiatry and Clinical Psychology. The 113 respondents who were
diagnosed with alcohol dependence took part in the research,
The average age of the participants was 50.61 years (SD =
11.946, range from 24 to 74 years). The length of the respon-
dent’s abstinence is from a minimum of 10 days to over 10
years. The criterion for inclusion in the research was that they
had been diagnosed with alcohol addiction and that they had
abstained from alcohol for at least 10 days at the time when this
research started.

The criteria for exclusion were: the age of the subjects less
than 18 years and abstinence less than 10 days. The research was
approved by the Ethics Committee of the County Hospital of
Pozega (Reg, number: 02-7/57-3/3/3P-2019) and all subjects
signed consent for this research. The instruments of this re-
search were: The Meaning of Life Scale, MAST scale of alcohol
dependence and adjusted demographic questionnaire.
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The demographic questionnaire consisted out of two parts.
The first part consisted of questions related to: sex, age, em-
ployment and financial status. The second part of the ques-
tionnaire consisted out of questions related to alcoholism: the
length of abstinence, the number of hospitalizations and the
length of alcohol consumption before abstinence.

Meaning of life scale consists of twenty-three items that ex-
amine the emotional point of view of meaning and the cognitive
aspect of meaning in life. On a five-point Likert-type scale, the
patticipants assess to what extent the contents mentioned in the
statements apply to them. The total score is calculated as the sum
of assessments on all statements. In doing so, ten statements are
scored in reverse. A higher score indicates a greater meaning in
the life of the participant, and the scores range from 23 to 115.
The reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) is 0.892 [25].

The Michigan Alcohol Screening Test (MAST) consists of
twenty-four items that measure the severity of alcohol depen-
dence and the behavior associated with alcohol dependence. The
questions are answered by circling the answers “yes” and “no”.
Questions answered with “yes” are scored with one point, while
four questions where the answer is “no” are scored in reverse
(questions 1, 4, 6 and 7) and are also scored with one point. Raw
scores range from 0 to 24 with higher scores indicative of more
problematic alcohol use. Scoring can also be done categorically,
where from 0 to 4 points means that alcoholism is not present,
from 5 to 6 points that there is a possibility of alcoholism, and 7

or more points means alcohol addiction. The reliability (Cronbach
alpha) is 0.84 [20].

Descriptive statistical methods were used to describe the fre-
quency distribution of the investigated variables. Mean values
are expressed as arithmetic mean, minimum and maximum val-
ues and standard deviation. Pearson’s correlation was used to
calculate the relationship between ML, age and severity of addic-
tion, Spearman’s correlation was used to calculate the relation-
ship between ML, assessment of financial status and variables
related to alcoholism and alcohol treatment, while the relation-
ship between ML and sex was calculated using Point-biserial cor-
relation. Hierarchical regression analysis was used to determine
predictors of meaning in life. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
was used to test the normality of the distribution. The value p <
0.05 was taken as the level of statistical significance. The statisti-
cal package IBM SPSS 25 was used for processing.

Results

The study included 113 patients, 87 of them were
male (77 %) and 26 were female (23 %), 60 partici-
pants (53 %) are married, 47 (42 %) are employed and
57 particpants (50 %) evaluated their financial status
as“mediocre®. Mean of age is M = 50,6 years (range,

24 - 74). (Table 1.)

Table 1. Distribution of the socio-demographic variables, and variables related to alchololism (N = 113)

N (%)

Sex Male 87 (77)
Female 26 (23)
Marital status Married — domestic partnership 60 (53.1)
Divorced 33 (29.2)
Live alone/never married 20 (17.7)

Widower 0

Employment Employed 47 (41.6)
Unemployed 26 (23)
Retired 37 (32.7)

On college 3 (2.7)

Assessment of financial status Really bad 11 (9.7)
Bad 29 (25.7)
Medium 57 (50.4)
Good 14 (12.4)

Great 2(1.8)

M (min — max) SD|
Age 50.61 (24 — 74) 11.946

M = mean; SD = standard deviation; min = minimal value; max = maximal value

Alcohol Abstinence and Meaning of Life
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Table 2. Distribution of variables related to alcoholism and descriptive statistics of alcohol dependence and the mean-

ing of life (N = 113)

N (%)
Length of alcohol consumption before abstinence Less then 10 years 53 (46,9)
11 — 20 years 36 (31,9)
21 — 30 years 17 (15)
31 years or more 7 (6,2)
Duration of current abstinence Less then 1 mounth 50 (44,2)
More then 1 mounth —up to 1 31 (27,4
year
More then 1 year — up to 5 years 22 (19,5)
More then 5 years - up to 10 6 (5,3)
years
10 years and more 4 (3,5)
M (min — max) SD!
Age 50.61 (24 — 74) 11.946
Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (MAST) 13.82 (4 - 21) 3.881
Meaning of life 7277 (27 - 115) 20.07

M = mean; SD = standard deviation; min = minimal value; max = maximal value

The main characteristics of the participants in the
sample are shown in Table 2. Of the total number of
participants, 53 of them (46.9 %) consumed alcohol less
than 10 years before abstinence and 50 participants (44.2
%) abstained from alcohol for less than 1 month. Mean
of Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test was M = 13.82
(range, 4 — 21), and meaning of life M = 72.77 (range,
27 — 115) (Table 2).

Pearson, Spearman and Point-biserial correlations
were used in order to determine which variables related
to alcoholism and life satisfaction are related to ML of
alcohol addicts in abstinence, In Table 2, it can be seen
that there is a low positive correlation of ML in the ex-
amined addicts in abstinence with the length of absti-
nence (p = 0.030). And there is also a significant low
negative association between ML and the number of
hospitalizations due to alcohol dependence (p = 0.013),
moderate negative association with the severity of al-
cohol dependence before abstinence (p < 0.001) and a
moderate positive association with financial status (p <
0.001). That is, the longer the abstinence and the fewer
hospitalizations, the better is the perception of the ML
(Table 3.).

Hierarchical regression analysis was performed to de-
termine which variables, related to the person and alco-
holism, are predictors of ML in the examined alcohol
addicts in abstinence, a. In the first step, the variables

age, sex, marital status, employment, finances, length of
alcoholism before abstinence,duration of current absti-
nence and number of hospital admissions were entered.
It can be seen from Table 4 that this group of variables
significantly explains a total of 33 % (AR* = 0.330) (p
< 0.001) of the variance in ML among the examined
alcohol addicts, and that significant predictors of ML
are life outside of marriage (p = 0.010) and financial sta-
tus (p < 0.001). An insight into the B-coefficient shows
that the marital status of unmarried respondents is a
significant negative predictor of ML compared to the
reference variable of those who are martied, and that
financial status contributes positively to the perception
of ML among participants. Because marital status and
employment status include different modalities, dummy
variables were created with one modality used as the ref-
erence (Table 4.).

In the second step of the regression analysis, vatiables
related to alcoholism were added (length of abstinence,
duration of alcohol consumption before abstinence, hos-
pital admissions and severity of addiction). The predictor
variables in this step contribute to the explanation of ML
(p < 0.001) and explain 40,3 % (AR2 = 0.403) the vari-
ance of ML. In this step, the variables of financial status
(p < 0.001), marital status (p = 0.021) and the variable of
severity of addiction (p < 0.001) are still significant. An
insight into the B-coefficient shows that the severity of
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Table 3. Correlation between the meaning of life and questions related to alcoholism and life satisfaction (N = 113)

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
1. Meaning of life r 1
P -
N 113
2. Age : 0.001 1
p 0.987 -
N 113 113
3. Sex r -0.115  -0.210° 1
P 0.225 0.025 -
N 113 113 113
4. Financial status rho 0.552"  -0.021  -0.178 1
p < 0.001  0.826 0.059 -
N 113 113 113 113
5. Alcohol before abstinence Rho -0.077  0.516" -0.159  -0.086 1
p 0416 < 0.001 0.092 0.366 -
N 113 113 113 113 113
6. Lenght of abstinence tho 0.205"  0.274" -0.086  0.233"  0.113 1
p 0.030 0.003 0.365 0.013 0.232 -
N 113 113 113 113 113 113
7. Hospital admissions Rho -0.234°  0.123 0.055 -0.396" 0.293" -0.228" 1
p 0.013 0.195 0.564 < 0,001 0,002 0,015 -
N 113 113 113 113 113 113 113
8. Severity of addiction (MAST) R -0.482"  0.123 0.018  -0.360" 0.122  -0.126  0.326" 1
p <0.001 0.193 0.853 < 0.001 0.197 0.185 < 0.001 -
N 113 113 113 113 113 113 113 113

tr = correlation coefficient; tho = Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient; *P < 0,01; **P < 0,05

Table 4. Summary of the first step of the regression analysis (N = 113)

B t p AR?
Age -0.025 -0.238 0.812 0,330
Sex 0.018 0.211 0.833
Marital status=never married -0.255 -2.636 0.010%*
Marital status=divorced -0.173 -1.893 0.061
Finances 0.444 4.456 < 0.001**
Employment=unemployed -0.095 -0.936 0.351
Employment=retired -0.040 -0.386 0.700
Employment=in college 0.129 1.479 0.142

B = standardized (regression) coefficients; t = coefficient divided by the standard error; AR* = coefficient of determination;
*P < 0,01; **P < 0,05
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Table 5. Summary of the second step of the regression analysis (N = 113)

t p AR?
Age 0.002 0.015 0.988 0.403
Sex -0.005 -0.062 0.951
Marital status=never married -0.223 -2.346 0.021*
Marital status=divorced -0.123 -1.361 0.177
Finances 0.378 3.812 < 0.001**
Employment=unemployed -0.071 -0.720 0.473
Employment=retired -0.079 -0.743 0.459
Employment=in college 0.165 1.979 0.051
Lenght of abstinence 0.113 1.297 0.198
Alcohol before abstinence -0.003 -0.036 0.971
Hospital admissions 0.128 1.409 0.162
Severity of addiction (MAST) -0.313 -3.784 < 0.001**

B = standardized (regression) coefficients; t = coefficient divided by the standatd error; AR? = coefficient of determination;

*P < 0.01; **P < 0.05

alcohol addiction negatively contributes to ML of the ex-
amined alcohol addicts in abstinence. The total coefficient
of determination AR2 = 0.400, shows that 40.6 % of the
changes in the quality of life are explained by the included
variables (p < 0.001) (Table 5.).

Discussion

The aim of this research was to examine the exis-
tence of a connection between the perception of ML of
alcohol abstainers, demographic variables and variables
related to alcohol consumption, life satisfaction and the
severity of addiction before abstinence, as well as to ex-
amine which variables are predictors of the perception
of ML of addicts in abstinence.

Regarding the demographic variables, it was shown
that the financial status of the participants is related to
ML, ie. the better the financial status, the greater ML.
Research on this topic has not been conducted with al-
cohol addicts. Since with correlations it is not possible
to determine what is the cause of what, the relationship
between these two variables can be reversed, that is, the
greater ML, the better the financial status of the par-
ticipant. Such results would be in line with research con-
ducted on the general population, which showed that
people who have purpose and meaning in their lives can
be more focused on their professional goals [13]. Look-
ing at it this way, people who have meaning in their lives
will strive for professional success, which could ultimate-
ly result in increased personal income.

Regarding the variables related to alcoholism, it was
shown that ML is related to the length of abstinence,
the number of hospital admissions due to alcohol ad-
diction and the severity of alcohol addiction before ab-
stinence. The results indicate that the longer the absti-
nence, the fewer are the hospital admissions; the lower
the level of alcohol dependence before abstinence, the
greater ML in abstinence. In summary, it could be said
that the more impaired life is by alcohol during addic-
tion, the lower ML later in abstinence. However, stop-
ping the consumption of alcohol alone does not lead
to immediate improvement of the impaired aspects of
the life and condition of the abstainer, but recovery
occurs gradually and it takes longer due to greater dam-
age. So it is possible that the time nesessary to find new
life goals, and therefore to change the perception of
ML, will be longer for addicts who had a more dam-
aged life with alcohol due to their alcoholism. It would
certainly be good to check these results by researching
ML among abstinents about alcohol over a longer pe-
riod of time. The results of our research confirm the
results of Copeland and associates [23]. However, in
the same study, it was also shown that the search for
ML is associated with greater dependence on alcohol.
The search for ML can be observed through the ex-
ploration of personal identity, involvement in various
activities, hobbies, the search for a profession and the
spiritual search of a person.

As it is a matter of connection, the relationship of
these variables cannot be ruled out and the results could
indicate that the absence of meaning in life or the search
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for it can lead a person to a feeling of emptiness, i.e. that
there is nothing to complete one’s life, which can lead to
a feeling of boredom, which in turn leads to greater con-
sumption of alcohol, but also of other addictive sub-
stances, i.e. such results could confirm Frankl’s theory of
the origin of addiction [16].

It has also been shown that the longer the abstinence,
the greater ML.. No research on this topic was found.
These results are very important from the point of view
of helping alcoholics recover. Probably the reasons for
this are recovery in all areas of a person’s functioning,
improvement of the quality of life, recovery of mari-
tal and social life, and thus the former addict finds new
goals in life, thereby increasing ML [27].

In the first step of the regression analysis, the results
showed that financial status is a positive predictor, while
being unmerried is a negative predictor of ML in people
abstaining from alcohol.

There is no reaserch about financial status among
abstainers from alcohol. The reasons for such results
could be sought in the relationship between the con-
structs of quality of life and ML. Thus, in the research
of Lee and associates it was shown that financial status
is a significant predictor of the quality of life of alco-
hol addicts, while the research of Bruno Figueiredo
Damasio and associates showed that the quality of life
is a significant predictor of ML (it should be noted
that the mentioned research was conducted on the
general population) [28,29]. It is possible that due to
the mentioned connection, the financial status of the
quality of life has an impact on ML for those who ab-
stain from alcohol. A better financial status could also
imply that abstainers have employment, which accord-
ing to Frankl is one of the main sources of meaning
in life [14].

However, this assumption should be investigated
more detailed in some future research in order to gain
more insight on how these mentioned constructs are re-
lated to each other.

As for marital status, it is known that alcoholism dis-
rupts marital relationships and often leads to the divorce
as well as that alcohol addicts do not get married com-
pared to the general population [30]. Research has shown
that alcohol consumption is lower in married alcohol
addicts, and married addicts have different life expecta-
tions, values, and a different social environment [31]. It
is possible that one of the reasons for this result can be
found in the theory of role incompatibility, according to
which new roles in life and the responsibility that comes
with marriage are in direct conflict with harmful alcohol
consumption [32]. By entering into marriage, the new
roles of parenthood and cohabitation lead to the for-
mation of identity, which creates the prerequisites for

ML [33,34]. On the other hand, people who are addicted
to alcohol by not getting married do not have this kind
of role that will give some people meaning in life and,
on the other hand, maybe reduce alcohol consumption.
Also possible reasons for the lower level of meaning in
life among alcoholics who are not married are the lack
of family support in abstinence, which is essential in re-
covery. Research has shown that the lack of a close part-
ner negatively affects on the quality of life of abstainers
[27,35].

In the second step of the regression analysis we add-
ed the variables that refers to alcoholism. It was shown
that financial status and marital status are still significant
predictors, and the level of alcohol dependence before
abstinence is also a significant predictor of the absti-
nent’s sense of life about alcohol.

The influence of the severity of addiction on ML
of treated alcohol addicts was not the subject of many
studies, those that were conducted deal with the in-
fluence of ML on the severity of addiction. The re-
sults of this research suggest that alcohol addiction
negatively affects ML. Frankl believed that the lack of
meaning leads to the experience of an existential vac-
uum, which leads to addiction [16]. But according to
our results, it is possible that this connection is much
more complex, and that it could be mutual. Alcohol-
ism destroys all aspects of life and all areas of a per-
son’s functioning [36]. During addiction, as mentioned
earlier, there is job loss, divorce, chronic diseases and
other adversities that come with long-term addiction.
Earlier it was said that Frankl claimed that work is one
of the main sources of meaning in life. Baumeister
also claimed that people find ML in different domains
of life such as family, religion, work, etc. [37]. If the
mentioned factors are important for the formation
of ML, it follows that their lack will lead to the loss
of ML. It is possible that this is a way of influencing
the severity of addiction on ML of an alcohol addict.
However, the results of this research do not provide
insight into the meaning of life before alcoholism and
at the beginning of drinking. There is still a possibil-
ity that the addiction developed in people with a lower
meaning of life and that the more severe the addiction
developed, the lower the meaning of life gets.Such re-
sults opened up additional questions that should be
checked in future research. It can be concluded that
alcoholism impairs the experience ,,meaning of life®.
During abstinence, it is important to help alcoholics
to recognize and develop significant aspects of their
lives. This may be particularly relevant to clinical pop-
ulations in which addictive behavior is common (eg,
low socioeconomic communities, drug addiction clin-
ics, forensic clients in the justice system), or popula-
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