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Abstract: Previous studies have noted that the relationship status of adults is substantially linked with levels of 
substance use. Understandably, the marital status of adults continues well beyond its initial phases, sometimes resulting 
in divorce, separation, or remarriage. This study seeks to extend our understanding of the linkages between marital 
status and substance use among adults. Using data from the 2012 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, we 
examine the substance use levels among a nationally representative sample of 14,715 adults. The analyses indicate 
that, for both females and males, marriage is, indeed, associated with lower levels of alcohol, cigarette, and marijuana 
use. Divorced individuals reported the highest levels of substance use. Interestingly, remarried individuals report higher 
levels of substance use than their counterparts in their first marriage, yet remarried men and women report lower levels 
of usage than do those who are currently divorced. Contextual and individual characteristics also yield several interesting 
patterns. In particular, distress and depression are shown to be much stronger predictors of substance use levels among 
divorced and remarried individuals. Divorced and remarried women, as compared to their male counterparts, are shown 
to be significantly more influenced by their employment status. The implications of this study are discussed, as are the 
potentially reciprocal nature of marital status and substance use.  
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Since World War II, the American population has 

experienced a considerable shift in many of its basic 

demographic traits, not the least of which pertain to the 

marital statuses of individuals. The post-war baby 

boom, with its tremendous surge in fertility rates, was 

followed by higher rates of divorce, which began to 

appear during the 1960s, peaking in the early 1980s. 

During the 1990s, marriage rates began to decline, the 

percentage of remarried partners rose, and 

cohabitation rates continued to climb (Kreider and 

Fields, 2002). Over the past decade, the percentage of 

individuals choosing to remain single continues to rise 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Understandably, these 

changes are not without consequences, particularly in 

regard to individuals’ behavioral patterns.  

Previous studies have demonstrated a linkage 

between marital status and substance use, yet the vast 

majority of such studies have focused upon the 

transition into marriage (e.g., Fleming et al., 2010; 

Leonard and Homish, 2005), and have not examined 

more fully the range of additional marital statuses. 

Researchers have noted that married individuals tend 

to consume less substances as compared to their 

single counterparts. This tendency, often referred to as 

the “marriage effect,” has been associated with 

decreases in drinking, smoking, and marijuana usage 

among married persons (Bachman et al., 2002; Merline 

et al., 2008). Marital dissolution, on the other hand, has  
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been associated with increases across the same 

substances (Merline et al., 2008). This study attempts 

to examine one of the more serious issues, substance 

use, as it varies across the marital statuses of 

individuals, as well as how it varies in regard to gender. 

THE NATURE OF MARITAL STATUS 

Although marital forms have become increasingly 

varied over recent decades, marriage itself is still 

largely considered to be advantageous to individuals. 

On average, married individuals tend to have 

significantly higher household incomes (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2012), and enjoy a higher standard of living, as 

compared to single persons. In terms of physical health 

and mental well-being, married individuals tend to fare 

much better than their single counterparts, on average 

(Horowitz et al., 1996). Even demographic shifts, such 

as the increase in cohabitation rates and singlehood, 

have not taken away from individuals’ desire to marry. 

Research has shown that the overwhelming majority of 

young adults still regard marriage as an important 

status goal to be achieved (Blair, 2010). For many 

individuals, particularly those in late adolescence and 

early adulthood, the establishment of long-term 

intimate relationships is regarded as a central and even 

essential element of becoming an adult (Graber and 

Brooks-Gunn, 1996).  

Divorce has been widely examined by family 

researchers over the past half of a century, with most 

studies pointing towards the wide variety of potential 

effects which it can have upon both adults and children. 
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One of the leading complications of divorce is, 

understandably, the economic consequences which 

follow, as many studies have demonstrated the 

substantially more harmful financial impact of divorce 

upon women, who are much more likely to fall into 

poverty after a divorce, as compared to men (U. S. 

Census Bureau, 2012). Among males, divorce has 

even been shown to improve their economic well-being 

(Sweeney, 1997).  

The unique qualities of remarriage, in comparison to 

first marriage, tend to make remarried relationships 

considerably more complicated, and perhaps even 

induce instability. Remarried individuals often enter into 

a new union, while still maintaining both parental roles 

and relationships with their former spouses, thereby 

making it necessary to formulate new relationships with 

their current spouse, maintain relationships with their 

children from a previous marriage, establish ties with 

their new relatives (the kin of their new spouse), and 

attempt to balance this network of relationships 

appropriately (Fischer et al., 2005). Remarriages are 

often fraught with higher levels of stress, and 

relationship quality between individuals and their new 

spouses, as well as with both previous children and 

new children, often suffers (Ehrenberg, et al., 2012; 

Mirecki et al., 2013). The somewhat fragile nature of 

remarriage can also be seen in its dissolution rate, 

which is considerably higher than that of first marriages 

(Saint-Jacques et al., 2011). Of course, remarriage 

occurs at a later stage in life for individuals, so their 

ability and willingness to adapt to new relationships 

may be confounded by earlier experiences (Sweeney, 

1997). 

SUBSTANCE USE, MARITAL STATUSES, AND 
GENDER 

The very nature of marriage is one which often is 

associated with maturation and the adoption of more 

adult-like responsibilities. When the individual makes 

the transition from single to married, there is inherently 

a movement away from a single lifestyle, often focused 

on individual desires and goals, to a partnered lifestyle 

which is centered on common goals and the 

maintenance of long-term, mutual satisfaction 

(McGoldrick and Carter, 1982). Marital responsibilities 

can range from the daily, such as parenting and 

spousal relations, to the more sporadic, such as 

maintaining ties with extended kin, yet the overall 

tendency, once married, is for individuals to accept the 

variety of roles and attempt to accommodate them by 

changing their own lifestyles. Researchers have often 

regarded marriage as having a suppressive effect upon 

a variety of deleterious issues, ranging from morbidity, 

mental well-being, psychological distress, to even 

crime and violence (Horney et al., 1995; Horwitz et al., 

1996), and particularly so for men. Such benefits of 

marriage have been associated with the greater 

availability of support networks which married life 

typically brings about, as well as the element of social 

control inherent within marriage (Maume et al., 2005). 

In regard to substance use, researchers have noted 

that, in the transition from late adolescence into 

adulthood, individuals do tend to use increasingly less 

(Leonard and Homish, 2005). The consumption of 

alcohol and marijuana, for instance, have been shown 

to steadily decline as individuals approach their mid-

20s, which is also when many are entering into either 

marriage or relatively stable relationships, such as 

cohabitation (Chen and Kandel, 1995; Muthen and 

Muthen, 2000). Indeed, it has been posited that 

substance use levels are strongly linked to the variety 

of responsibilities which individuals bear (Bachman et 

al., 2002). If so, marriage and family roles would 

certainly weigh heavily upon an individual’s choices 

concerning substance use, and would tend to be 

associated with lower rates of usage. Even the 

surrounding social context of individuals can be 

affected by marital status, as it has been proposed that 

marriage itself can lead to less interaction with others 

who use substances (Bachman et al., 2002). Hence, 

from a functionalist perspective, the responsibilities and 

shared goals of marital relationships serve to make 

individuals adhere to more familistic orientations, while 

having less individualistic orientations. A lower level of 

substance use would allow individuals to conform more 

readily to those more familistic expectations. Overall, 

being married may be linked with both more 

responsible values and a distinct support network, and 

the combined influences of these are more compatible 

with lower rates of substance use (i.e., more 

responsible behavior)(Giordarno et al., 2002). Being 

single, by either non-marriage or divorce, may lead to 

the opposite set of qualities. 

Most studies which have directly compared the 

substance use rates of women and men have noted 

that women tend to use substantially lower amounts of 

almost all substances, as compared to men (Merline et 

al., 2008). These differences in usage patterns are 

particularly evident in regard to heavy usage rates, 

wherein women are sharply less likely to drink, smoke, 

or use illicit drugs (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration, 2003). It is difficult, if not 
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impossible, to disentangle the influences of marital 

status and gender. Although American couples have 

steadily become more egalitarian over the past half of a 

century, marital and familial roles are still rather 

segregated. However, research has shown that the 

birth of a child tends to prompt fathers to spend less 

time with their male peers, less time frequenting bars 

and other sorts of social activities involving peers and 

alcohol, and to spend greater amounts of time engaged 

with their spouse and children (Bachman et al., 2002). 

If these patterns are due to prevailing social norms 

concerning men’s roles within a specific marital or 

parental context are true, then it logically follows that 

men who are not married or who are not fathers do not 

feel the same social constraints, nor do they 

necessarily feel compelled to lower their rates of 

substance use.  

Societal pressures and prevailing norms concerning 

marital and familial roles are not without a strong, 

gendered quality. In the case of males, the desire to be 

the breadwinner of the family and to become a father 

may often be regarded as an expression of masculinity 

(e.g., Nock, 1998). Women are not immune to these 

same social constraints, as research has clearly shown 

that women, when expecting a baby, will either sharply 

curtail their rates of drinking, smoking, and the use of 

other illicit substances, or they will cease using them, 

altogether (Bachman et al., 1997). For both sexes, the 

adoption of and adherence to societal norms 

concerning various marital and familial roles may still 

have a quite salient and substantial bearing upon their 

choices concerning substance use. 

DATA 

Data for this study are taken from the 2012 wave of 

the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH). 

The sample used herein is a nationally representative 

sample of adults in the United States, 18 years of age 

and older. Initiated in 1971, this cross-sectional survey 

attempts to gauge a wide variety of substance use 

behaviors, both current and past. Respondents in this 

study are assured of the confidentiality of their 

answers; hence, the data used in this study are 

regarded as both reliable and accurate. After removing 

cases due to missing data, the resulting sample is 

19,382 females and 18,332 males. Given the nature of 

these analyses, the sample was separated into four 

marital status groups: those who were in their first 

marriage, those who were in a second or subsequent 

marriage, those who were currently divorced, and 

those who were never married. 

Several measures are used in order to assess the 

substance use patterns of respondents. Although there 

are certainly a wide variety of both substances and 

particular forms of use among adults, this study will 

concentrate on three specific types - alcohol, 

cigarettes, and marijuana. The availability of and 

access to these substances are obviously quite 

disparate, in addition to their effects upon the human 

body using these three should provide a range of 

substance use which is representative of adult usage 

patterns in the United States. For each substance, 

respondents were queried as to how many times, over 

the past month, they had used each substance.  

A variety of individual and household characteristics 

were included in the analyses. Educational attainment 

was measured as a four-point scale, ranging from (1) 

less than a high school degree, (2) a high school 

degree, (3) some college, to (4) a college degree. The 

age of respondents was recoded as an eleven-point 

scale, which ranged as follows: 7=18 years of age, 

8=19 years of age, 9=20 years of age, 10=21 years of 

age, 11= 22 or 23 years of age, 12=24 or 25 years of 

age, 13=26 to 29 years of age, 14=30 to 34 years of 

age, 15=35 to 49 years of age, 16=50 to 64 years of 

age, and 17=65 years of age or older. Annual 

household income was assessed on a seven-point 

scale, ranging from (1) less than $10,000, (2) $10,000 

to $19,999, (3) $20,000 to $29,999, (4) $30,000 to 

$39,999, (5) $40,000 to $49,999, (6) $50,000 to 

$74,999, and (7) $75,000 or more. In addition, 

respondents were queried about their use of either 

supplemental security income (SSI), food stamps, or 

either cash or noncash government assistance (coded 

as 1=yes to any of the forms of assistance, 0=none).  

Given that the presence of children may influence 

the propensity to use various substances, the number 

of children in the home was included in the analyses. 

Respondents were also asked whether they were 

currently employed, at least part-time (20 or more 

hours each week), with responses coded as 

1=currently employed, 0=not currently employed. As 

discussed previously, stressors such as moving have 

been shown to be associated with substance use 

levels. Hence, respondents were asked how many 

times they had moved within the previous five years 

(coded as 0=never to 5=five or more times). 

Respondents were also asked how frequently they had 

attended religious services over the previous twelve 

months. Responses to this question ranged from: (1) 

never, (2) once or twice, (3) three to five times, (4) six 
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to twenty-four times, (5) twenty-five to fifty-two times, 

and (6) more than fifty-two times. 

The linkages between well-being and substance 

use have been clearly substantiated in previous 

studies. As such, several measures of well-being are 

included in these analyses. The physical health of 

respondents was obtained with the following question: 

“Would you say that your health, in general, is excellent 

(1), very good (2), good (3), fair (4), or poor (5)?” 

Psychological distress was measured using a 

nonspecific psychological distress scale (Furukawa, 

Kessler, Slade, & Andrews, 2003; Kessler et al., 2003). 

This scale was created from responses to six different 

questions. These included: “During the past 30 days, 

how often did you feel nervous?,” “During the past 30 

days, how often did you feel hopeless?,” “During the 

past 30 days, how often did you feel restless or 

fidgety?,” “During the past 30 days, how often did you 

feel so sad or depressed that nothing could cheer you 

up?,” “During the past 30 days, how often did you feel 

that everything was an effort?,” and “During the past 30 

days, how often did you feel down on yourself, no 

good, or worthless?” The responses to each of these 

questions ranged from (1) all of the time to (5) none of 

the time. The six questions were used to create a 

single index measure of psychological distress 

(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83). A measure of depression 

was also utilized, with respondents answering the 

question: “Have you ever in your life had a period of 

time lasting several days or longer when most of the 

day you felt sad, empty or depressed?” Responses to 

this item were coded as (1) yes or (0) no.  

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents the mean levels of substance use, 

by marital status, for females and males. In addition, 

the overall rates of usage are presented for each 

respective category of substance and marital status. 

Among individuals in their first marriage, males report 

significantly higher levels of usage across alcohol, 

cigarettes, and marijuana, as compared to females. 

The disparity between female and male usage rates is 

particularly noteworthy in regard to marijuana, where 

first-married males have a usage rate which is 

approximately three times higher than that of first-

married females.  

Among remarried individuals, males are again 

shown to report significantly higher levels of alcohol 

and marijuana usage, as compared to females (6.32 

versus 4.22 and 0.91 versus 0.51, respectively). 

However, remarried females report a slightly higher 

rate of cigarette use, as compared to males (although 

the difference is not statistically significant). As 

compared to their first-married counterparts, remarried 

individuals appear to have higher levels of alcohol and 

cigarette usage, but report comparable levels of 

marijuana use.  

Divorced individuals seem to have a rather unique 

pattern of substance use, as compared to individuals of 

other marital statuses. Divorced males, once again, 

report significantly higher levels of alcohol, cigarette, 

and marijuana usage, as compared to divorced 

females. When compared to first-married and 

remarried individuals, both divorced females and males 

seem to smoke considerably more cigarettes than do 

individuals of other marital statuses. As alluded to 

earlier, this may result from the greater stress 

associated with divorce (e.g., as a coping mechanism) 

or the smoking itself may have contributed to the 

dissolution of the marital relationship. These 

possibilities will be discussed at length in due course. It 

is also interesting to note that divorced females appear 

to drink alcohol less frequently, as compared to 

remarried females, while the opposite is shown among 

divorced males and remarried males.  

Among never-married individuals, males have 

significantly higher rates of usage across all three of 

the measured substances. Given that previous 

research has consistently shown males to have higher 

rates of substances, as compared to females, this 

finding is to be expected. It is worth noting, though, that 

both never-married females and males report 

substantially higher rates of marijuana use, as 

compared to individuals from all other marital statuses. 

Understandably, a large portion of the never-married 

population is in their early adult years, which are 

typically more likely to use marijuana. Indeed, 

approximately 11.2% of never-married males and 5.3% 

of never-married females report using marijuana 20 or 

more times over the previous month, strongly 

suggesting a habitual pattern of usage. 

Table 2 presents the mean levels of household and 

individual characteristics, by sex and marital status. In 

regard to educational attainment, females across all 

marital statuses reported significantly higher levels of 

educational attainment, as compared to males. This is 

consistent with current population trends in the United 

States, such that more females are attaining college 

degrees, as compared to males. With the exception of 

never-married individuals, males were consistently 
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older than their female counterparts. Given the 

tendency of the marriage gradient among American 

couples, this is somewhat expected. Understandably, 

remarried individuals, both females and males, are 

substantially older than females and males of other 

marital statuses. 

As compared head-to-head, it appears that first-

married and remarried individuals report substantially 

higher levels of household income, as compared to 

both divorced and never-married individuals. Divorced 

females, more so than all others, report the lowest 

levels of household income. Not surprisingly, divorced 

females also reported the greatest use of welfare 

services (44%), while first-married and remarried 

individuals reported the least. First-married individuals 

reported having the greatest numbers of children in the 

home (approximately 2.1 among first-married 

individuals), while never-married individuals reported 

the lowest. Across all marital status groups, males are 

shown to be significantly more likely to be employed 

outside the home, as compared to females. As 

anticipated, the difference between female and male 

employment rates is shown to be greatest among first-

married individuals, where 81% of males were currently 

employed, as compared to 64% of females. Remarried 

individuals appear to be the least likely to have moved, 

while never-married individuals clearly are more 

geographically mobile, as compared to those of other 

marital statuses. In regard to religiosity, it appears that 

first-married individuals attend religious services more 

frequently than do individuals of other marital statuses, 

with divorced males and never-married females 

reporting the lowest levels of religious service 

attendance. 

Table 1: Mean levels of Substance Use and Age at First Use, by Marital Status 

First Marriage Remarriage Divorced Never Married  

Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males 

Use Past 30 Days 

Alcohol  3.24  5.45***  4.22  6.32***  3.87  6.76***  3.74  5.19*** 

  (5.90)  (7.75)  (7.24)  (8.95)  (6.51)  (8.93)  (5.57)  (7.01)  

Cigarettes  3.77  4.77***  6.96  6.86  9.26  11.07***  6.13  7.91*** 

  (9.60)  (10.50)  (12.29)  (12.23)  (13.36)  (13.81)  (11.35)  (12.22) 

Marijuana  0.31  1.00***  0.51  0.91**  0.84  1.88***  1.91  3.80***  

  (2.61)  (4.83)  (3.44)  (4.56)  (4.23)  (6.35)  (6.27)  (8.78) 

Rate of Usage 

Alcohol  

 Never  49.5%  37.1%  44.9%  40.3%  44.5%  37.7%  41.1%  36.6% 

 1-5 times  33.4  33.1  34.2  27.7  35.4  26.4  36.7  32.4 

 6-19 times  12.4  19.7  12.6  17.7  14.0  20.5  18.4  23.5 

 20+ times  4.7  10.1  8.4  14.3  6.1  15.4  3.7  7.5 

Cigarettes  

 Never  83.8%  78.8%  73.0%  72.9%  62.3%  54.8%  70.2%  60.8% 

 1-5 times  2.7  3.7  2.3  2.7  4.8  5.1  6.7  8.7 

 6-19 times  1.4  2.4  2.1  2.1  2.8  4.5  4.0  6.2 

 20+ times  12.1  15.1  22.6  22.2  30.1  35.5  19.2  24.3 

Marijuana  

Never  97.4%  94.0%  96.5%  94.1%  93.3%  87.1%  85.6%  76.7% 

 1-5 times  1.2  1.7  1.5  1.9  2.9  4.8  5.8  6.8 

 6-19 times  0.5  1.3  0.5  1.2  1.5  2.7  3.2  5.3 

 20+ times  0.9  3.0  1.5  2.7  2.2  5.4  5.3  11.2 

N  5886  4750  1329  1130  2209  1387  9958  10243 

Note: Significance levels indicate difference between the means of females and males within each marital status; Significance levels: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10 
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In terms of physical well-being, first-married males 

and remarried males reported significantly higher levels 

of physical health, as compared to their respective 

female counterparts. Across the various marital 

statuses, it appears that divorced males and females 

have the lowest levels of physical well-being. In regard 

to psychological distress, females in all four marital 

statuses report significantly higher levels of distress, as 

compared to males. Interestingly, divorced females and 

never-married females report the highest levels of 

psychological distress, while first-married males and 

remarried males report the lowest. Finally, in terms of 

depression, females are shown to report the highest 

levels, as compared to their male counterparts. 

Divorced and remarried females report the highest 

levels of depression, while first-married and remarried 

males report the lowest. 

Table 3 presents the results of ordinary least 

squares regression models of alcohol usage, as shown 

by sex and marital status. The models were all 

significant, and yielded between 5% to 10% of 

explained variance within each. Among first-married 

individuals, religiosity appears to provide a strong 

association with drinking, such that higher frequencies 

of religious service attendance are significantly 

associated with lower rates of consumption, for both 

females and males (beta = -.11 among females and -

Table 2: Mean Levels of Household and Individual Characteristics, by Marital Status 

First Marriage Remarriage Divorced Never Married  

Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males 

Education  2.84  2.78***  2.69  2.55***  2.58  2.41***  2.56  2.40*** 

  (1.01)  (1.07)  (0.94)  (1.02)  (0.98)  (0.99)  (0.95)  (0.95) 

Age  14.04  14.51***  15.29  15.62***  14.87  15.06***  10.68  10.72 

  (1.98)  (1.76)  (1.18)  (1.01)  (1.53)  (1.34)  (2.41)  (2.42) 

HH income  5.17  5.36***  5.30  5.36  3.71  4.03***  3.73  4.10*** 

  (1.86)  (1.77)  (1.78)  (1.75)  (2.00)  (1.97)  (2.15)  (2.15) 

Welfare  0.18  0.16***  0.19  0.17  0.44  0.27***  0.34  0.25*** 

  (0.38)  (0.36)  (0.39)  (0.37)  (0.49)  (0.44)  (0.47)  (0.43) 

# of children  2.15  2.09***  1.84  1.77*  1.86  1.50***  1.71  1.48*** 

  (1.09)  (1.09)  (1.07)  (1.04)  (1.04)  (0.88)  (0.95)  (0.82) 

Employment  0.64  0.81***  0.62  0.69***  0.62  0.67***  0.65  0.68*** 

  (0.48)  (0.39)  (0.48)  (0.46)  (0.48)  (0.47)  (0.47)  (0.46) 

 1.18  1.00***  0.82  0.73*  1.41  1.42  1.77  1.57*** Recently 
moved 

(1.52)  (1.40)  (1.26)  (1.11)  (1.63)  (1.59)  (1.74)  (1.68) 

Religiosity  3.29  3.03***  3.04  2.77***  2.76  2.28***  2.65  2.33*** 

  (1.93)  (1.90)  (1.88)  (1.88)  (1.80)  (1.64)  (1.75)  (1.67) 

 2.16  2.22***  2.43  2.56***  2.61  2.57  2.17  2.13*** Physical 
Health 

(0.93)  (0.95)  (1.03)  (1.04)  (1.08)  (1.08)  (0.92)  (0.91) 

Distress  3.72  3.13***  3.98  3.14***  5.26  4.28***  5.52  4.80*** 

  (4.01)  (3.62)  (4.50)  (3.89)  (5.26)  (4.68)  (4.83)   (4.70) 

Depression  0.31  0.21***  0.41  0.25***  0.45  0.34***  0.39  0.29*** 

  (0.46)  (0.40)  (0.49)  (0.43)  (0.49)  (0.47)  (0.48)  (0.45) 

Black  0.07  0.07  0.07  0.09*  0.14  0.13  0.18  0.15*** 

  (0.25)  (0.24)  (0.25)  (0.29)  (0.35)  (0.34)  (0.38)  (0.35) 

Latino  0.16  0.16  0.10  0.10  0.14  0.13  0.17  0.18 

  (0.36)  (0.36)  (0.30)  (0.30)  (0.35)  (0.33)  (0.37)  (0.38) 

N  5886  4750  1329  1130  2209  1387  9958  10243 

Note: Significance levels indicate difference between the means of females and males within each marital status; Significance levels: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10. 



Gender Differences in Substance Use Across Marital Statuses International Journal of Criminology and Sociology, 2016 Vol. 5      7 

.13 among males). As expected, higher levels of 

household income, along with higher levels of 

educational attainment are also positively associated 

with alcohol consumption among both sexes (perhaps 

indicating a broader social class effect). Having 

children in the home, on the other hand, significantly 

lowers the rate of drinking among first-married 

individuals, and particularly so among females. 

Interestingly, being employed, along with having moved 

recently, is significantly associated with higher levels of 

alcohol consumption among females, yet no significant 

effects are shown for these characteristics in the model 

for first-married males. In terms of health 

characteristics, though, both first-married females and 

males appear to drink less as a function of poor 

physical health, and drink significantly more when they 

have experienced psychological distress. 

Among remarried individuals, physical health is also 

shown to be significantly associated with lower levels of 

alcohol consumption (beta = -.11 among females and -

.09 among males). As compared to first-married 

individuals, however, psychological distress does not 

seem as substantial an influence upon the drinking 

Table 3: Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models of Alcohol Usage, by Marital Status 

First Marriage Remarriage Divorced Never Married  

Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males 

Education  .09***  .04**  .10***  .09***  .08***  .05  .12***  .10*** 

  (.25)  (.16)  (.41)  (.40)  (.26)  (.21)  (.40)  (.39) 

Age  .11***  .05***  .07*  -.01  .02  .01  .09***  .12*** 

  (.33)  (.21)  (.40)  (-.08)  (.07)  (.05)  (.21)  (.34) 

HH income  .10***  .09***  .01  .07**  .06**  .11***  .02**  .01 

  (.32)  (.41)  (.03)  (.38)  (.18)  (.49)  (.06)  (.02) 

Welfare  .01  .01  -.04  .04  -.07***  .04 -.05***  -.05*** 

  (.18)  (.10)  (-.65)  (1.05)  (-.96)  (.72)  (-.62)  (-.75) 

# of children  -.07***  -.03**  -.07**  -.02  -.01  -.04  -.07***  -.05*** 

  (-.35)  (-.23)  (-.45)  (-.14)  (-.04)  (-.35)  (-.41)  (-.40) 

Employment  .04***  .02  .01  -.03  .03  .07**  .06***  .06*** 

  (.45)  (.31)  (.16)  (-.49)  (.37)  (1.30)  (.68)  (.87) 

 .05***  .02  .01  -.03  .05*  .03  .11***  .11*** Recently 
moved 

(.18)  (.13)  (.05)  (-.26)  (.18)  (.16)  (.34)  (.44) 

Religiosity  -.11***  -.13***  -.10***  -.13***  -.10***  -.11***  -.10***  -.10*** 

  (-.34)  (-.52)  (-.40)  (-.59)  (-.37)  (-.62)  (-.32)  (-.41) 

Physical Health  -.08***  -.04***  -.11***  -.09***  -.08***  -.02  -.02**  .03** 

  (-.50)  (-.35)  (-.77)  (-.81)  (-.49)  (-.15)  (-.14)  (.21) 

Distress  .04***  .04**  .03  .07*  .06**  .05*  .05***  .01 

  (.06)  (.08)  (.06)  (.15)  (.07)  (.10)  (.06)  (.02) 

Depression  .02  .00  -.04  -.01  .04*  .03  .04***  .01 

  (.20)  (.06)  (-.55)  (-.19)  (.52)  (.55)  (.45)  (.19) 

Black  -.03**  -.06***  -.04  -.06  -.04*  -.03  -.03***  -.04*** 

  (-.62)  (-1.73)  (-1.01)  (-1.76)  (-.76)  (-.88)  (-.48)  (-.81) 

Latino  -.05***  -.10***  -.04  -.03  -.07***  -.07**  -.06***  -.06*** 

  (-.76)  (-2.08)  (-1.04)  (-1.02)  (-1.25)  (-1.89)  (-.86)  (-1.06) 

F  38.34***  22.17***  6.59***  4.69***  12.26***  5.23***  87.21***  73.36*** 

R-Square  .08  .06  .06  .05  .07  .05  .10  .09 

N  5886  4750  1329  1130  2209  1387  9958  10243 

Note: Significance levels: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10; unstandardized coefficients shown in parentheses. 
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behaviors of remarried individuals. Religious service 

attendance, though, is a salient determinant of alcohol 

consumption among remarried females and males, in a 

manner which is quite comparable to that shown 

among first-married individuals. The presence of 

children in the home does appear to decrease drinking 

behaviors among remarried females, but no significant 

comparable association is shown in the model for 

remarried males. This may, of course, be reflective of 

the nature of remarriage and the unique parent-child 

relationships which occur therein, particularly in regard 

to stepfather-stepchild relations.  

By comparison, divorced males and females are 

both shown to drink less alcohol when they have higher 

household incomes. It is interesting to note, though, 

that divorced females are shown to consume 

significantly less alcohol when they are obtaining some 

form of government welfare support (beta = -.07). 

Given that women are more likely than men to 

experience economic distress and poverty, following a 

divorce, this effect is not entirely surprising. It is worth 

noting, however, that divorced women are also 

significantly less likely to drink when their physical 

health is poor (beta = -.08). No significant effects are 

Table 4: Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models of Cigarette Usage, by Marital Status 

First Marriage Remarriage Divorced Never Married  

Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males 

Education  -.10***  -.12***  -.13***  -.08**  -.05**  -.06**  -.16***  -.16*** 

  (-.46)  (-.59)  (-.90)  (-.47)  (-.37)  (-.42)  (-1.07)  (-1.09) 

Age  -.05***  -.12***  -.16***  -.23***  -.11***  -.12***  .09***  .09*** 

  (-.24)  (-.71)  (-1.67)  (-2.72)  (-.96)  (-1.22)  (.43)  (.46) 

HH income  -.07***  -.07***  .00  -.10***  -.10***  -.13***  -.00  -.01 

  (-.38)  (-.43)  (.00)  (-.68)  (-.64)  (-.91)  (-.02)  (-.05) 

Welfare  .09***  .10***  .10***  .02  .04*  .03  .08***  .06*** 

  (2.12)  (2.91)  (3.03)  (.49)  (1.16)  (.88)  (1.80)  (1.76) 

# of children  .02*  .05***  -.04  .01  .00  -.01  .04***  .01 

  (.21)  (.49)  (-.45)  (.14)  (.05)  (-.22)  (.42)  (.13) 

Employment  .01  .01  .02  .01  .02  -.02  .02**  .03*** 

  (.23)  (.28)  (.40)  (.25)  (.42)  (-.55)  (.56)  (.85) 

 .03**  .02  .00  .06*  .03  .11***  .11***  .09*** Recently 
moved 

(.21)  (.12)  (.01)  (.64)  (.28)  (.94)  (.69)  (.65) 

Religiosity  -.14***  -.16***  -.20***  -.10***  -.14***  -.12***  -.12***  -.13*** 

  (-.70)  (-.91)  (-1.28)  (-.63)  (-1.08)  (-.97)  (-.81)  (-.95) 

Physical Health  .08***  .09***  .10***  .07**  .11***  .06**  .13***  .12*** 

  (.84)  (.94)  (1.18)  (.81)  (1.41)  (.81)  (1.53)  (1.64) 

Distress  .10***  .03**  .06**  .06**  .06**  .07**  .07***  .08*** 

  (.23)  (.09)  (.17)  (.20)  (.15)  (.20)  (.16)  (.21) 

Depression  -.01  -.00  -.03  -.02  -.03  .02  .02  -.00 

  (-.18)  (-.08)  (-.66)  (-.67)  (-.72)  (.48)  (.35)  (-.04) 

Black  -.05**  -.03**  -.07***  -.04  -.14***  -.07***  -.12***  -.07*** 

  (-2.08)  (-1.40)  (-3.28)  (-1.62)  (-5.28)  (-2.92)  (-3.62)  (-2.47) 

Latino  -.17***  -.19***  -.13***  -.15***  -.21***  -.17***  -.17***  -.16*** 

  (-2.07)  (-5.50)  (-5.27)  (-6.06)  (-7.90)  (-7.09)  (-3.62)  (-5.02) 

F  61.89***  58.52***  16.82***  13.69***  29.91***  16.68***  139.05***  122.28*** 

R-Square  .12  .14  .14  .14  .15  .14  .15  .14 

N  5886  4750  1329  1130  2209  1387  9958  10243 

Note: Significance levels: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10; unstandardized coefficients shown in parentheses. 
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yielded for either welfare support or physical health in 

the models of divorced men’s alcohol usage. Indeed, 

divorced women are shown to have drink significantly 

more when they are depressed (beta = .04), while no 

comparable association is shown among divorced men. 

Once more, this may speak to the nature of women’s 

and men’s disparate experiences in their post-marital 

lives. 

Among never-married females and males, higher 

levels of educational attainment are significantly 

associated with higher rates of drinking. For both 

sexes, though, the presence of children in the home, 

along with higher rates of religious service attendance, 

are significantly associated with lower rates of alcohol 

consumption. It is interesting to note that religious 

service attendance yields a relatively consistent 

influence on drinking behaviors, regardless of sex or 

marital status. Health-related characteristics, on the 

other hand, yield quite different effects upon the 

drinking behaviors of never-married individuals. Among 

never-married females, poor health is associated with 

lower rates of alcohol consumption (beta = -.02), while 

poor health among never-married males is associated 

with higher rates of drinking (beta = .03). Granted, 

these effects are not among the strongest within their 

respective models, yet the disparate nature of the 

associations is certainly worth noting. In conjunction 

with those differences, never-married females are 

shown to drink significantly more when they are 

depressed (beta = .04) and have experienced higher 

levels of psychological distress (beta = .05). Their male 

counterparts, however, are not shown to be 

significantly affected by these same qualities.  

Table 4 presents the results of the ordinary least 

squares regression models for cigarette use, by sex 

and marital status. Among first-married individuals, 

higher levels of educational attainment are shown to be 

associated with significantly lower rates of smoking 

among both sexes. Similarly, higher levels of 

household income are also associated with lower rates 

of smoking among first-married females and males. 

Interestingly, having some form of government welfare 

support is associated with higher rates of cigarette use 

among both first-married females and males. Oddly, 

having children in the home appears to have a more 

salient positive influence upon the cigarette use by first-

married males, as compared to their female 

counterparts. As shown in the models of alcohol 

consumption, higher levels of religious service 

attendance are associated with significantly lower rates 

of cigarette use by both sexes of first-married 

individuals (beta = -.14 among females and -.16 among 

males). In regard to health, poorer levels of physical 

health are shown to be linked with higher rates of 

cigarette use for both sexes of first-married individuals. 

Of course, smoking, in and of itself, may be related to 

poor physical health, which makes this association 

likely to be one of a reciprocal nature. In a similar 

manner, higher levels of psychological distress are also 

associated with higher rates of smoking among both 

first-married females and first-married males. 

In the models for cigarette usage by remarried 

individuals, higher levels of educational attainment are 

again associated with lower rates of smoking, for both 

females and males. Interestingly, higher levels of 

household income appear to significantly lower 

remarried males’ smoking behaviors, yet no significant 

effect of income is yielded in the model for remarried 

females. Remarried women are shown to be 

significantly more likely to smoke when they are 

receiving some form of government welfare support 

(beta = .10). As with first-married individuals, remarried 

females and males appear to smoke significantly less 

when they attend religious services more often (beta = 

-.20 among females and -.10 among males). Similarly, 

physical health is shown to be an important 

determinant of smoking behaviors, as poorer health is 

significantly linked with higher rates of smoking. 

Psychological distress is also significantly associated 

with higher rates of cigarette use, for both remarried 

females and remarried males. 

Among divorced individuals, higher levels of both 

educational attainment and household income are 

significantly associated with lower rates of cigarette use 

by both females and males. Akin to both first-married 

and remarried individuals, divorced females and males 

are shown to be less likely to smoke as they age (beta 

= -.11 among females and -.12 among males). 

Interestingly, divorced males who have recently moved 

are shown to smoke cigarettes considerably more 

often, while moving does not yield a significant effect in 

the model for divorced females. Religiosity is once 

more an important determinant of smoking behaviors 

among divorced individuals, with higher rates of 

religious service attendance being linked to significantly 

reduced smoking rates for both sexes. Poor physical 

health among divorced individuals is significantly 

associated with higher rates of cigarette use, while 

psychological distress appears to significantly increase 

smoking rates for both divorced females and divorced 

males. 
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Both never-married females and males are shown 

to smoke less, as a function of higher levels of 

educational attainment. Among never-married 

individuals, though, age is associated with a higher rate 

of smoking for both sexes, which is contrary to the 

effects of age shown among married and previously 

married individuals. This is likely due to the relatively 

younger age of the never-married population, and 

should not necessary be attributed directly to their 

marital status, per se. It is worth noting that the 

presence of children is associated with a higher rate of 

smoking among never-married females (beta = .04), 

while this effect is not shown to be significant among 

never-married males. Having moved recently is 

significantly associated with higher rates of smoking for 

both never-married females and males. As shown 

among individuals of other marital statuses, never-

married individuals who attend religious services more 

frequently appear to smoke significantly less, as a 

function of religiosity. Psychological distress, though, is 

associated with higher rates of smoking among both 

never-married females (beta = .07) and never-married 

males (beta = .08). 

Table 5: Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models of Marijuana Usage, by Marital Status 

First Marriage Remarriage Divorced Never Married  

Females Males Females Males Females Males Females Males 

Education  -.01  -.05***  -.04  -.05  -.00  -.03  -.04***  -.02 

  (-.01)  (-.12)  (-.07)  (-.11)  (-.01)  (-.09)  (-.16)  (-.08) 

Age  -.05***  -.10***  -.16***  -.07*  -.08***  -.12***  -.07***  -.08*** 

  (-.06)  (-.26)  (-.46)  (-.31)  (-.22)  (-.57)  (-.19)  (-.30) 

HH income  -.03*  -.04**  -.00  .06  -.02  -.06*  .02*  -.02* 

  (-.04)  (-.11)  (-.01)  (.15)  (-.04)  (-.19)  (.06)  (-.08) 

Welfare  .01  .01  .01  .03  .04*  -.04  .04***  .05*** 

  (.09)  (.12)  (.10)  (.41)  (.37)  (-.51)  (.50)  (.96) 

# of children  -.01  .03*  -.12***  .05  -.00  -.00  -.06***  -.03*** 

  (-.02)  (.12)  (-.39)  (.22)  (-.06)  (-.02)  (-.38)  (-.31) 

Employment  .00  -.03*  -.01  -.06  -.02  .01  .05***  .01 

  (.01)  (-.34)  (-.04)  (-.55)  (-.18)  (.19)  (.63)  (.23) 

 .03*  -.00  .08***  .01  .01  .03  .08***  .07*** Recently 
moved  

(.05)  (-.01)  (.22)  (.03)  (.02)  (.12)  (.28)  (.35) 

Religiosity  -.07***  -.12***  -.03  -.04  -.04**  -.11***  -.11***  -.12*** 

  (-.09)  (-.30)  (-.05)  (-.10)  (-.11)  (-.41)  (-.38)  (-.63) 

Physical Health  .03*  .02  .02  .04  -.01  .00  .06***  .07*** 

  (.08)   (.11)  (.06)  (.19)  (-.04)  (.03)  (.41)  (.66) 

Distress  .04***  .05***  .08**  .03  .03  .08***  .07***  .04*** 

  (.03)  (.07)  (.06)  (.04)  (.03)  (.11)  (.09)  (.08) 

Depression  .03**  .05***  .03  .02  .04*  -.01  .03**  .03** 

  (.16)  (.54)  (.19)  (.19)  (.36)  (-.14)  (.33)  (.48) 

Black  .02  .05***  -.01  -.05  .03  -.01  .04***  -.00 

  (.17)  (.87)  (-.06)  (-.78)  (.34)  (-.09)  (.58)  (-.03) 

Latino  -.02*  -.08***  -.05*  -.02  -.01  -.09***  -.02**  -.06*** 

  (-.17)  (-1.11)  (-.54)  (-.31)  (-.08)  (-1.77)  (-.37)  (-1.16) 

F  7.17***  19.99***  5.84***  2.35***  3.66***  5.47***  38.26***  36.21*** 

R-Square  .02  .05  .06  .03  .02  .05  .05  .04 

N  5886  4750  1329  1130  2209  1387  9958  10243 

Note: Significance levels: ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .10; unstandardized coefficients shown in parentheses. 
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Table 5 contains the results of the ordinary least 

squares regression models for marijuana usage, by sex 

and marital status. In the models of first-married 

individuals, age is significantly associated with lower 

rates of marijuana usage, by both females and males. 

Household income yields a similar influence for both 

sexes of first-married individuals. Interestingly, the 

presence of children in the home significantly increases 

marijuana usage among males, yet does not 

significantly affect female usage. Similarly, employment 

is associated with lower rates of marijuana use among 

first-married males (beta = -.03), yet this same 

association is not significant in the model for first-

married females. Religious service attendance appears 

to influence first-married females and males in a similar 

manner, with higher religiosity shown to be associated 

with lower rates of marijuana use. Females with poor 

physical health appear to use marijuana more 

frequently than their male counterparts. Higher rates of 

psychological distress and depression, on the other 

hand, are significantly linked to higher rates of 

marijuana use by both first-married females and males. 

Among remarried individuals, age is negatively 

associated with marijuana use rates, yet this effect 

appears to be slightly more salient among remarried 

females, as compared to males (b = -.46 versus -.31). 

Having children in the home serves to significantly 

reduce marijuana consumption among remarried 

females (beta = -.12), yet children yield no significant 

effect upon the marijuana use by remarried males. In a 

contrary manner, having moved recently is associated 

with higher rates of marijuana use by remarried 

females, but not their male counterparts. Similarly, 

higher levels of psychological distress are positively 

associated with remarried females’ marijuana use, but 

no significant effect is shown for this characteristic in 

the model for remarried males. It is also worth noting 

that, as compared to individuals from other marital 

statuses, remarried females and males are not 

significantly influenced by religious service attendance, 

in regard to their use of marijuana. 

Both divorced females’ and divorced males’ use of 

marijuana is negatively associated with age, such that 

older individuals appear to use less. Religious service 

attendance also yields significant influence upon 

marijuana use among divorced females and males 

(beta = -.04 and -.11, respectively). Oddly, 

psychological distress is shown to be positively 

associated with divorced males’ use of marijuana, yet 

not with females’ marijuana usage. Experiencing 

depression, however, is positively associated with 

divorced females’ use of marijuana, yet not with males’ 

usage. This may again underscore the rather distinct 

experiences of women and men, as they deal with 

divorce and its eventual consequences. 

Finally, among never-married individuals, age also 

yields a negative association with marijuana usage by 

both sexes. Interestingly, the receipt of government 

welfare support is positively associated with marijuana 

usage by both never-married females and never-

married males. Having children in the home, though, 

yields the opposite effect, and is linked with lower rates 

of marijuana usage by never-married individuals. It is 

rather noteworthy that employment is associated with 

significantly higher rates of marijuana use by never-

married females, yet paid work does not yield a 

significant effect in the model for never-married males. 

Having recently moved appears to affect never-married 

females and males in a similar manner, such that it is 

associated with higher rates of marijuana use. 

Religious service attendance is also negatively 

associated with marijuana use among never-married 

individuals of both sexes. Lastly, the measures of 

health and well-being yield fairly consistent effects for 

both sexes, in terms of marijuana use among never-

married individuals. Poor physical health is associated 

with higher rates of marijuana use, as are higher levels 

of psychological distress and depression, among both 

never-married females and never-married males.  

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

This study was initiated with the purpose of 

examining differences in substance use across marital 

statuses, as well as to better understand the 

differences between females’ and males’ usage 

patterns, therein. Previous studies had noted changes 

in substance use levels, specifically as individuals 

transitioned from single to married status, yet no study 

had made a direct comparison of substance use levels 

across all possible marital statuses. The results from 

these analyses clearly support the contention that 

marital status does, in fact, have a substantial bearing 

upon substance use levels by individuals in the U. S. 

Additionally, the gender differences shown suggest that 

the experiences within each marital status have unique 

effects upon each sex, and these vary, depending upon 

the substance in questions. Clearly, these patterns will 

necessitate further scrutiny. 

Given the sometimes turbulent and disruptive 

nature of divorce, it was assumed that divorced 

individuals would report the highest levels of substance 
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use, across all three types, alcohol, cigarettes, and 

marijuana. However, this was not found to be the case. 

While divorced women and men did report the highest 

rates of smoking, as compared to those of other marital 

statuses, the highest rates of marijuana usage were 

reported among the never-married respondents. In 

regard to alcohol, divorced men reported the highest 

rates of drinking among the males, while among 

women, it was remarried females who had the heaviest 

rates of alcohol consumption.  

Individuals in their first marriage, both female and 

male alike, reported the lowest rates of substance use, 

as compared to the other marital statuses. This is in 

keeping with previous studies which had noted a 

decline among individuals as they transitioned into 

marriage. The sample of first-married individuals in this 

study, though, also contains individuals who are well 

into their adult lives, and have been married, in some 

instances, for several decades. As such, it is also 

necessary to recognize that the transitional nature of 

first marriage does not appear to be a limited or time-

constrained effect. Rather, on the basis of these 

findings, individuals in their first marriage clearly seem 

to have made a conscious choice to use lower amounts 

of the various substances, if at all. The decidedly high 

rates of non-use among first-married individuals seems 

to support this contention. 

The various household and individual 

characteristics yielded several rather intriguing patterns 

within the multivariate analyses. Among first-married 

individuals, household income was shown to 

significantly influence their use of all three substances. 

Among the other marital status groups, though, 

household income was not as relevant. Of course, for 

many first-married individuals, and particularly those in 

their early adult years, concerns about family finances 

may lower their ability to purchase various substances, 

legal or otherwise. Surprisingly, the presence of 

children did not yield as significant an influence, as 

anticipated. Although remarried women were shown to 

use less marijuana when children were present in the 

home, parenting (assumed with the presence of 

children) does not seem to equate with a direct 

reduction or rejection of substance use.  

The unique influence of religiosity on substance 

use, as was evident across all marital status groups, is 

also quite noteworthy. Previous studies have 

demonstrated that higher levels of religiosity are 

significantly associated with lower rates of substance 

use (e.g., Bahr et al., 1998). The fact that this 

relationship persists across marital status groups lends 

even further weight to religiosity as a reliable predictor 

of substance use rates. Well-being, both in the physical 

and mental regards, was also shown to be a salient 

factor in affecting substance use rates among women 

and men, across all marital statuses. Overall, poor 

mental well-being appears to be associated with higher 

rates of usage, among all three of the substances, 

while poor physical health has the opposite 

association. Physical health seemed to have its 

strongest effect upon the substance use patterns 

among remarried and divorced women, which again 

suggests a ‘gendered divide’ in how each respective 

sex experiences the various marital statuses, as well 

as the associated consequences thereof. 

Of course, it is necessary to recognize the potential 

for reciprocal influences in the relationship between 

marital status and substance use. Researchers have 

demonstrated that higher levels of substance use by a 

partner can be deleterious to the quality of the 

relationship, and can potentially lead to its dissolution 

(e.g., Kearns-Bodkin and Leonard, 2005). Likewise, it is 

quite conceivable that substance use patterns by 

individuals can contribute to the mate selection process 

itself, thereby leading some to choose partners who 

share their preferences for substance use (e.g., 

Leonard and Mudar, 2003). These findings, however, 

seem to clearly demonstrate that marital status, in and 

of itself, is a solid predictor of substance use, and that 

each marital status provides a unique context in which 

those usage patterns occur. The differences between 

women’s and men’s experiences also appear to 

confirm the long-standing belief that each sex, 

regardless of their marital status, has their own unique 

set of both contexts and consequences. Obviously, 

these findings are limited in their scope, largely to the 

nature of the data, but they do demonstrate the need 

for further investigation. In this regard, future research 

should attempt to more precisely focus on the unique 

qualities of each marital status, as they potentially 

affect substance use rates by women and men. 
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