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Familial and Socioeconomic Influences on Substance 
Abuse: An Ecological Model 
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In an effort to identify factors that might predict the use and abuse of harmful substances, this study assessed the 
relationship between familial and socioeconomic risk factors and the use of tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana. The 
risk factors were placed on a structure following the ecological model theory.  Family conflict, a microsystem 
level variable, was tested along with family income and parent education, exosystem level variables, in a 
regression model with differing modes of substance use as dependent variables. It was found that an exosystem 
level variable moderated the relationship between the microsystem variable and marijuana use. In particular, high 
levels of family conflict and low levels of family income were related to the highest levels of marijuana use. 
Implications for current intervention trends and directions for future research are briefly discussed. 
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Substance abuse is a substantial public health concern. 
For example, the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) 
estimated that drug and alcohol abuse cost society $246 billion, 
or an average of $383 per person in 1992 (Swan, 1998). The 
concern associated with substance abuse has sparked an 
abundance of risk and intervention research. The transition 
from adolescence to adulthood has been identified as a period 
of increased prevalence of substance abuse (Arnett, 2000; 
Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 2002; Sher & Gotham, 
1999). Research involving associated risk factors range from 
individual-level risk factors such as personality (Elkins, King, 
McGue, & Iacono, 2006; McGue, Iacono, Legrand, & Elkins, 
2001) to broad community-level indicators such as 
neighborhood income indices (Jones, Helfinger, & Saunders, 
2007). Ethnic differences and “cultural patterns” such as value 
orientations (Szapocznik, Prado, Burlew, Williams, & 
Santisteban, 2007) have also been marked as areas relevant for 
risk assessment and intervention (Pantin, Schwartz, Sullivan, 
Coatsworth, & Szapocznik, 2003). Many researchers call for a 
unified approach, which may organize multiple levels of risk 
factors (individual, interpersonal, community) into a common 
model that incorporates pathways of influence between factors. 
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The Ecological Model 
 A prevalent theoretical framework used in studying 
risk factors associated with substance abuse is the ecological 
model (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979). The model organizes social 
influences on the individual in a series of four levels. The 
levels consist of: the microsystem level, immediate social 
environment interactions with family and peers; the 
mesosystem level, interrelationships among microsystem 
influences such as parent-to-peer relationships; the exosystem 
level, broad social settings and economic processes outside of 
the individual’s influence; and the macrosystem level, cultural 
attitudes and ideologies. This framework emphasizes 
investigation of pathways and indirect relationships of factors 
within the levels. Several research designs have observed 
unique contributions of each level to problem behavior (Atzaba-
Poria, Pike, & Deater-Deckard, 2004; Deater-Deckard, Dodge, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1998). 
 
The Ecodevelopmental Theory 
 The ecodevelopmental theory (Szapocznik & 
Coatsworth, 1999) is a derivation of the Bronfrenbrenner 
ecological model that integrates theory on family structure 
(e.g., Haley, 1976) with an emphasis on developmental 
context. The ecodevelopmental theory places family 
functioning as a central focus in the structure of interactions 
between ecological levels.  Exosystem factors such as economic 
disparity are also observed in the context of familial issues.   

The model has been used to identify correlates of 
behavior problems (Coatsworth, Pantin, McBride, Briones, 
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Kurtines, & Szapocznik, 2000) and substance abuse 
(Szapocznik, Prado, Burlew, Williams, & Santisteban, 2007). 
This risk identification research has led to successful 
accompanying intervention models with approaches such as the 
Structural Ecosystems Therapy (SET; Robbins, Schwartz, & 
Szapocznik, 2003) that design optimum prevention strategies 
targeted at appropriately specified risk levels.   
 
Family Conflict 
 Research using the ecodevelopmental approach has 
found family conflict to be a consistent risk factor associated 
with substance abuse (Patock-Peckham & Morgan-Lopez, 
2007; Santiseban, Tejeda, Dominicis, & Szapocznik, 1999). In 
particular, there is expanding research on conflict between 
parents and children (Coatsworth, Molina, Pantin, & 
Szapocznik, 2005; Pantin et al., 2003). These studies 
corroborate in finding that increased parental conflict is 
associated with substance abuse. Also, intervention focused on 
improving parent-child relations greatly reduces the prevalence 
of substance use in at-risk populations (Robbins, Szapocznik, 
Dillon, Turner, Mitrani, & Feaster, 2008; Szapocznik, Rio, 
Murray, Cohen, Scopetta, Rivas-Vasquez, Hervis, Posada, & 
Kurtines, 1989). Family conflict factors are placed in the 
microsystem level, because they involve the relationship 
between the individual and their immediate social environment.   
 
Socioeconomic Status 
 The role of exosystem risk factors have received much 
attention in many disciplines of research, such as public health 
and epidemiology. Socioeconomic status variables are placed in 
the exosystem level since they are associated with social and 
environmental factors outside of the direct influence of the 
adolescent. Many substance abuse research programs focus on 
populations with low income or low social capital (Jones et al., 
2007; Sunder, Grady, & Wu, 2007). However, there have been 
mixed results on the relationship between socioeconomic 
factors and substance abuse. Meich and Chilcoat (2007) found 
that cocaine and marijuana use was related to disadvantageous 
economic and educational status. Contrary to findings where 
substance abuse was related to underprivileged status, different 
researchers have found that higher median neighborhood 
incomes were related to alcohol and marijuana abuse (Galea, 
Ahern, Tracy, & Vlahov, 2007).  There are also findings 
indicating no relationship between neighborhood income levels 
and substance abuse (Allison, Crawford, Leone, Trickett, 
Perez-Febles, Burton, & Le Blanc, 1999; Mayer & Jencks, 
1989). These mixed results suggest that the relationship of 
socioeconomic factors and substance abuse might be interpreted 
differently when incorporating other variables from the 
ecological model.       
 
The Present Study 
 The aim of this study was to examine the relationship 
between socioeconomic status factors and family conflict with 
substance abuse. Inclusion of these factors resulted in an 
inquiry of the relationship between exosystem and microsystem 

levels. Following the framework of ecodevelopmental theory, 
this study will examine these ecological level factors with a 
focus on familial structure. Family conflict (microsystem), 
family income (exosystem), and parent education level 
(exosystem) are the factors of interest in the current study. The 
target population of the study is persons in the transitional stage 
from adolescence to adulthood. 
 In the present study, substance use was used as a 
proxy for substance abuse.  Substance abuse can be 
distinguished from substance use in that substance abuse 
involves frequent usage and dependency on the substance.  
Although use and abuse are distinct, initial substance use may 
lead to abuse.  Substance use at the period of the age range of 
this sample is a strong predictor of future substance abuse 
(DeWit, Adlaf, Offord, & Ogborne, 2000; Winters & Lee, 
2007). 
 Since previous literature has provided mixed findings 
on the relationship between socioeconomic factors and 
substance abuse, it is possible that varying levels of 
socioeconomic status may interact differently with another 
important substance risk contributor, family conflict.  
Therefore, an interaction effect with socioeconomic status as a 
moderator is proposed. Since many intervention research 
programs dealing with family conflict focus on economically 
disadvantaged subpopulations (Jones et al., 2007; Pantin et al., 
2003; Sunder et al., 2007), it is of interest if persons with a 
combination of underprivileged socioeconomic status and high 
family conflict are more at risk for substance abuse. Therefore, 
we predicted that high levels of family conflict and low 
socioeconomic status will lead to the highest prevalence of 
substance abuse.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants and Procedure 
 The sample consisted of 347 college students enrolled 
at the University of Minnesota.  The students were incoming 
freshmen participating in an orientation session by the 
Multicultural Center for Academic Excellence (MCAE). 
Surveys were administrated and collected in participation with 
MCAE, and were part of a longer ongoing study on ethnic 
minority family conflict and mental health conducted by Dr. 
Richard Lee. The students completed the Family Life and 
College Success Survey (FLCSS), which is a battery of 
demographic information and multiple psychological measures. 
Data were obtained on the condition of participant consent. 
 The sample was composed of 206 (59.4%) female, 
137 (39.5%) male, and 4 (1.2%) unidentified college students. 
The average age was 18.16 years (SD = .68) with a range 
from 17 to 25 years. The sample was recruited through an 
ethnic minority academic support organization, and thus 
contained a diverse group of racially underrepresented persons. 
There were 187 (53.9%) Asian Americans, 75 (21.6%) African 
Americans, 21 (6.1%) Hispanic/Latino(a) Americans, 13 
(3.7%) Native Americans, 36 (10.4%) Multiracial, and 14 
(4.1%) individuals indicating an ‘other’ race category. Also, 
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there were 132 (38.1%) second generation, 76 (21.9%) 
immigrant, 27 (7.8%) refugee, 14 (4%) adoptee, and 6 (1.7%) 
international students.   

 
Measures 

Demographic questionnaire:  The FLCSS survey 
contained a demographic questionnaire with information 
regarding sex, birth age, race, generation status, family 
income, and parent education levels. Annual family income 
was indicated by choosing from one of 8 income ranges, with 
the lowest range being $19,000 or less and the highest range 
being $140,000 or more; the remaining ranges were $20,000 
increments arranged in-between (1 = $19,000 or less, 2 = 
$20,000 to 39,000, …, 8 = $140,000 or more). A majority of 
the sample (66.3%) was in the bottom three income ranges 
($59,000 and less). The mean income level was 2.85 (SD = 
1.63), which fell in the $40,000 to $59,000 range. Parent 
education level was indicated for each parent, with levels 
ranging from less than junior high to graduate degrees on a 6 
point scale (1 = less than junior high, 2 = junior high, …, 6 
= graduate degree). Education levels were averaged across 
parents for a composite parent education level. The mean for 
this composite was 3.65 (SD = 1.4), which is the equivalent of 
a high school degree.  

Asian American Family Conflicts Scale:  This scale 
(FCS; Lee, Choe, Kim, & Ngo, 2000) is a self-report of family 
conflict that indicates parent-child conflict. The scale was 
originally developed and validated for Asian-American college-
aged persons. It consists of ten items that are written from the 
perspective of the child with 5 items pertaining to each parental 
figure. Sample items include, “You want to state your opinion, 
but your father considers it to be disrespectful to talk back.” 
Each item is rated according to the likelihood of the item 
occurring (1 = almost never to 5 = almost always).   

Substance Use Inventory:  The substance use 
inventory was a self-report measure of the frequency of 
substance use within the last month. This study used the portion 
of this inventory dealing with tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana 
use. There were 5 scale points, with the first point indicating 
no usage and the last point indicating more than 7 times; the 
points in-between reflected intervals of 2 occurrences of usage 
(1 = none in the last month, 2 = 1-2 times, …, 5 = 7 or more 
times). The descriptive statistics for these measures were .31 
(SD = .96) tobacco, .72 (SD = 1.04) alcohol, and .21 (SD = 
.74) marijuana use. There was 11.8% of the sample that used 
tobacco at least once in the past month, while 43.9% used 
alcohol and 9.3% used marijuana. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Table 1 presents the correlations of family conflict, 

family income, and parent education with tobacco, alcohol, and 
marijuana use. Family conflict did not have a significant 
correlation with tobacco or alcohol use, but was significantly 
correlated with marijuana use (r = -.167).   Family income did 

TABLE 1.  Correlations of independent variables with dependent variables. 
 

 Tobacco 
 

Alcohol Marijuana 

Family Conflict 
 

-.085 .062 -.167*** 

Family Income 
 

.113 .074 .117** 

Parent 
Education 

 

.139** -.037 .109* 

* significant at .10 level, ** .05, ***.01 

 
not have a significant correlation with tobacco or alcohol use, 
but was significantly correlated with marijuana use (r = .117). 
Similarly, parent education did not have a significant 
correlation with alcohol use. However, parent education was 
significantly correlated with tobacco (r = .139) and marijuana 
use (r = .109). The exosystem variables showed dissimilar 
relationships with the dependent variables; although family 
income and parent education both had a positive relationship 
with marijuana use, only parent education was positively 
related with tobacco use.  For this study, the mean FCS-
Likelihood item score was 2.34 (SD = 1.09) with an internal 
reliability alpha coefficient of .90; the mean of 2.34 indicates 
that the mean of the sample tended to have low (below the 
middle scale point) conflict scores. 

 
Moderator Analyses  
 To test the hypothesis, a hierarchical regression model 
was tested for a moderation effect.  For this model, the 
microsystem level variable (family conflict) was used as the 
independent variable; next, one of the exosystem variables 
(family income/parent education) was tested as a moderator 
(continuous); and finally, one of the dependent variables 
(tobacco/alcohol/marijuana) was used as the dependent 
variable. This was tested with all six possible combinations of 
independent/moderator/dependent variables.   

 
TABLE 2.  Moderator analysis: Independent = Family Conflict, Moderator 

= Family Income, Dependent = Marijuana.  Hierarchical regression 
model statistics. 

  
 

Step Variable β β 
sig. 

R2 
Change 

Adjusted 
R2 

Change 
  

F P 

1 Family 
Conflict 

   

-.154 .008 .029 .023 4.53 .012 

- Family 
Income 

  

.049 .401 - - - - 

2 Family 
Conflict 

  

-.187 .002 .020 .017 5.22 .002 

- Family 
Income 

  

.035 .610 - - - - 

- Family 
Conflict 
* Family 
Income 

  

-.146 .012 - - - - 

β = standardized coefficients, β sig. = coefficient p values, R2 Change = 
Change in explained variance, F = ANOVA effect size, p = ANOVA 
significance value 
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FIGURE 1.  Interaction plot with slope differences due to moderator. 

 
For the regression models, all independent variables 

were standardized and interaction terms were created that 
reflected interactions between different independent variables 
and moderators. Regressions were executed with the 
independent variable and moderator placed in the first model 
with the interaction term added in the second model. This 
allowed analysis of the effect of the interaction of the 
independent variable and moderator after controlling for the 
main effects of each.    

Of the multiple models tested, only one moderator 
model was significant. This model had family conflict as the 
independent variable, family income as the moderator, and 
marijuana use as the dependent variable. Table 2 presents the 
regression statistics for the model. The interaction effect 
coefficient was significant (p = .012) at the .05 level. Thus 
there was a significant interaction between family income and 
family conflict on predicting marijuana use, which suggests a 
moderation effect.   

This model developed above was analyzed in the 
Interaction! (Soper, 2007) statistical software.  Regression lines 
were plotted for multiple levels of the continuous moderator 
(family income), with 7 regression lines representing unit 
intervals of the standard deviation ranging from -3.0 to 3.0. 
Figure 1 displays the interaction effect. The slope of the 
regression decreased as the level of the moderator increased. 
Low levels of the moderator indicated a positive relationship 
between family conflict and marijuana, while higher levels of 
the moderator indicated a negative relationship between family 
conflict and marijuana. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
It was found that there were significant relationships 

between the microsystem and exosystem variables and 
marijuana use. Family conflict was negatively related to 
substance use, which is contrary to previous research. 
Traditionally, it is thought that high amounts of family conflict 
would be associated with more marijuana use. Previous 
research has shown that high levels of family conflict are 

related to drug abuse (Patock-Peckham & Morgan-Lopez, 
2007; Santiseban et al., 1999). However, it may be the case 
that family conflict could be an indicator of parental 
involvement or elevated parental discipline structure, which 
would be related to less marijuana use.  This difference can 
also be due to the family conflict measurement instrument used 
in the current study.  
 The exosystem variables, family income and parent 
education, both had significant positive relationships with 
substance use. These results are consistent with previous 
literature indicating that higher socioeconomic status is related 
to drug abuse (Galea et al., 2007) and inconsistent with 
literature indicating that lower socioeconomic status is related 
to drug abuse (Meich & Chilcoat, 2007).  Therefore, marijuana 
use may be related to accessibility and economic feasibility 
rather than poverty. People coming from families that have 
more income and economic access will be more likely to use 
marijuana. 
 In the analysis of moderation effects, results were 
consistent with the research hypothesis.   High levels of family 
conflict and low levels of family income were related to the 
highest levels of marijuana use. This is salient to intervention 
research, since several intervention programs dealing with 
family conflict issues are focused on populations that are 
socioeconomically disadvantaged, such as the SET based 
Familias Unidas program (Pantin et al., 2003). There were 
slope differences based on the level of the moderator, family 
income. For economically disadvantaged persons, increasing 
levels of family conflict were associated with increasing levels 
of marijuana use. For people on the higher end of the economic 
spectrum, increasing levels of family conflict were associated 
with decreasing levels of marijuana use.     
 This moderation effect leads to several possible 
conceptual interpretations. Since high levels of family conflict 
and low levels of family income level were related to the 
highest levels of marijuana use, it is possible that there is a 
cumulative effect of conflict and economic disadvantage. Stress 
associated with both types of factors could combine to lead to 
more of a prevalence of marijuana use. In the case of persons 
with high family income levels, family conflict could be an 
indicator of parental involvement or discipline. Specifically, for 
higher income families, the results indicate that an increase in 
the amount of family conflict leads to less marijuana use. 
 There were several limitations of the present study that 
may account for differences in findings between this study and 
previous studies. Whereas many research designs recruit 
specifically for substance abuse research, the present study has 
a sample that may represent relatively high achieving and well 
adjusted persons. Participants in the study primarily consisted 
of ethnic minority students; therefore, findings of this study 
may not generalize to the general population. The FCS, as 
previously mentioned, has only been validated with Asian 
American populations; the psychometric properties of this scale 
might not hold with participants of differing ethnic background.  
While several research designs used measurement instruments 
tailored for substance abuse, the present study used a substance 
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usage inventory as a proxy for substance abuse.  This design 
limitation may lead to relationships between variables that do 
not hold in the case of substance abuse. Future research could 
use a similar ecological model design with recruitment and 
measurement instruments better geared towards substance 
abuse. 
 This study directs attention to the complex relationship 
between microsystem and exosystem level factors in substance 
abuse research. In interpreting the relationship of either 
microsystem or exosystem level variables on substance abuse, 
it is important to examine combinations of these ecological 
levels rather than examining them separately. It was found that 
important variables from these levels interact when predicting 
substance abuse. Although there were several limitations to the 
research design of the study, there were significant findings 
that may guide promising directions for future research. 
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