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Abstract: The goal of this study is to examine how social support affects Chinese male drug addicts’
abstention motivation. To elucidate the mechanism as well as the boundary condition of the aforesaid
influence, self-control and sensation-seeking were induced. Using the questionnaire method, the
cross-sectional data were collected from 498 male drug addicts from one hospital and four compulsory
isolation drug abstention centers in Central China region. The results indicated that social support has
a positive direct and indirect effect on abstention motivation. The indirect influence is that the impact
of social support on abstention motivation is mediated by self-control. The direct effect was moderated
by sensation-seeking. Specifically, for individuals with low sensation-seeking, social support can
significantly increase drug abstinence motivation, but this effect was not significant for those with
high sensation-seeking. Theoretical and practical implications of the results were discussed.
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1. Introduction

Drug addiction is not only an important health problem but also a serious societal
problem worldwide, threatening human health and social development globally. It is closely
related to lifespan shortening and the accelerated transmission of sexually transmitted
diseases such as HIV [1] and is also the antecedent variable of crime [2]. Finding factors
that can facilitate the treatment effect of drug addiction is gaining special attention from
scholars and practitioners [3,4]. Many studies have shown that abstention motivation,
defined as a person who can identify the harmful of drug addiction and take measures to
give up, is a key factor in the success of drug treatment [5,6]. Therefore, increasing research
has been conducted to find the influencing factors of abstention motivation either from
an environmental or personality perspective [7–9]. Among environmental factors, social
support is a crucial variable [10,11]. In personal traits, self-control and sensation-seeking
are usually used to explain an individual’s abstention motivation or behavior [12,13].

Although many studies have investigated the role of social support, self-control, and
sensation-seeking on abstention motivation, the joint effect of these factors on abstention
motivation is rarely unfolded. According to the view of genetic and environmental in-
teraction on delinquent behavior [14], abstention motivation may be influenced by the
interaction between internal and external variables. Moreover, previous studies’ conclu-
sions usually drowned from both females and males. Given that men have higher rates
and frequencies of drug use than women and more male drug addicts than females in
China, it is essential to explore how the above three variables work together to affect males’
abstention motivation. Therefore, the current study proposed a moderated mediation
model to explore the influence mechanism of social support on drug abstinence motivation
and its boundary condition.
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1.1. The Role of Social Support on Abstention Motivation

Self-determination theory (SDT) holds that motivation is a continuum from no motiva-
tion to internal motivation [15]. Studies based on SDT found that the motivation continuum
can be divided into two dimensions called autonomous motivation and control motivation
that have significant predictive power for various outcomes [16]. For the above reason, we
adopt the comprehension of motivation based on SDT in the current study. Prior studies,
in different cultural contexts, indicated that social support provided by family, friends,
and other significant persons or organizations has a positive influence on an individual’s
motivation for healthy behavior [17,18]. Functionally, social support refers to the spiritual
and material support those individuals get from their social relationships [19]. In opera-
tion, social support is the quantitative representation of the social relationship individuals
have [20]. In line with SDT, social support can not only meet one’s basic psychological
needs for a relationship but also provide a safe environment that facilitates an individual’s
sense of autonomy and enhances internal motivation [15]. Furthermore, people who lived
in collective culture are more sensitive to social relationships such as family and important
others [21]. Thus, this positive effect of social support may play a more significant role in
an individual’s positive behavior and abstention motivation because of the high collective
culture of China. For the above reason, we concentrate on the role of social support in two
dimensions of motivations for drug abstention.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Social support is positively related to the abstention motivation of Chinese
male drug addicts.

1.2. The Mediating Role of Self-Control

Self-control is a kind of ability that makes a person take full consideration of the be-
havioral consequences before acting [22]. There are three study directions of the influences
of self-control on an individual’s mental state and behavior [23]. The first direction is the
influence of low self-control ability on individuals’ negative outcomes. For example, past
research showed that low self-control significantly correlated with drug abuse and is one
of the most important characteristics of drug addiction [24,25]. The second direction is
the beneficial effect of high self-control on individuals’ positive function. For example,
high self-control has a positive correlation with people’s subject well-being, and positive
emotions [26,27]. The third direction is the mediating role of self-control on the path
of independent variables on one’s mental or behavioral outcomes. Many theories and
experimental studies have pointed out that self-control ability is a mediating factor that
can explain the influence of environmental factors on one’s mental and behavior, such
as internal and external problems [24]. It is reasonable to speculate that social support
may influence abstention motivation in the form of an indirect path, and self-control may
explain this indirect effect.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Self-control mediates the relationship between social support and abstention
motivation of Chinese male drug addicts.

1.3. The Moderating Role of Sensation-Seeking

Sensation-seeking is commonly defined as a relatively stable personality trait, includ-
ing the search for novel and intense sensations or experiences [28]. Extensive evidence has
shown that sensation-seeking was strongly related to drug abuse [29,30]. Different from
self-control, sensation-seeking is a more stable trait that cannot be easily changed, and the
environmental factors may have a different impact on individuals’ outcomes because of
the variation of sensation-seeking. In other words, sensation-seeking can be worked as a
moderator. For instance, Wei et al. conducted a questionnaire study on 854 Chinese ado-
lescents. The result illustrated that sensation-seeking moderated the relationship between
depression and no suicide self-injury [31]. When it comes to our study, it can be informed
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that individuals who have a high level of this risky personal trait may find it hard to benefit
from social support.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Sensation-seeking moderates the relationship between social support and
abstention motivation of Chinese male drug addicts. Specifically, for individuals with low sensation-
seeking, social support positively correlates with abstention motivation significantly, but this
relationship is not significant for individuals with high sensation-seeking.

1.4. The Present Study

Based on the above hypotheses, we set up a moderated mediation model to explore
three questions. The first question is the role of social support on abstention motivation in
the Chinese male population. The second question is the mechanism of the influence of
social support on abstention motivation, which is the mediating role of self-control. The
third question is about the boundary condition of the above influences, in another word,
the moderating role of sensation-seeking. The proposed model is in Figure 1.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

A convenience sampling method was employed to obtain participants on 14 May
2021, from four compulsory isolation drug abstention centers and one hospital in central
China. The four compulsory isolation drug abstention centers and one hospital recruit
patients from all regions of China. A total of 553 male patients were selected as participants.
The participants whose more than 20% data were missing and whose variable scores
were more than plus or minus 3 standard deviations were deleted. Finally, 498 valid data
were obtained with an effective recovery rate of 90%. The average age of participants is
36.42 years old (range from 18 to 56, SD = 3.51). About 76% of participants received no
more than 12 years of school education, 21% got a bachelor’s degree, and 3% got a master’s
degree or more. About 28% of them are unemployed, 37% of them have part-time jobs, and
35% of them have stable jobs. About 58% of the participants were heroin users, 28.1% were
heroin and other drugs mixed users, 7.6% were meth users, and 6.3% were cocaine users.
For the marital status, 53% were married, 27.4% were divorced, and 19.6% of the sample
were single. Furthermore, 46% of them were abstinent for less than one year, and 54% of
them were abstinent for one to two years. All the participants received the methadone
maintenance treatment and patients who received psychotherapy are excluded.

2.2. Research Tools

The English version scales used in the study are translated and back-translated to
minimize discrepancies between English and Chinese. Specifically, the English versions
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of scales were translated into Chinese. Then the Chinese versions were back-translated
into English. Then translated items were compared and the Chinese versions were revised
if the back-translated versions did not match the meaning of the original scales. All the
scales have good reliability and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the scales are illustrated in
Table 1.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients of main variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 age 36.42 3.51
2 drug use time 8.32 1.35 0.69 ***
3 social support 35.94 8.07 0.07 −0.04 (0.76)
4 self-control 3.07 0.52 0.08 −0.06 0.17 ** (0.86)
5 autonomous abstention motivation 5.27 1.15 0.06 0.05 0.17 ** 0.22 ** (0.78)
6 control abstention motivation 5.39 1.23 0.07 0.05 0.16 ** 0.23 ** 0.62 ** (0.74)
7 sensation-seeking 3.26 0.89 0.05 0.08 0.06 0.001 −0.10 * −0.11 * (0.88)

Note: index in ( ) is the Cronbach’s a of the scale; *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

2.2.1. Social Support

Social support was measured by the Chinese version of Social Support Scale revised by
Xiao [32], which included 10 items and three dimensions, namely, actual objective support,
subjective experience of support, and utilization of support. Likert-style four-point scoring
was used. The higher the total score, the higher the degree of social support.

2.2.2. Self-Control

We used the Chinese version of Reversed Self-control Scale (RSCS) with a total of
19 items and five dimensions to measure an individual’s score of self-control [33]. The five
dimensions of the scale include impulse control, healthy habits, resisting the temptation
to Focus on work, entertainment control, and resisting temptation. The RSCS had good
construct validates. The total score is used as the general ability of self-control, the higher
the total score the more self-control ability.

2.2.3. Sensation-Seeking

Sensation-seeking was measured by the Sensation-seeking Scale developed by Ar-
nett [34], which adopted the Four-point Likert scoring method, including two sub-scales of
intensity and novelty. The higher the total score, the higher the trait of sensation-seeking.

2.2.4. Abstention Motivation

This study adjusted the treatment self-regulation questionnaire (TSRQ) developed
based on SDT [35], which is usually used to assess the degree of three health behavior
scenarios including quitting smoking, healthy eating, and exercise. In our study, we
changed the description of these behaviors to drug addiction behavior. The reversed
questionnaire aims to assess different forms of abstention motivation to understand why
people enter detoxification centers for detoxification activities. One example of an item is
“Why do you abstain from the drug? Because stopping the drug is very important for being
as healthy as possible”. Seven-point Likert scoring method was used in this scale.

The original scale has 15 items and 4 dimensions, namely, autonomous motivation,
introjection regulation, external regulation, and amotivation. Based on the prior study, we
combine introjection regulation and external regulation to control motivation and no longer
use the amotivation dimension [19,20]. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the two
dimensional (autonomous abstention and control abstention motivation) structure model
results were acceptable, with CFI = 0.91, GFI = 0.92, and RMSEA = 0.06.
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2.3. Procedure

This study was approved by the local ethics committee. We conducted group testing
in the local drug abstention centers. The persons in charge of drug abstention centers
and the participants provided written consent. All participants were informed that their
participation would be voluntary, and they are free to withdraw their participation from
this study at any time. Meanwhile, the anonymous nature of the study was emphasized
before data collection. Participants were asked to answer independently according to their
actual situation. It took about 20 min for the subjects to complete the questionnaire.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

R software (version 4.1.3) and “bruceR” (broadly useful convenient and efficient R
functions) package (version 0.8.x) were used as statistical tools [36,37]. As the data of all
variables in this study were obtained by the self-reporting method, common method bias
(CMB) may be brought about [38]. Accordingly, we first conduct Harman single factor test
to detect the CMB by EFA (exploratory factor analysis) argument in “bruceR” package.
Second, the descriptive statistical magnitudes such as the mean, standard deviation, and
Pearson correlation coefficients of interest variables are obtained by “Describe” and “corr”
argument in “bruceR” package (see Table 1). Finally, the scores of all variables were
standardized, with age and duration of drug use as covariates in the following models.
Moderated mediation analysis was performed with “PROCESS” argument which can
analyze two regression models based on least-square method. In one model, self-control
regresses on social support and covariates. In the other model, autonomous abstention
motivation and control abstention motivation respectively regress on social support, self-
control, sensation-seeking, and covariates. The bootstrap method was used to sample
5000 times for estimating the confidence intervals of coefficients. In this study, 86.1% of
addicts took drugs of heroin or mixed-use heroin and other drugs, so the study did not
take the type of drug use as an independent variable.

3. Results

The results of our analysis include three parts, namely, the result of the common
method bias check; the descriptive statistics and correlation among variables of interest; the
regression models including regression coefficients, standard error, and significance sign.

3.1. Common Method Bias Test and Covariance

To control the CMB, the method of reverse scoring and appropriate transformation
of instruction language measures are taken for the experimental control. Statistically,
common method factors accounted for 18% of the total variation, less than the 40% standard,
indicating that there was no significant common method bias in the study. There was no
significant correlation between the covariance and abstention motivation (ps > 0.05), so it
will not be discussed in the subsequent analysis.

3.2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Table 1 shows that social support was significantly correlated with self-control and
motivation in all dimensions. Self-control was significantly correlated with the two dimen-
sions of abstention motivation. Sensation-seeking was negatively correlated with the two
dimensions of abstention motivation significantly.

3.3. Results of Regression Models

Results (Table 2) indicated that after controlling other independent variables, social
support positively predicted self-control (b = 0.14, p < 0.01), autonomous abstention motiva-
tion (b = 0.14, p < 0.01)), and control abstention motivation significantly (b = 0.13. p < 0.01).
Hypothesis 1 was supported.
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Table 2. The regression models of all variables.

Path b SE Boot 95% CI

social support→ self-control 0.14 ** 0.04 [0.08, 0.25]
social support→ autonomous abstention motivation 0.14 ** 0.05 [0.06, 0.27]
social support→ control abstention motivation 0.13 ** 0.03 [0.08, 0.21]
self-control→ autonomous abstention motivation 0.19 ** 0.04 [0.09, 0.32]
self-control→ control abstention motivation 0.21 ** 0.06 [0.10, 0.34]
sensation-seeking→ autonomous abstention motivation −0.10 * 0.03 [−0.44, −0.17]
sensation-seeking→ control abstention motivation −0.11 * 0.02 [−0.43, −0.19]
social support × sensation seeking→ autonomous abstention motivation −0.13 ** 0.03 [−0.20, −0.06]
social support × sensation seeking→ control abstention motivation −0.16 ** 0.04 [−0.23, −0.09]
social support→ self-control→ autonomous abstention motivation 0.03 - [0.01, 0.06]
social support→ self-control→ control abstention motivation 0.03 - [0.01, 0.06]

Note: The first column is the regression path with independent variables and dependent variables from left to
right; b is the unstandardized regression coefficient, SE is the standard error, boot 95% CI is the confidence interval
of the standardized regression coefficient obtained by sampling 5000 times with the Bootstrap method. ** p < 0.01;
* p < 0.05.

The indirect path coefficients of social support to autonomous and control abstention
motivation are significant, which explained 18% and 19% of the total effect of social support
on autonomous abstention motivation and control abstention motivation. Meanwhile, there
are still direct effects of social support on abstention motivation that cannot be explained
by self-control (see Table 2). Hypothesis 2 was supported.

The interaction terms of social support and sensation-seeking had significant effects
on the autonomous and control abstention motivation. These results indicate that sensation-
seeking has a significant moderating effect on the direct influence of social support on
autonomous abstention motivation and control abstention motivation. For the above result,
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

To reveal the specific mode of the moderating effect more clearly, the analysis charts
of the effects of social support on autonomic abstention motivation and control abstention
motivation were respectively taken when sensation seeking was plus or minus one standard
deviation. As can be seen from Figure 2, social support has a significant promoting effect
on autonomous abstention motivation when the trait of sensation-seeking is at a low level
(simple slope = 0.25, p < 0.01), but when it is at a high level the significant effect disappeared
(simple slope = 0.02, p > 0.05). From Figure 3, social support has a significant promoting
effect on control abstention motivation when the trait of sensation-seeking is at a low level
(simple slope = 0.29, p < 0.01), but it was not the case when sensation-seeking is at a high
level (simple slope = −0.03, p > 0.05).
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4. Discussion

The abstention motivation is affected by both the external environment and individual
characteristics. Under the guidance of this view, this study constructed a moderated
mediation model in which social support affects drug abstinence motivation through self-
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control, and the direct effect of social support on drug abstinence motivation is moderated
by sensation-seeking traits, which was supported by our results.

Our findings have several contributions. First, the results of our study are like other
study conclusions in western cultural backgrounds [39], which expands the effect of social
support and sensation-seeking on drug abstention motivation to a broader context. Second,
the research findings clarified the influence mechanism of social support on abstention
motivation and their boundary condition. Last, it also provided an empirical reference
for formulating effective drug abstinence programs for improving abstention motivation
in practice.

4.1. Social Support and Abstention Motivation

This study found that social support can significantly positively predict abstention
motivation, which is consistent with previous studies. The main effect model of social
support on mental health believes that social support has a general gain effect on individual
mental health [40], and the motivation of drug withdrawal is a positive and healthy psycho-
logical process in which individuals establish and strive for the goal of drug withdrawal.
The results of this study extend the explanatory scope of the model from the motivation
perspective, that is, sufficient social support is significantly positively associated with
higher abstinence motivation. The findings show that social support strategies, including
the acceptance of emotional support from family members to social institutions and groups,
and a series of non-discriminatory policy support made by the government, can improve
abstention motivation and further improve the possibility of successful drug abstention.

4.2. The Mediating Role of Self-Control

This study further took social support as an antecedent variable and self-control
as a mediating variable to test the influence of the two variables on drug abstinence
motivation. The study found that social support affected drug abstinence motivation
through the mediating effect of self-control, which further verified the mechanism of
external environmental factors influencing psychology and behavior through an individual
internal cognitive process. Resource theory points out that self-control is a kind of cognitive
resource [22]. Individuals use this resource to maintain and adjust to various psychological
and behavioral activities when other resources are insufficient or depleted. Our study found
that social support can effectively provide resources for individuals and raise positive
motivation. The current results have important implications for the practice of drug
abstinence, that is, self-control can be improved through social support, and improving
self-control in various drug abstinence measures can effectively improve the motivation for
drug abstinence.

4.3. The Moderating Role of Sensation-Seeking

Previous studies have found that sensation-seeking, as a personality trait of individuals
seeking novel experiences, is an important predictor of addictive behavior. This study
found that sensation-seeking can also hinder the improvement of abstention motivation.
In addition, we also found that sensation-seeking significantly affected the promoting
effect of social support on drug abstinence motivation, namely, compared to individuals
with high sensation-seeking, social support to individuals with low sensation-seeking
could promote the level of abstention motivation more. These results indicate that high
sensation-seeking, as a risk factor, can not only directly hinder the promotion of motivation
to abstinence but also interact with social support to hinder the motivation by inhibiting
the development of self-control. Therefore, in the practice of drug addiction, individuals
with high sensation-seeking should be regarded as a special group, and effective measures
should be taken to reduce the negative impact of sensation-seeking.
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4.4. Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our study has some limitations as follows. First, our conclusion is based on cross-
sectional data which cannot investigate causal relationships. Second, the data are collected
from the attitude questionnaire which may be confounding with social approval. Finally,
the participants were recruited from one province in China, and if the conclusion can be
generalized to a broader region need further exploration.

Future studies can be conducted by several measures as follows: behavior experi-
mental study should be designed to propose the causal relationship. Longitudinal design
should be conducted to detect the dynamic change relationship of variables. electroen-
cephalogram (EEG) and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) should be induced
to find the neuron-basis evidence for these relationships.

5. Conclusions

In summary, the current study found that social support can be a beneficial factor for
Chinese male addicts’ drug abstinence motivation. Further, self-control played a mediating
role in the link between social support and abstinence motivation. Sensation-seeking
moderated the effect of social support on drug abstinence motivation. Specifically, for
low sensation-seeking individuals, social support may increase their drug abstinence
motivation, while this effect was not significant for high sensation-seeking individuals.

The above findings shed light on the practical work of drug abstention in hospitals
and drug treatment centers. There are several proposals induced from our findings for
increasing social support in drug abstention centers and hospitals. First, doctors nurses,
and employees who worked for the drug addicts should receive training courses on getting
along with patients and empathy skills to give them affectional support efficiently. Second,
the policy supports based on the principle of non-discrimination should be formulated
that can make addicts easily go back to society. Third, the treatment program should
take addicts’ families and close friends as important resources for treatment. For example,
executors can organize family members’ or close friends’ meetings at regular intervals
during treatment. However, when it comes to addicts who have a high-level sensation-
seeking trait, alternative treatment programs such as physical exercise may be suitable.
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