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Abstract

Women engaging in substance use who have been justice-involved are systemically isolated from the legal economy and are therefore underresourced. Utilizing
a conservation of resources framework of stress, this study examined the resources of
200 women exiting the criminal justice system who reported a history of substance
abuse. Because a confirmatory factor analysis revealed several item cross-loadings
and items that failed to load on a single factor, we used scale reduction techniques.
The analyses revealed 4 highly correlated items: hope, sense of optimism, feeling
life has purpose/meaning, and positive feelings about oneself. To verify the validity
of our results, we ran regression analysis using the 4-item measure as a predictor of
empowerment and depression. These results were comparable to analyses run with
the original 45-item measure as a predictor of empowerment and depression, suggesting the validity of the brief 4-item measure as a measure of resource loss. This
study highlights the importance of understanding the context of working with underresourced populations and suggests that the perception and process of stress may be
unique across populations.
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Introduction
Hobfoll’s[1] Conservation of Resources (COR) theory of stress posits that
resource loss is a central mechanism that determines stress reactions[1,2]. Underpinning Hobfoll’s model is the notion that people have a basic need to acquire and protect resources, and stress occurs when these resources are threatened, perceived to be
threatened, or actually lost[1]. Previous studies have examined the impact of resource
loss and gain in various populations, yet it is critical to understand resource loss in
underserved populations. Few studies have examined resource loss in women with
histories of substance use problems who had previous involvement with the justice
system.
There is reason to believe that resource loss manifests differently depending
on the population. Whereas traditional theories of stress emphasize an individual’s
response to an appraisal of a specific event[3], one of the central tenets of COR theory
is that stress can be culturally and context-specific[4]. Because COR stipulates that
stress depends on the ability to attain resources[4], not all types of resources (i.e., personal, social, or material) are equal and may have differential effects depending on
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the population experiencing the loss[5-8].
Studying resource loss in a population of primarily minority women with
substance use histories can show how
systemic stressors, such as one’s place in
society, may affect an individual’s stress.
In underresourced populations, the notion of societal stress becomes especially
salient. First, losing resources has been
found to have a stronger psychological
impact than gaining resources[9], a phenomenon referred to as “loss-salience,”
or the “primacy of resource loss” [1,7,10]. In
a study of inner-city women, the negative
effect of economic loss (e.g., stress and
worry) overshadowed the positive effect
of economic gains[2,10] (e.g., comfort and
stability).
Second, underresourced populations may be subjected to “loss spirals,”
a phenomenon that occurs when there are
few resources available to offset and protect one from losing more [1]. Evidence of
loss spirals has been found in individuals
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experiencing job burnout and those who have been exposed to
violence[11-13]. It is important to note that what propels someone
into a loss spiral is not mismanagement of resources or inability
to employ resources properly, but that one seeks short-term immediate gains that may be self-defeating in the future[10].
There is currently a gap in the COR literature with respect to resource loss observed in samples of minority women,
who also occupy lower socioeconomic strata. The one study that
did examine COR in this population[3] focused on examining
losses related to objects and materials rather than interpersonal conflict and loss of intimate others. The investigators argued
that the stress from object and material loss was most salient in
this sample of women. Furthermore, given the vulnerable and
transient nature of this population, the researchers stated that
concentrating on material loss in this sample avoided confounds
of interpersonal conflict and loss of intimate others[2]. But there
is reason to believe that other resources, like social and personal characteristics, are just as important as material and object
resources to underserved or marginalized populations. For example, in a population of individuals who experienced homelessness, improved quality of life was associated with not only
income and employment, but also with social support and belonging to a community[14].
In the current study, we examined how all aspects of
the conservation of resources evaluation of loss (CORE-L) behave in a group of women with substance abuse histories who
have also been involved in the criminal justice system. Given
resources within COR are sensitive to sociocultural factors, and
the women who comprised our sample were systemically underresourced, the current study explored the understanding of social
stressors related to those who have had problems with substance
use and a criminal history. Because previous work utilizing the
conservation of resource evaluation loss (CORE-L) measure
showed that the factor structure differed depending on the research population[5,15]. we initiallyconducted a factor analysis to
understand which aspects of resource loss were most prevalent
in this sample. We hypothesized that the women in our sample
would primarily report loss of economic resources.			
							

Method

Participants
The present study analyzed baseline data from a National Institute of Health funded project conducted over the
course of two years. Two hundred women between the ages of
18 and 59 (M = 39.94, SD = 8.58) who self-reported having
an alcohol and/or other substance use disorder were recruited
from multiple sites in metropolitan Chicago and its suburbs
from 2008 to 2011[16]. The recruitment sites included the Cook
County Sheriff’s Women’s Justice Program at Cook County Jail
and various substance abuse treatment sites throughout Chicago
and Northern Illinois. Many women in the present study were
recruited from substance abuse treatment centers. In addition,
recruitment flyers were posted and/or distributed in multiple
community-based organizations (CBOs) which provide services
to formerly incarcerated women or substance users. Participants
were also recruited using snowball sampling techniques. All
participants were enrolled in the treatment study with IRB approved informed consent procedures that included outlining the
study. Participants received a $40 grocery store gift certificate
www.ommegaonline.org
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for participating in the initial interview. Interviewers tracked and
interviewed participants during the 24-month span of their involvement in the study. A complete list of demographics is listed
in Table 1.
Table 1: Demographic characteristics
N=200

Participants
%

(n)

Black / African American

74.5%

(149)

White / Caucasian

22.5%

(45)

Latina / Hispanic

2%

(4)

Other

1%

(2.0)

In relationship

65.5%

(131)

Never Married

61.5%

(123)

Unemployed

66%

(132)

Working

34%

(68)

Seeking Employment

22%

(43)

Employment

23.8%

(43)

Selling drugs

17.3%

(34)

Sex work

14.7%

(29)

Other illegal activities

11.2%

(22)

On parole

57.5%

(115)

Awaiting trial

21%

(42.00)

Heroin as primary substance

47%

(94)

Cocaine as primary substance

29.5

(59)

Overdosed at least once

31%

(62)

Prior treatment for alcohol

30.5%

(61)

Prior treatment for other substances

66.5%

(137)

Been to treatment six or more times

21.5%

(43)

Other demographic information

M

SD

Average monthly income

$2,697

$4,762

Average number of arrests

16.5

35.2

Average # of months incarcerated

46.5

69.8

Race

Marital status

Work status

Source of income

Legal status

Substance history

Procedure
Participants completed a two-hour interview. We collected data on the types of criminal charges for which participants had been arrested, their previous criminal histories, drug
use and misuse histories, and the number of arrests and months
incarcerated. In addition to demographic questions, participants
completed several psychological measures.
Measures
Resource Loss. Resource loss was measured by the
Conservation of Resources-Evaluation[1,5]. The version of
COR-E utilized in this study was a 45-item measure assessing
perceived loss of various types of resources (e.g., transportation,
health of family members, adequate food, and good relationship
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sphericity was significant [χ2 (990) = 6070.24, p< .0001], indicating that correlations between items were sufficient for EFA.
A parallel analysis was conducted to determine the
appropriate number of factors to extract. The parallel analysis
suggested that three factors adequately fit the model (see Figure
1). An exploratory factor analysis was conducted forcing three
factors using oblique rotation and MLR estimation. The Geomin
rotated factor loadings on the three factor solution demonstrated
that there were a number of cross-loadings and other items that
did not load onto any one single factor. We proceeded to force
a 2-factor solution which, again, yielded several cross-loadings
(see Table 2). Further reductive analyses were deemed necessary
in order to better understand resource loss within the sample.

with my children). Participants were asked to rate how much
they felt they lost each item over the previous three months (e.g.,
“housing that suits my needs”.) on a 5-point scale (1= not at all
to 5=greatly). COR-E is widely used and has been shown to be
both reliable and valid[17]. Cronbach’s alpha for our sample on
this measure was 0.97.
Empowerment
Empowerment was measured by the Personal Progress
Scale Revised[18]. This measure is designed to measure several
components of empowerment, (e.g., awareness of participation
in the community, knowledge about resources in the community,
personal evaluation). Items from this measure include statements
such as “I am aware of my own strengths as a woman” and “I am
aware of places in my community that will help me find jobs”.
Participants rated the frequency with which they identified with
each statement on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 7 (almost always). Higher scores indicated higher feelings of empowerment.
Cronbach’s alpha for our sample was 0.87

Table 2: Geomin Rotated Loadings on 2 Factor Solution (cont)
COR-E Loss Items

Factor 1

Factor 2

1. Feeling that I am successful

0.565*

0.030

2. Feeling valuable to others

0.660*

-0.005

3. Intimacy with spouse or partner

0.488*

0.012

Depressive symptomatology
Depressive symptomatology was measured by the
Beck Depression Inventory-II[19]. The BDI is a 21-item self-report measure that asks participants about the severity of depressive symptomatology experienced over the previous two weeks.
For each symptom, participants choose the option that is most
indicative of their feelings over the previous two weeks. (e.g.,
Self-Dislike: 0. I feel the same about myself as ever; 1. I have
lost confidence in myself; 2. I am disappointed in myself; 3. I
dislike myself). Higher scores correspond to higher levels of depressive symptomatology. Cronbach’s alpha for our sample was
0.92.

4. Feeling that I have control over my life

0.670*

0.039

5. Providing children’s essentials

0.380*

0.118

6. Feeling that my life is peaceful

0.693*

0.015

7. Acknowledgment of my accomplishments

0.758*

0.051

8. Sense of commitment

0.792*

-0.079

9. Intimacy with at least one friend

0.693*

-0.140

10. Self-discipline

0.762*

0.004

11. Motivation to get things done

0.892*

-0.165

12. Spouse/partners health

0.535*

-0.010

13. Adequate income

0.051

0.592*

14. Feeling that I know who I am

0.744*

-0.076

Statistical Tests
We conducted five sets of analyses: 1) descriptive analyses of the sample’s resource loss and empowerment scores 2)
an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to replicate the dimensions
of the CORE-L measure from previous studies 3) a corrected
item total correlation (CITC) to reduce items in the CORE-L,
4) a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to measure the validity
of the items derived from the CITC, and 5) regression analyses
using items derived from the CITC to predict scores on the Personal Progress Scale-Revised (PPS-R) and Beck’s Depression
Inventory (BDI-II).

15. Feeling independent

0.730*

0.089

16. Companionship

0.689*

-0.076

17. Knowing where I am going with my life

0.748*

0.037

18. Family stability

0.672*

0.003

19. Sense of pride in myself

0.697*

0.167*

20. Intimacy with one or more family members

0.543*

0.101

21. Time for work

0.320*

0.442*

22. Feeling that I am accomplishing my goals

0.708*

0.053

23. Good relationship with my children

0.496*

0.127

24. Time with loved ones

0.540*

0.265*

Results

25. Hope

0.881*

-0.078

26. Children’s health

0.474*

-0.010

Descriptives
We computed descriptive statistics on our variables
of interest: resource loss, empowerment, and depressive symptoms. On average, women in our sample perceived themselves
as having had much change in resource loss (M= 1.93, SD=
0.85), high feelings of empowerment (M= 5.16, SD=0.84), and
low depressive symptoms (M= 0.51, SD= 0.46). See Table 1.

27. Feeling that my future success depends on me 0.788*

-0.077

28. Personal health

0.688*

-0.128

29. Housing that suits my needs

0.474*

0.204*

30. Sense of optimism

0.791*

0.044

31. Adequate food

0.701*

-0.119

32. Stable employment

0.016

0.807*

33. Affection from others

0.707*

0.035

34. Financial stability

-0.019

0.852*

35. Feeling that my life has meaning/purpose

0.810*

0.013

36. Positive feelings about myself

0.861*

0.000

37. People I can learn from

0.727*

-0.054

Exploratory Factor Analysis
Preliminary analyses were conducted on the 45-item
CORE-L to assess whether the data were appropriate for an
EFA. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
(KMO=.92) indicated the matrix was suitable. Bartlett’s test of
Siegel, Z., et al
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38. Money for transportation

0.312*

0.463*

fit. These four items adequately fit the model (Table 4).

39. Medical insurance

0.006

0.578*

40. Involvement with church, synagogue, etc.

0.332*

0.183

Table 4: Confirmatory Factor Analysis on Reduced CORE-Loss

41. Loyalty of friends

0.540*

0.153

42. Help with child care

0.260

-0.124

43. Involvement in organizations with others 0.560*
who have similar interests

-0.046

44. Financial help if needed

0.426*

0.245

45. Health of family/close friends

0.658*

-0.003

CORE-Loss Item

*significant at 5% level

Item
Loading

Standard
Error

Z

P

Standard
Parameter
Estimate

Hope

1.001

-

-

-

0.821

Sense of optimism

0.934

0.067

13.924

<.001

0.833

Feeling that my
life has purpose /
meaning

1.034

0.069

14.880

<.001

0.873

Positive feelings
about myself

1.025

0.065

15.672

<.001

0.913

Note: x²(df = 2) = 1.107, p =.5749, CFI= 1.00, SRMR= 0.005

Figure 1: Parallel analysis on 45-items CORE-Loss1

Corrected Item Total Correlation
To obtain a concise measure of loss, we ran corrected
item total correlations on the 45-item CORE-L scale. We then iteratively took out items one-by-one until all corrected item total
correlation loadings for the remaining items were above 0.75.
Five items remained using this method. One item (motivation to
get things done) was removed because of high residuals correlating with the other items (see Table 3), leaving a final scale of 4
items.
Table 3: CORE-Loss 45-item Reduction
Scale
Mean if
Item
Deleted

S c a l e
Variance
if Item
Deleted

Corrected
Item Total
Correlation

Cronbach’s
Alpha
if
Item
Deleted

Hope

5.345

10.961

0.784

0.904

Sense of optimism

5.385

11.534

0.792

0.901

Feeling that my life 5.425
has meaning / purpose

10.939

0.822

0.891

Positive feelings 5.415
about myself

11.128

0.855

0.88

To assess whether our reduced, 4-item measure of
CORE-L was reliable, we used the Spearman-Brown prophecy
formula[21,22]. The expected reliability of a 4-item solution, based
on the formula, was .72. Given that reliability for our 4-item
measure was much greater than .72 (α= 0.92), we concluded that
our reduced scale had high reliability.
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on the
four-items yielded from the CITC. This was done to demonstrate
that the four item solution derived from the CITC was a strong
www.ommegaonline.org
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Regression analysis
Regressions were used to assess the association of resource loss and empowerment. Resource loss, as measured by
the CORE-L, was entered as a predictor with empowerment,
as measured by PPSR, as the outcome. We ran separate regressions with the 45-item measure as a predictor and with the
4-item measure as a predictor. There was a significant negative
relationship between the 45-item CORE-L scale and feelings of
empowerment (B= -0.008, p<0.00), suggesting that the higher
the one’s feelings of experienced resource loss, the lower one’s
feelings of empowerment. This finding was replicated with the
4-item CORE-L, as there was a significant negative association
between the 4-item CORE-L scale and PPSR (B= -.078, p<0.00;
see Table 5).
Table 5: 4-item and 45-item CORE-Loss as Predictors of Depression
B

SE

t

Sig.

Partial Eta
Squared

4-Item CORE-L

1.021

0.138

7.373

0.000

0.215

45-Item CORE-L

0.111

0.016

6.868

0.000

0.192

Regressions were also used to assess the association
between resource loss and depressive symptoms. Resource loss,
as measured by the CORE-L, was entered as a predictor with depressive symptoms, as measured by BDI scores, as the outcome.
We ran separate regressions with the 45-item measure as a predictor and with the 4-item measure as a predictor. There was a significant positive relationship between the 45-item CORE-L scale
and depressive symptoms (B= .111, p<0.00), suggesting that the
more one experienced resource loss, the greater the depressive
symptoms. This finding was replicated with the 4-item CORE-L,
as there was a significant positive association between the
4-item CORE-L scale and BDI (B= 1.021, p<0.00; see Table 6).
Table 6: 4-item and 45-item CORE-Loss as Predictors of Empowerment
B

SE

t

Sig.

Partial Eta
Squared

4-Item CORE-L

-0.078 0.012 -0.6461 0.000

0.187

45-Item CORE-L

-0.008 0.001

0.146

-5.588
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Discussion

and depression.
Another limitation is that our data were skewed. The
MLR estimation, while robust against some violation of normality, may still not yield optimal solutions[25]. However, alternative
techniques involving assumptions of distribution are largely experimental at this time. Perhaps one reason that the data were
skewed is due to the nature of the COR measure; individuals are
asked how much they feel they have lost something over some
period of time. However, it may be difficult for participants to
quantify how much they have lost something, especially if they
feel they never had it in the first place. Perhaps a better way to
measure resource loss is to ask people more generally how they
feel about a resource at a given time, and assess if their feelings
about specific resources changesat different time points. This
is similar to the method employed in Zwiebach[9] et al.’s study
where change scores were calculated for resource loss based
on ratings at two separate time points. This gave the investigators variability in resource change scores, which enabled them
to categorize their participants into separate groups depending
on their resource loss: high resource loss, resource gain, and resource stable.
The notion that resources can be framed in larger sociocultural constructs creates a space to examine how one’s stress
can be influenced by her environment. People with criminal histories and substance abuse carry with them a stigma imposed
by the environment in which they find themselves living in. To
understand environmental stressors which occur at systemic levels, theories such as COR are especially relevant today because
they more accurately reflect the sociocultural context of individuals’ experience. Though hope, sense of optimism, feeling that
life has purpose/meaning, and positive feelings about oneself
were found to be specific to this sample, perhaps future research
working with populations in the field of criminal justice and the
addictions may inquire about these self-resources.

This study examined resource loss in a sample of justice-involved women who have previously had problems with
substance abuse. Many of the women in our sample were underresourced. Given that resource loss manifests differently in
diverse populations (e.g., a group of individuals with post-traumatic stress will value different resources than a group of people
who experienced homelessness), we expected that the women in
our sample would report loss of economic resources the most.
But the resources that were found to be highly correlated among
the women who comprise our sample were what we have termed
“self-resources.” These resources were hope, sense of optimism,
feeling life has purpose/meaning, and positive feelings about
oneself.
To arrive at an accurate portrayal of loss, we ran a
factor analysis to understand how the conservation of resources model would function in this particular sample of women.
However, our 3-factor solution had many cross-loadings, and a
2-factor solution did not provide clear factors. After item reduction, we found that hope, sense of optimism, feeling life has purpose/meaning, and positive feelings about oneself were highly
correlated. A similar method exploring the COR-E was utilized
by[22], which reduced a 52-item scale modified from Hobfoll et
al. to a 19-item scale. These 19 items included internal and external resources, such as companionship, time with loved ones,
and adequate sleep. The resources that highly correlated in our
sample differed in that the 4-items were internal, or self-resources, which may prove to be valued in this particular underresourced group of women.
The fact that our findings reveal self-resources is especially interesting in this research sample. Given that the women
in our study were recently released from substance use treatment or jail, one would expect for them to have experienced a
spiral of losses. However, given these self-items were so highly
correlated, it may be that when leaving such institutions, these
resources are especially valuable. An additional explanation for
these items correlating with one another is that dozens of the
items on Hobfoll’s 45-item measure may not pertain to women
leaving jail or substance abuse treatment. Items such as medical
insurance, money for transportation or time for work may not
have been applicable at the time of the interview. This may also
account for one of our studies limitations, which was a lack of
variance among the answers. The vast majority of the responses
revealed items such as medical insurance having not been lost at
all. There is sufficient reason to believe that this item and other
similar items were not valued at the time of the interview, or
that the individuals never had such a resource in the first place,
meaning, one cannot lose what she never had.
The finding that the four items that highly correlated
were related to characteristics and perception of self may be why
we found a significant relationship with empowerment and depression. Empowerment and depression are believed to relate to
certain intrapersonal characteristics[23,24]. Yet our findings reveal
that the 45-item measure was similarly associated to empowerment and depression. This may suggests that the 4-items in the
reduced measure were the primary reason for the results, or that
feeling loss of any resources is related to feelings of empowerment and depression. Future research should delineate whether
all resources are valued similarly with regard to empowerment
Siegel, Z., et al
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