
A sense of community, connection with others, a feeling of 
support and understanding – these are comforts we expe-
rience in human groups. But when many of our patients 
come to us, these feelings can be quite distant. They can 
feel very isolated, apart, and disconnected due in part to 

stigma and shame.
It is no secret that stigma has a persistent presence in the experience 

of our patients, their families, and professionals in our field. It also has 
long been recognized as a barrier to engagement in addictions work. As 
such, its eradication remains an important task for the field. Strides to des-
tigmatize addiction have been made through the use of strengths-based 
language, acknowledgement of the full continuum of addiction-related 
issues, recognition of addiction as a diagnosable condition, and aware-
ness that addiction can affect anyone. But we need to do more. Recent 
research, in fact, suggests the need to keep chipping away at stigma to 
bolster engagement by encouraging a sense of belongingness in treat-
ment and recovery communities.

Belongingness is simply a way of saying how connected an individual 
feels towards others. While this may sound simple, it is a vital part of suc-
cessful treatment, right up there with the value of the therapeutic working 

alliance, and it is a growing area of research in clinical, community, and 
social psychology. As an example, research has demonstrated that belong-
ingness buffers the impact of childhood trauma. Higher belongingness 
is associated with improved adult mental health outcomes and decreased 
risky alcohol use (Torgerson, Love, & Vennum, 2018). In essence, be-
longingness promotes resiliency against alcohol use and other mental 
health problems in adults with childhood trauma.

Evidence from a study of peer-led support groups (e.g., Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA)) suggests that having a social identity of belonging in 
the group is associated with involvement in the group (Taylor, McNa-
mara, & Frings, 2019). Further, Taylor et al. found that social identifi-
cation with AA is equal to or more important than involvement in the 
activities of the group. In other words, saying, “I am in the group,” or 
“that is my group,” is equal to or more important than what one does 
in the group. Thus, ensuring patients gain the experience of belonging-
ness in these groups is underscored. Similarly, a study by Lund, Argent-
zell, Leufstadius, Tjörnstrand, and Eklund (2017) revealed that group 
participation in a mental health lifestyle intervention derived its meaning 
from the process of joining with others, gaining a sense of belonging, and 
re-valuing self. The authors also underscored that joining the group is 
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a unique step in meaning-making and needs more of our attention and 
effort to help that process be successful.

These issues are not limited to face to face groups; they also are im-
portant in online activities. Gao, Liu, and Li (2017) demonstrated that 
social presence online is positively related to sense of belonging. Similarly, 
Biluc, Doan, and Best (2018) examined online support in sober social 
networks and found that self-stigma negatively predicted well-being and 
self-efficacy.

Unfortunately for individuals with concealable stigmatized identi-
ties, disclosure of these identities is a double-edged sword. From a clini-
cal standpoint, this is not news, but research data confirms this. On one 
hand, if you reveal a stigmatized identity in the right context, you can 
gain more social support and increased physical and psychological ben-
efits (Camacho, Reinka, & Quinn, 2020). In more hostile environments 
or where responses are not supportive, however, disclosure is related to 
negative outcomes. Further, Tague, Reysen, and Plante (2019) note 
that identifying with a group was predicted by felt stigma and mediated 
by the need for belongingness. This leads to the conclusion that both 
stigma and self-stigma are important considerations. We need to con-
tinue working to reduce stigma and self-stigma, through our research 
and clinical work, to support the experience of a sense of belongingness 
in the recovery community.

REFERENCES
Biluc, A.M., Doan, T.N., & Best, D. (2018). Sober social networks: The role of online support 

groups in recovery from alcohol addiction. Community & Applied Social Psychology, 29(2), 
121-131.

Camacho, G., Reinka, M.A., & Quinn, D.M. (2020). Disclosure and concealment of stigma-
tized identities. Current Opinion in Psychology, 31, 28-32.

Gao, W., Liu, Z., & Li, J. (2017). How does social presence influence SNS addiction? A belong-
ingness theory perspective. Computers in Human Behavior, 77, 347-355.

Lund, K., Argentzell, E., Leufstadius, C., Tjörnstrand, C., & Eklund, M. (2017). Joining, belong-
ing, and re-valuing: A process of meaning-making through group participation in a mental 
health lifestyle intervention. Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 26(1), 55-68.

Tague, A.M., Reysen, S., & Plante, C. (2019). Belongingness as a mediator of the relationship 
between felt stigma and identification in fans. The Journal of Social Psychology, 160(3), 
324-331.

Taylor, I., McNamara, N., & Frings, D. (2019). The “doing” or the “being”? Understanding the 
roles of involvement and social identity in peer-led addiction support groups. Journal of 
Applied Social Psychology, 50(1), 3-9.

Torgerson, C.N., Love, H.A., & Vennum, A. (2018). The buffering effect of belonging on the 
negative association of childhood trauma with adult mental health and risky alcohol use. 
Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment, 88, 44-50.

Nancy A. Piotrowski, PhD, MAC, is a clinical psychologist with more than 
35 years of experience working in addictions. Piotrowski is a past president 
of the Society of Addiction Psychology and serves as its Federal Advocacy 
Coordinator in their work with the American Psychological Association (APA). 
She maintains an active consultancy, teaches for University of California – 
Berkeley Extension, and serves as Core Faculty at Capella University in the 
Department of Psychology, where she is Lead Faculty in Addiction Psychology. 
Piotrowski serves as a Commissioner for the National Certification Commission 
for Addiction Professionals (NCC AP).

Federal SUD Funding
Bolstering the Addiction Workforce

Confidentiality Rule Changes and 42 CFR
Grassroots Advocacy

And more!

EARN 7.5 CES BY WATCHING THE FULL SERIES!* 
Go to www.naadac.org/advocacy-webinars to watch Sessions I-III on demand now!

Session IV takes place on Wednesday, September 2, 2020 @ 3:00-4:30pm ET (2 CT/1 MT/12 PT).

*NAADAC members receive CEs for free; Non-members pay $20 for 1.5 CEs per webinar.

NAADAC’S FREE 2020 ADVOCACY WEBINAR SERIES! 

SU M M E R 2 02 0 |  A d v a n c e s  i n  A d d i c t i o n  &  R e c o v e r y  2 9


