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Experiences of Female Peer Support Workers With Alcohol Use Disorder:

A Descriptive Phenomenological Study

Saemi Moon and Sulki Chung

Department of Social Welfare, Chung-Ang University, Seoul, Korea

Objectives: This study aimed to understand experiences of female peer support workers for alcohol use disorder and to reveal the sig-
nificance of these experiences in their lives. It delved into unique challenges faced by these women due to societal biases against female
drinking and gender-based double standards. It also explored the dual role they played as both recovering addicts and counselors, seek-

ing to uncover deeper meanings of their experiences.

Methods: In-depth interviews were conducted with five female peer support workers working in Addiction Centers in South Korea.
Data were analyzed using Giorgi’s descriptive phenomenological method.

Results: Results of analysis revealed the following four essential themes derived from 95 significant statements and 20 formulated
meanings: ‘Surviving as a female drinker in Korea, ‘Growth beyond addiction, ‘Co-creating a shared life of renewal, and ‘Weaving heal-

ing through womenss strength’

Conclusion: This study highlights the importance of focusing on the transition of female alcohol addicts from recovery to becoming
counselors, proposing a fundamental approach to strengthening peer support programs in addiction counseling. Findings of this study
can serve as foundational knowledge for supporting activities of female peer support workers for alcohol use disorder in South Korea.
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Table 1. Phenomenological analysis of experiences of female support workers for alcohol use disorder

Essential themes

Formulated meanings

Significant statements

Surviving as a female Gender-based double

drinker in Korea

Growth beyond
addiction

Co-creating a
shared life of
renewal

standards in drinking

Safety concerns for
women drinking in
public places

Secret drinking and
the risk of addiction

Alcohol as a refuge from
life's hardships

Balancing responsibilities
at home and work with
drinking

Devastation of self and
family through alcohol

Commitment to sobriety
for the sake of family

Sharing the journey of
recovery

Learning for oneself

Comfort and trust
provided by female
peer support workers

Personal growth and
healing

Rebuilding relationships
and asserting personal
agency

Strengthened
connections with
acquaintances

Even men who drink excessively chastise women for drinking too much; a
woman who drinks heavily is judged negatively regardless of other qualities;
society frowns upon mothers who drink; women who drink are often
suspected of sexual impropriety

Experiences of sexual harassment after excessive drinking; contrary to men,
women must always be cautious not to appear disordered when drinking
in public; exposure of a woman's drunken state can lead to perceptions of
impropriety and heightens fears of sexual assault

The fear of making a mistake in public leads to solitary drinking; worry about
harm or mishaps while drinking outdoors prompt drinking at home; drinking
in hiding to avoid being seen by children; regularly engaging in secret
drinking at home

Drink continually as a way to cope with regrets about marriage; using alcohol
tfo numb the pain of abuse from spouse; turn to alcohol to cope with the
challenges of caring for a dependent husband and children; rely on alcohol
to sleep; drink out of resentment towards parents who discriminate between
sons and daughters

Manage responsibilities (such as tasks related to in-laws) In order to drink with
less guilt; drink while committing fully to the role as a mother; rely on the
influence of alcohol to manage household chores

Depression worsens with alcohol addiction; experience of suicidal thoughts;
sometimes destroy furniture while intoxicated; experience of hitting children;
husband left due to the furmoil

Fear of losing custody of children; fear of not being able to see children again;
guilt over neglecting and being violent towards children; decide to quit
drinking for the sake of the children; husband'’s suggestion fo seek freatment

Understanding of other women struggling with alcohol addiction similar to
myself; belief that my experiences will be beneficial to female clients; having
recovered with the help of a peer support worker myself; desire to offer
support o others; eager to share with other alcoholics about the journey of
recovery; aspire to lead a purposeful life through reflecting my past

Passion to become a peer support worker; efforts to maintain sobriety;
opportunity to self-reflect during peer support worker fraining; resolve the
shame related to limited education experience

More reliable female peer support workers than their male counterparts;
discomfort with male peer support workers

Sharing stories of addiction experiences brings a sense of healing to myself;
start to care for my appearance and maintain a proper demeanor, taking
better care of myself; reflecting on days of addiction contributes to my
mental growth; feeling needed by someone brings happiness; becoming
more coherent and structured in my speech; increasing capabilities boost
my self-esteem; achieving the ability to maintain sobriety

Joy in being financially independent even during conflicts with my husband;
growing mutual understanding within the marriage; husband envies my
achievements but does not resent them; my children take pride in me,
enhancing their frust; gaining insight info the circumstances of my mother,
whom | previously resented; previously estranged siblings start to appreciate me

Able to engage in conversations and make eye contact without alcohol;
realizing that there are many people around willing to help; feeling thankful
for friends; friends with alcohol problems in their circles begin to ask for help
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Table 1. Phenomenological analysis of experiences of female support workers for alcohol use disorder (continued)

Essential themes

Formulated meanings

Significant statements

Weaving healing
through women'’s
strength

Enhanced
understanding of clients
and ability to provide
practical advice
through own experience

Empathy unique to
women

Challenges and
limitations faced as
women

Shortage of female peer
support workers and
accessibility issues

Emotional challenges
arising from relationships
with clients

Between a sense of
mission and economic
realities

Aspirations for a better

Personal addiction experiences enable attentive listening to clients’ stories;
understanding the unspoken challenges of addiction that clients face;
empathizing with clients’ apprehensive feelings; caring for clients through
empathetic engagement; understanding clients who relapse and struggle
with maintaining sobriety; knowing the right moment to offer advice on
sobriety; able to provide practical advice on how to achieve sobriety

Capable of understanding and encouraging female clients with issues beyond
addiction, such as family and children problems, depression, and insomnia;
able to interact with female clients in a more comfortable and kind manner;
aware of the delicate approaches needed for female clients; female clients
who prefer female peer support workers; empathizing with clients with a
motherly heart; able to speak gently to clients

Male clients often question and dismiss the expertise and capabilities of female
peer support workers; experiencing disregard from male clients, especially
when they use aggressive language; a feeling of constraint exists among
female peer support workers about being less active due to gender; male
peer support workers are perceived to have the physical strength to better
handle dangerous situations; unable to take the lead as effectively as male
peer support workers in emergency situations

Female clients, often reluctant to leave home due to alcohol-related issues,
require visits from female peer support workers, who are unfortunately in short
supply; the lack of female peer support workers creates a vicious cycle that
prevents female alcoholics from engaging more; female clients are reluctant
to receive home visits, making access even more challenging

Female peer support workers feel uncomfortable with male clients leading to
reluctance in offering support; feeling uneasy from observing the unclean
living conditions of male clients; empathizing with female clients’ addiction
struggles is emotionally challenging; challenges occur when male clients
misinterpret kindness for romantic opportunity

The job offers more learning and gaining than monetary rewards; feeling

grateful for the positive impact clients have on me; a sense of mission in
hoping for clients’ improvement; freafing the work as volunteer service rather
than a profession; the difficulty of performing the work without financial
stability; peer support workers express dissatisfaction with the low pay, despite
considering it volunteer work

Wishing for a sense of belonging; want to know detailed information about

system clients and their program plans; wishing for a more structured organization of

peer support worker system; disappointed about not being able to conduct
direct counseling as expected; hoping for a more active peer support
system to aid the recovery of addicts likely to suffer from low self-esteem;
wish for improved conditions for peer support workers in difficult financial
circumstances
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