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ABSTRACT 

Alcohol expectancies (i.e., beliefs about the effects of alcohol) have been shown to influence 

drinking behavior. However, this effect only seems to occur in particular contexts, such as 

the romantic relationship. Previous research has found that relationship-specific alcohol 

expectancies (RSAE) are alcohol expectancies directly pertaining to the romantic partner. 

They can exist in four domains – intimacy, social pleasure/fun, sexual enhancement, and 

power – and have been found to impact relationship satisfaction. The current study provides 

the first attempt to understand what contexts activate RSAE. Participants first completed a 

baseline assessment of RSAEs. Next, they wrote an essay in response to one of four 

randomly assigned prompts: drink alcohol/coffee with partner/friend. Finally, participants 

completed a lexical decision task in which the target words represented the four RSAE 

domains: intimacy, fun, sexual enhancement, and power. ANCOVA analyses revealed 

significant main effects of condition on intimacy RSAEs. There was also a significant two-

way Sexual RSAE X Partner Cue interaction predicting reaction times to sexual target words. 

Those with high baseline sexual RSAEs demonstrated response time speeding when 

responding to sexual words after being primed with partner cues. Finally, there was a 

significant three-way Intimacy RSAEs X Alcohol Cue X Partner Cue interaction predicting 

reaction times to intimacy target words. Those with high baseline intimacy RSAEs 

demonstrated response time slowing, or task interference, when responding to intimacy 

words after being primed with alcohol and/or partner cues. Those with low baseline intimacy 

RSAE did not show this effect. These results demonstrate that sexual words are semantically 

linked to the partner but intimacy words are motivationally relevant to those with pre-

existing intimacy RSAEs when either alcohol cues or partner cues are present. 
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Blame It On The Alcohol: Contextual Activation of Relationship-Specific Alcohol 

Expectancies 

Why do people act differently when under the influence of alcohol than when sober? 

It has become increasingly apparent that alcohol’s pharmacological properties act in 

conjunction with other factors to influence behavioral outcomes following alcohol 

consumption. Automatic cognitions, particularly automatic cognitions that involve outcomes 

related to alcohol use, may also play a role in motivating drinking behavior (Brown, 

Goldman, Inn, & Anderson, 1980; Fazio & Williams, 1986; Gilles, Turk, & Fresco, 2006). 

Alcohol expectancies (i.e., beliefs about alcohol’s effects) and drinking behaviors influence 

each other reciprocally (Sher, Wood, Wood, & Raskin, 1996). Expectancies predict the use 

of alcohol to obtain desired effects (Brown, Goldman, & Christiansen, 1985; Carey, 1995). In 

turn, the occurrence of these desired effects after alcohol use serve to shape, support, and 

enhance those expectancies (Birch et al., 2004; Brown et al., 1985). 

People have expectancies for the general effects of alcohol use (e.g., tension 

reduction), but they also have expectancies that are specific to certain contexts, like 

relationship-specific alcohol expectancies (RSAE; Leonard & Mudar, 2004). Certain RSAE 

predict drinking with the relationship partner (Levitt & Leonard, 2013), and people who hold 

those RSAE and drink with their partner experience more positive relationship outcomes 

(Levitt & Leonard, 2013). However, no research has shown how drinking with the partner 

might, in fact, shape RSAE. The current research uses a social cognitive framework to 

examine how drinking with the partner influences RSAE activation. 

Expectancies and Alcohol Use 
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Excessive alcohol consumption (i.e., consuming 6 or more ounces of absolute alcohol 

on 2-3 days per week, 3 or more ounces of absolute alcohol 4-7 times per week, or both) 

leads to a multitude of negative experiences (e.g., greater risk of getting into a motor-vehicle 

crash, contracting a sexually transmitted disease, or experiencing an unintended pregnancy; 

NIAAA, 2000). Despite these potential consequences, many people who drink excessively 

have positive expectations for alcohol use (Brown et al., 1985; Brown et al., 1980; Gilles et 

al., 2006). For example, they tend to expect more positive global changes, enhanced sexual 

experience, greater physical and social pleasure, increased social assertiveness, greater 

tension reduction, and increased feelings of power as an outcome of alcohol consumption 

(Brown, Christiansen, & Goldman, 1987; Brown et al., 1985).  

 People who believe that alcohol will lead to positive global changes generally expect 

their lives to improve following alcohol consumption (Biscaro, Broer, & Taylor, 2004). In 

other words, alcohol will lead them to feel better and happier overall, whether they are on 

their own or around others. Another common expectancy is that alcohol will lead to an 

enhanced sexual experience and/or performance. Once alcohol is consumed, people will feel 

more confident in their sexual ability, allowing these experiences and interactions with others 

to be easier and more enjoyable (George et al., 2009). People who hold the expectancy that 

alcohol consumption will lead to both physical and social pleasure might anticipate feeling 

better about themselves and their surroundings. Not only do they expect to feel physically 

enhanced, they also expect to enjoy a social occasion more than they would have if no 

alcohol were involved (Lewis & O'Neill, 2000). Increased social assertiveness is another 

expectancy in which people expect alcohol consumption to make self-expression around 

others easier (Brown, Christiansen, & Goldman, 1987; Brown et al., 1985). Those who 
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consume alcohol may also expect to feel relaxation and tension reduction by relieving 

feelings of anxiety, leading to a better mood, and acting as an overall anesthetic (Carrigan, 

Ham, Thomas, & Randall, 2008). Additionally, those who consume alcohol may expect an 

increase in feelings of arousal and power (Wiers, Beckers, Houben, & Hofmann, 2009). 

They expect to feel physically excited, as well as more outspoken and opinionated, easily 

influencing others to do what they want. 

 Alcohol expectancies have been shown to lead to heavier and more frequent alcohol 

use, with the degree of usage varying depending on which expectancy (or expectancies) the 

individual holds (Brown et al., 1980; Fromme, Stroot, & Kaplan, 1993; Pedersen, Lee, 

Larimer, & Neighbors, 2009). Those who hold more positive expectancies for the outcomes 

of alcohol use (e.g., social and physical pleasure, social assertion, and tension reduction), 

among both college students and non-student adults, are more likely to exhibit excessive and 

abusive drinking patterns (Brown et al., 1985). Similarly, men primed with positive alcohol 

expectancies drink significantly more alcohol than men primed with positive mood, 

particularly among those with a history of heavier drinking (Stein, Goldman, & Del Boca, 

2000). When comparing alcohol expectancies and explicit beliefs about alcohol outcomes, 

expectancies are considered better predictors of alcohol use than explicit beliefs (Fromme et 

al., 1993). Collectively, this research indicates a strong association between alcohol 

expectancies and subsequent drinking behavior.  

Reinforcing the Link Between Expectancies and Drinking Behaviors 

 When an object or event leads to an increase in the frequency of a subsequent 

behavior or the strength of a subsequent belief, it is considered to be reinforcing. Some 

effects of alcohol can be positively reinforcing (i.e., alcohol may induce a positive state). 
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Those who experience increased positive outcomes due to alcohol consumption (e.g., sexual 

enhancement) are more likely than those who do not to continue to expect alcohol use to lead 

to enhanced positive outcomes (Levenson, Oyama, & Meek, 1987; Park, 2004). Alcohol use 

can also be negatively reinforcing (i.e., alcohol can remove a negative state; Levenson et al., 

1987; Park, 2004). Those who experience decreased negative outcomes due to alcohol 

consumption (e.g., lower tension or anxiety) are more likely than those who do not to 

continue to expect alcohol use to lead to less negative outcomes. In other words, when 

alcohol use leads to expected effects (addition of positive or removal of negative), beliefs or 

expectations concerning those effects should be reinforced.  

When alcohol use continuously leads to expected effects, more opportunities for 

expectancy reinforcement should occur. People who consume more alcohol perceive more 

opportunities for alcohol consumption and hold greater expectations for the positive effects 

of alcohol use (Battistich & Zucker, 1980). Moderate drinking college students tend to hold 

stronger positive alcohol expectancies than occasional drinking college students (Brown et 

al., 1985). Therefore, when people consume more alcohol, they encounter more opportunities 

for their expectancies to be reinforced. Specifically, people who consume excessive amounts 

of alcohol continue to maintain greater expectations for relaxation and tension-reduction than 

people who are light or moderate drinkers (Brown et al., 1985). In turn, alcohol has been 

shown to significantly reduce heart rate following a response to a stressor, providing the 

opportunity to experience negative reinforcement (Levenson et al., 1987). Therefore, it is 

likely that a strong association exists between drinking behavior and expectancy 

reinforcement, although this has only been shown for tension reduction expectancies. When 

desired effects occur after alcohol use, they serve to reinforce and shape expectancies (Lee, 
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Maggs, Neighbors, & Patrick, 2011). However, the expectancies only influence drinking 

behavior when they are activated in contexts associated with alcohol use.   

Activation of Expectancies 

 Alcohol expectancies can be activated in particular contexts or as a result of alcohol 

cues. When people are exposed to environments that have previously been associated with 

alcohol consumption, they exhibit positive expectancies, such as greater sociability, greater 

stimulation/perceived dominance, and pleasurable disinhibition (Dunn, Lau, & Cruz, 2000; 

Read & Curtin, 2007; Wall, McKee, & Hinson, 2000). For example, Wall and colleagues 

(2000) demonstrated that environmental cues combined with alcohol cues activate 

dominance and disinhibition expectancies. They randomly assigned participants to an 

environmental context (on-campus bar vs. research laboratory) and instructed phase of 

intoxication (“just enough to feel intoxicated” vs. “too much to drink”). Participants who 

were tested in the on-campus bar showed greater expectations for stimulation/perceived 

dominance and pleasurable disinhibition than participants who were tested in the laboratory 

(Wall et al., 2000). In other words, when people are in an environment with alcohol cues, 

they expect alcohol to lead them to be more active, louder, and stronger, as well as more 

outgoing and sexual. Female (but not male) participants who were instructed to respond as if 

they had “too much to drink” expected greater behavioral impairment than when instructed to 

respond as if they had “just enough to feel intoxicated” (Wall et al., 2000). This indicates a 

possible gender difference in expectancy activation in different contexts related to alcohol 

use. 

Similarly, Read and Curtin (2007) demonstrated that mood combined with alcohol 

cues can influence alcohol expectancies. They assigned participants to either a stressful or 
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neutral mood induction procedure. Then they presented either alcohol or non-alcohol 

beverage cues. Next, participants completed a computerized expectancy response time task 

(ETASK), a sentence-completion task involving positive alcohol expectancy items and 

personality trait items. Participants who were exposed to alcohol cues were slower to respond 

to the expectancy items on the ETASK, particularly for tension reduction expectancy items 

among participants in the stressful mood condition (Read & Curtin, 2007). When people feel 

stressed and are in the presence of alcohol cues, they expect alcohol to reduce feelings of 

tension. 

 Not only can alcohol expectancies be activated in certain contexts, they can also be 

altered. Dunn and colleagues (2000) tested the activation of expectancies before and after an 

expectancy challenge intervention. Participants attended three interactive sessions that were 

designed to challenge/contradict their alcohol-related social and sexual expectancies. During 

the first two sessions in this study, group interactions were held in a social atmosphere where 

both alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks were served (participants were blind as to which 

drink they received). Following the expectancy challenge intervention, both men and women 

showed a significant decrease in sociability expectancies, but an increase in negative and 

sedating expectancies (e.g., sleepiness and dizziness; Dunn et al., 2000). In other words, 

when alcohol outcomes did not confirm the participants’ expectancies, these expectancies 

were lost and other expectancies were activated. Given that alcohol expectancies contribute 

to subsequent drinking behavior, it is important to understand which contexts activate alcohol 

expectancies.  

Expectancies Within the Romantic Relationship 
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 In addition to environmental and mood contexts, the romantic relationship can serve 

as a context in which alcohol expectancies exist and persist. Just as people can hold general 

alcohol expectancies, they can hold relationship-specific alcohol expectancies (RSAE; 

Leonard & Mudar, 2004), or expectancies that are directly related to their romantic partner 

and relationship. To date, only one research group has studied these expectancies (Derrick et 

al., 2010; Leonard & Mudar, 2004; Levitt, Derrick, & Testa, 2014; Levitt & Leonard, 2013). 

They have specifically studied domains such as intimacy, social pleasure, sexual 

enhancement, and power within the relationship. 

Some people expect that drinking with their partner will lead to a greater sense of 

intimacy/openness. This means that people expect alcohol consumption to lead to feeling a 

closer connection with their partner. Another expectancy specific to the relationship is that 

alcohol consumption will lead to greater social pleasure/fun. In other words, alcohol is 

expected to lead to a playful and enjoyable encounter with their partner. Similar to general 

expectancies, people can expect a greater sense of sexual enhancement from	drinking with 

their partner, where they expect to enjoy sexual encounters with their partner more than they 

would have if alcohol were not consumed. People also expect alcohol to lead to more power 

over their romantic partner, meaning they believe that alcohol will contribute to greater 

control in the relationship and feeling more capable of getting what they want from their 

partner. These four expectancy domains can be expected to have differential effects on 

alcohol use. 

Similar to the association between the domains of general alcohol expectancies and 

contextual cues, RSAE domains are associated with drinking contexts related to the partner. 

Levitt and Leonard (2013) examined the reciprocal relationship between RSAE and drinking 
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with the partner within married couples over the first 9 years of marriage. By analyzing 

alcohol use, RSAE, and drinking contexts, they found that some domains of RSAE predict 

future drinking contexts. Specifically, participants who initially held high intimacy/openness 

and social pleasure/fun expectancies subsequently drank more frequently with their partner 

when their partner was also drinking. Participants who initially held high power expectancies 

subsequently drank more frequently apart from their partner (i.e., they drank more when their 

partner was not around). These results show that drinking contexts (i.e., drinking with or 

without the romantic partner) are directly related to RSAE. 

Further, drinking contexts related to the partner are not only associated with RSAE 

but also play a role in reinforcement of RSAE. In the same study by Levitt and Leonard 

(2013), participants who initially held high intimacy/openness or social pleasure/fun 

expectancies and frequently drank with their partner later exhibited higher intimacy/openness 

and social pleasure/fun expectancies. In other words, people’s expectations are reinforced 

after drinking with their partner. Conversely, participants who initially held high power 

expectancies and frequently drank apart from their partner later showed higher power 

expectancies (Levitt & Leonard, 2013). That is, people’s expectations are also reinforced 

after drinking apart from their partner. Therefore, the relationship drinking context can 

reinforce the RSAE that people initially hold.  

RSAE and drinking contexts related to the partner can also have an effect on 

relationship functioning. In a daily diary study, Levitt et al. (2014) examined RSAE as a 

moderator of the relationship between drinking context and next-day relationship 

functioning. Partners who consumed alcohol together showed a decrease in negative and 

increase in positive relationship functioning the next day. RSAE moderated this association, 
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such that the effects held only for participants high in intimacy expectancies (Levitt et al., 

2014). In other words, there is a positive association, as well as a reinforcing effect, between 

RSAE and drinking contexts related to the romantic partner. Alcohol expectancies within a 

romantic relationship predict drinking with the partner, and drinking with the partner can lead 

to positive relationship outcomes. Given that more general contextual cues can predict 

general alcohol expectancies, partner-specific contextual cues may predict RSAE.  

Overview and Hypotheses 

Alcohol expectancies exist within romantic relationships (Leonard & Mudar, 2004) 

and play a role in predicting drinking behavior and relationship outcomes with the romantic 

partner (Levitt et al., 2014; Levitt & Leonard, 2013). Although the alcohol expectancy 

literature has demonstrated expectancy activation in different contexts (e.g., environment and 

mood; Dunn et al., 2000; Read & Curtin, 2007; Wall et al., 2000), researchers have yet to 

examine what contexts play a role in activating RSAE. Since RSAE predicts drinking 

behavior with or without the partner (Levitt & Leonard, 2013), and these behaviors are 

associated with whether or not couples experience positive relationship outcomes (e.g., 

greater closeness, openness, and communication; Levitt et al., 2014; Levitt & Leonard, 

2013), it is important to understand in what contexts RSAE are activated. In this study, I 

provide the first test of contextual activation of RSAE.  

To do this, I primed participants who are currently in a romantic relationship with 

alcohol cues and relationship (i.e., partner) cues. I hypothesized that there will be a 

significant two-way interaction between alcohol cues and relationship cues in predicting 

RSAE activation. Specifically, among participants exposed to alcohol cues, I expected to find 

greater RSAE activation (i.e., faster reaction time) for those exposed to relationship cues than 
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those not exposed to relationship cues. Among those not exposed to alcohol cues, I did not 

expect to see this effect. I also examined the other set of simple effects. Among those 

exposed to relationship cues, I expected to find greater RSAE activation for those exposed to 

alcohol cues compared to those not exposed to alcohol cues. Among those not exposed to 

relationship cues, I did not expect to see this effect.  

For exploratory purposes, I also examined two potential moderators: 1) gender and 2) 

existing RSAE. Levitt and Leonard (2013) found gender differences in RSAE reinforcement 

such that, among those who frequently drank with their partner, wives reported greater 

intimacy expectancies than husbands. Further, women (but not men) high in intimacy 

expectancies and men (but not women) high in social expectancies report greater positive 

relationship functioning after drinking with the partner (Levitt et al., 2014). Therefore, there 

seem to be some gender differences for which domains of RSAE people hold. Additionally, 

greater expectancy activation has been shown only for people who already hold those 

expectancies (Dunn et al., 2000; Read & Curtin, 2007; Wall et al., 2000). Therefore, existing 

RSAE should moderate the effect of alcohol and relationship cues on RSAE activation.    

Methods 

Participants and Design 

 A total of 188 undergraduate students completed the study at the University of 

Houston. However, 7 participants indicated they were not in a committed romantic 

relationship, 8 participants had incomplete data (5 were missing all data and 3 were missing 

reaction time data) due to an unforeseen computer glitch, and 10 participants failed the 

manipulation check (i.e., they did not follow the essay instructions), leaving a final sample of 

163 participants. Participants were 79% female and an average age of 22.56 (SD = 3.94). 
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They volunteered to take part in the study in exchange for research credit in a psychology 

class. In order to be eligible for the study, participants were over the age of 18, in a 

committed relationship for at least 3 months, and consumed alcohol within the past month. 

The experiment will use a 2 (alcohol cue: present vs. absent) X 2 (partner cue: present vs. 

absent) between-subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to condition. 

Procedure 

 On arrival in the laboratory, participants were seated in individual cubicles in front of 

computers. The experimenter described the study procedures for them and obtained informed 

consent. They were told that all of the instructions for the study will take place on the 

computer. Then the experimenter started the computer program and left the computer 

cubicle. The experiment included four parts: completion of pre-test measures, completion of 

one essay (the experimental manipulation), administration of the reaction time task, and 

completion of demographics and control variables. 

First, for control purposes, participants completed two measures of relationship 

quality followed by two general alcohol use/problems measures. Then, to test our exploratory 

hypotheses regarding moderation, participants completed an assessment of relationship-

specific alcohol expectancies. For exploratory purposes, participants then completed an 

alcohol consequences questionnaire. 

Next, for the experimental manipulation, participants were asked to write one of four 

short essays for 5 minutes. Each of the four potential essay instructions contained a 

combination of alcohol cues (present vs. absent) and partner cues (present vs. absent). 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of these conditions. The instructions for all 

possible essays can be found in Appendix A. 
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In the next part of the study, participants completed a lexical decision task to measure 

RSAE activation. They were instructed to indicate whether each target stimulus that appeared 

on the computer screen was a word or a non-word (by pressing the appropriate key). 

Participants were encouraged to respond as quickly as possible, without making any errors. 

The task contained a total of 84 trials (42 words and 42 non-words). There were 21 target 

words adapted from the 21-item Relationship-Specific Alcohol Expectancy Questionnaire 

(RSAEQ; e.g., open, playful, desirable, powerful; Leonard & Mudar, 2004). All of the words 

were based on four subscales: intimacy/openness (6 items), social/fun (5 items), sexual 

enhancement (5 items), and power/assertiveness (5 items). To distinguish the activation of 

RSAE from any effects due to sluggishness or speed, there were 21 object words that served 

as fillers (e.g., shirt, chair, headphones, keys). There was also 42 non-words that were 

created by changing one letter of a word matched in length to each of the RSAE and target 

words in order to create a non-word. Both the words and non-words were presented to the 

participants randomly and their reaction times (RT) were recorded. A list of these words and 

non-words can be found in Appendix B. 

In the final part of the study, participants completed measures of demographics, a 

manipulation check, questions about drinking with the partner, and presented with a 

debriefing statement.  

Measures 

 Relationship Quality. Relationship quality was assessed using two different 

measures. First, I measured relationship satisfaction using the 4-item version of the Couple 

Satisfaction Index (CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007; α = .91). One item measured the degree of 

happiness within the relationship on a 7-point Likert-scale (0 = extremely unhappy, 6 = 
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perfect). Three items measured the level of satisfaction participants feel in their relationship 

on a 6-point Likert-scale (e.g., “How rewarding is your relationship with your partner?”; 0 

= not at all, 5 = completely). The CSI can be seen in Appendix C. 

 Next, I measured perceived partner responsiveness using the 6-item emotional 

intimacy subscale of the Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR; Schaefer 

& Olson, 1981; α = .83). Participants reported to what extent they agree with statements 

regarding their emotional intimacy with their partner on a 5-point Likert-scale (e.g., “My 

partner listens to me when I need someone to talk to”; 1 = completely disagree, 5 = 

completely agree). The PAIR can be seen in Appendix D. 

General Alcohol Use/Problems. First, participants completed the Daily Drinking 

Questionnaire to measure average alcohol consumption in the past three months (DDQ; 

Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985). Participants were asked to consider a typical week during 

the past three months and indicate how many drinks they consumed over how many hours, 

on average, for everyday of the week. The DDQ can be found in Appendix E. 

Next, participants completed a quantity/frequency/peak alcohol use index in order to 

assess any alcohol problems. Participants were asked about the occasion where they drank 

the most alcohol in the past month. They indicated how many drinks they consumed as well 

as the length of time. This measure can be found in Appendix F. 

Relationship-Specific Alcohol Expectancies. Participants completed a pre-test 

measure of existing RSAE using the Relationship-Specific Alcohol Expectancies 

Questionnaire (RSAEQ; Leonard & Mudar, 2004). The RSAEQ is a 21-item measure that 

assesses how people feel and act when drinking in the presence of their romantic partner. 

Participants were asked to rate on a 6-point Likert-scale (1 = very unlikely, 6 = very likely) 
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the degree to which drinking in their partner’s presence would affect how they feel and act in 

four domains: intimacy/openness (6 items; α = .86), social/fun (5 items; α = .85), sexual 

enhancement (5 items; α = .89), and power/assertiveness (5 items; α = .84). The RSAEQ can 

be seen in Appendix G. 

Alcohol Consequences. Participants completed the Young Adult Alcohol 

Consequences Questionnaire (YAACQ; Read, Kahler, Strong, & Colder, 2006). The 

YAACQ is a 48-item scale (α = .92) that measures whether or not participants experienced 

an event as a consequence of alcohol consumption. Participants had the option to select “yes” 

or “no” based on a list of possible events experiences within the past year. The YAACQ can 

be found in Appendix H.  

Demographics. Participants reported their gender, age, race and ethnicity, 

relationship status, and relationship length. These questions can be found in Appendix I. 

Manipulation Check. Participants were asked to think back to the essay they wrote 

about. They then selected the correct answer from a list of multiple-choice options. If they 

indicated that they wrote about a close friend, they were asked to indicate if they have ever 

been romantically involved with that person. Further, if they indicated that they wrote about a 

romantic partner, they were asked if they were still currently romantically involved with that 

person. The manipulation check can be found in Appendix J. 

Drinking With The Partner. Participants were asked 3-items on whether or not they 

consume alcohol with their romantic partner and if so, how often this occurs. They were also 

asked if their romantic partner consumes alcohol beverages. These questions can be found in 

Appendix K. 

Results 
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Preliminary Analyses 

 Preliminary data analysis included computation of frequencies, means, and standard 

deviations of all variables in the current study. I subjected the reaction times to each word 

and non-word in the RSAE activation task for correct responses made between 300 and 3000 

milliseconds to a logarithmic transformation (Fazio, 1990a). Within each RSAE domain, I 

then averaged the transformed response times. Bivariate correlations were assessed between 

age, gender, relationship length, pre-test RSAE (for each subscale), relationship satisfaction, 

perceived partner responsiveness, general alcohol use, and RSAE activation (for each 

subscale). These results can be found in Table 1.  

Primary Analyses 

 RSAE Activation. Do participants who are exposed to both alcohol and partner cues 

exhibit greater RSAE activation? To test this possibility, I submitted the reaction times for 

each RSAE subscale separately to a 2 (alcohol cue: present vs. absent) X 2 (partner cue: 

present vs. absent) factorial Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA), controlling for individual 

reaction time (i.e., reaction time to object words), relationship quality (i.e., relationship 

satisfaction and perceived partner responsiveness) and general alcohol use. These results can 

be found in Table 2. The ANCOVA examining intimacy expectancies revealed a significant 

main effect of alcohol cue condition. Participants exhibited significantly slower reaction 

times when alcohol cue was present (M = 559.43ms, SE = 1.01) than when alcohol cue was 

absent (M = 539.07ms, SE = 1.01). The ANCOVA examining power expectancies revealed a 

marginally significant main effect of alcohol cue condition. Participants exhibited marginally 

slower reaction times when alcohol cue was present (M = 590.71ms, SE = 1.01) than when 
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alcohol cue was absent (M = 570.54ms, SE = 1.01). The interaction between alcohol cue 

condition and partner cue condition was not significant for any of the four subscales.  

Exploratory Analyses 

 Gender as a moderator. Does gender play a role in RSAE activation? To test the 

possible moderating role of gender, I submitted RSAE reaction times to a 2 (alcohol cue: 

present vs. absent) X 2 (partner cue: present vs. absent) X 2 (gender: male vs. female) 

factorial Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA), controlling for individual reaction time (i.e., 

reaction time to object words), relationship quality (i.e., relationship satisfaction and 

perceived partner responsiveness), and general alcohol use. These results can be found in 

Table 3. The three-way interactions were not significant for any of the four subscales. 

 Existing RSAE as a moderator. Do existing RSAE play a role in RSAE activation? 

To test the possible moderating role of existing RSAE, I ran four block sequential regression 

analyses. In the first block of each analysis, I entered individual reaction time (i.e., reaction 

time to object words), relationship quality (i.e., relationship satisfaction and perceived 

partner responsiveness) and general alcohol use as covariates. In the second block of each 

analysis, I entered the centered main effect of existing RSAE (e.g., intimacy, social, sexual 

enhancement, or power), the dummy-coded main effect of alcohol cue condition, and the 

dummy-coded main effect of partner cue condition. In the third block of each analysis, I 

entered three two-way interactions: alcohol cue condition X partner cue condition, alcohol 

cue condition X existing RSAE, and partner cue condition X existing RSAE. In the fourth 

block of each analysis, I entered the three-way alcohol cue condition X partner cue condition 

X existing RSAE interaction. These results can be found in Table 4. 



CONTEXTUAL ACTIVATION OF RSAE  21
  	

 Block three of the regression analyses revealed a significant partner cue condition X 

existing sexual RSAE interaction predicting sexual target words (see Figure 1). Among 

participants with high levels of pre-existing sexual RSAE (i.e., 1 SD above the mean), those 

who wrote about their romantic partner had significantly faster reaction times than those who 

wrote about their close friend, b = -.028, 95% CI = [-.050 -.007], p = .011. This effect was 

not significant for participants with low levels of pre-existing sexual RSAE (i.e., 1 SD below 

the mean), b = .010, 95% CI = -.018 .039], p = .476. Among participants who wrote about 

their romantic partner, those with higher levels of pre-existing sexual RSAE had significantly 

faster reaction times than those with lower levels of pre-existing sexual RSAE, b = -.014, 

95% CI = [-.026 -.002], p = .023. This effect was not significant for participants who wrote 

about their close friend, b = .003, 95% CI = [-.008 .014], p = .583. This result is consistent 

with a simple semantic activation effect; reminders of the partner speeded responses to sex-

related words. No other two-way interactions were significant.	

Block 4 of the regression analyses revealed a significant three-way alcohol cue 

condition X partner cue condition X existing intimacy RSAE interaction predicting intimacy 

target words (see Figure 2). The two-way alcohol cue X partner cue interaction was 

significant for those with relatively high existing intimacy RSAE (i.e., 1 SD above the mean), 

b = -.045, 95% CI = [-.084 -.005], p = .028, but not for those with relatively low existing 

intimacy RSAE (i.e., 1 SD below the mean), b = .018, 95% CI = [-.018 .055], p = .320. 

Among participants with relatively high existing intimacy RSAE, those who were not 

exposed to alcohol cues (i.e., primed with coffee) were marginally slower to respond to 

intimacy words when primed with their partner than when primed with their close friend, b = 

.023, 95% CI = [-.004 .049], p = .092. This difference was not significant for those who were 
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exposed to alcohol cues, b = -.022, 95% CI = [-.052 .008], p = .148. Conversely, those who 

were not exposed to partner cues (i.e., primed with their close friend) were significantly 

slower to respond to intimacy words when primed with alcohol than when primed with 

coffee, b = .035, 95% CI = [.010 .060], p = .007. This difference was not significant for those 

who were exposed to partner cues, b = -.010, 95% CI = [-.040 .021], p = .540. This result is 

consistent with a motivationally relevant activation effect; reminders of either alcohol or the 

partner slowed responses to intimacy-related words. No other three-way interactions were 

significant. 

Discussion 

Previous research has shown alcohol expectancy activation in contexts that are 

directly related to alcohol consumption (e.g., bar vs. laboratory setting; Dunn et al., 2000; 

Read & Curtin, 2007; Wall et al., 2000). Therefore, I expected to observe greater RSAE 

activation when thoughts about both alcohol and the partner were primed than when friends 

or coffee were primed. Specifically, I expected participants who wrote about consuming 

alcohol with their romantic partner to respond more quickly (i.e., faster reaction times) to 

RSAE target words than participants in any of the other conditions, indicating RSAE 

activation. This hypothesis did not receive much support in the current study. There was a 

significant main effect of alcohol cue for intimacy RSAE and a marginally significant main 

effect of alcohol cue for power RSAE. Participants who wrote about consuming alcohol 

responded more slowly to intimacy and power RSAE target words than participants who did 

not write about consuming alcohol. It appears that exposure to contextual cues directly 

related to alcohol expectancies leads to a slowing effect rather than the initially hypothesized 

speeding effect. Previous research has shown instances where people had slower reaction 
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times when exposed to alcohol cues (e.g., Read & Curtin, 2007). Thus, contexts related to 

alcohol consumption may have a stronger influence on intimacy and power RSAEs than 

contexts related to the romantic partner. There were no interactive effects of condition on 

reaction times to words representative of any of the four RSAE subscales.  

Previous research has also shown that the predictive utility of the RSAE subscales 

differ by gender: social expectancies for drinking with the partner are more closely linked to 

relationship functioning for men, whereas intimacy expectancies for drinking with the partner 

are more closely linked to relationship functioning for women (Levitt et al., 2014). 

Accordingly, I expected to observe gender differences in the activation of these RSAE 

subscales in response to the condition primes. Specifically, I thought men would be faster to 

respond to social RSAE target words and women would be faster to respond to intimacy 

RSAE target words after writing about consuming alcohol with their romantic partner than in 

the other three conditions. These hypotheses were not supported. The lack of significant 

findings may be due to the low power to test gender differences in the current study. Despite 

trying to recruit men and women separately in order to achieve a more evenly split sample, it 

was difficult to recruit men. Women were more likely to sign up to participate throughout the 

duration of the 8-month study, whereas men only signed up intermittently. The sample was 

predominantly female (79%). 

 Previous research has shown that people who already endorse certain expectancies 

demonstrate greater activation of those expectancies (Palfai & Wood, 2001; Read & Curtin, 

2007). Therefore, I expected participants who wrote about consuming alcohol with their 

romantic partner to respond more quickly to certain RSAE target words based on their level 

of pre-existing RSAE. Specifically, I thought that participants who had high pre-existing 
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levels of RSAE in each domain would respond faster to RSAE target words in the 

corresponding domain than participants who had low pre-existing levels of RSAE. This 

hypothesis was not supported, but there was a significant moderating effect for pre-existing 

intimacy RSAE. Participants with higher levels of pre-existing RSAE displayed response-

time slowing in response to partner or alcohol cues. When they wrote about drinking coffee 

with their partner or drinking alcohol with their close friend, they were slower to respond to 

words representative of intimacy RSAE than if they wrote about drinking coffee with their 

friend. These results suggest that people who hold high intimacy RSAEs do not need both 

alcohol and the partner present in order for their intimacy RSAEs to be activated. Since they 

already endorse the idea that consuming alcohol will lead to greater intimacy with their 

romantic partner, only one contextual cue might be sufficient (i.e., either alcohol or the 

romantic partner). The literature in the field of RSAEs has demonstrated the moderating 

effect of intimacy RSAEs on alcohol consumption in predicting decreases in negative and 

increases in positive relationship functioning (Levitt et al., 2014). Therefore, these significant 

findings might allow for a way to understand how intimacy expectancies work, especially for 

people who endorse them. 

These results also suggest that intimacy words are motivationally relevant to those 

with pre-existing intimacy RSAEs when either alcohol or partner cues are present (e.g., 

Palfai & Wood, 2001; Read & Curtin, 2007). I initially hypothesized that faster response 

times would indicate RSAE activation. Fazio (1990b) argued that the ability to access an 

attitude is a function of the association between that attitude and an object related to it. The 

stronger the association is, the more likely that attitude will be spontaneously activated when 

exposed to the object. In other words, accessibility can be defined as how readily available an 
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association is in memory. Indeed, some of the alcohol-related literature has shown faster 

response times when measuring expectancy accessibility (e.g., Palfai, 2001; Read et al., 

2004). In some instances where exposure to contextual cues led to faster response times, 

participants exhibited higher levels of alcohol consumption and self-reported as having 

higher levels of alcohol expectancies (e.g., Palfai, 2001; Read et al., 2004). When people 

consume greater amounts of alcohol in response to specific situational cues (e.g., negative 

mood), they develop a semantically-linked association between those contexts and alcohol-

related words, such as vodka or liquor. Therefore, it is more likely that alcohol expectancies 

will be spontaneously activated when participants are exposed to such semantically-relevant 

words, and response-time speeding is likely to occur. However, I found evidence of 

response-time slowing for people with high existing intimacy RSAE who were exposed to 

either alcohol or partner cues. Because RSAE target words are motivationally-relevant (e.g., 

intimacy or close), participants who have higher levels of existing intimacy RSAE are slower 

to respond to such words when exposed to cues related to the partner or alcohol consumption 

rather than when they are not exposed to either of those cues. Due to the more motivationally 

relevant nature of these words, it is more likely that they will capture certain participants’ 

attention and occupy their working memory resources, leading to slower response times. 

Read and Curtin (2007) argued that being presented with cues that are directly related to 

alcohol urges interferes with participants’ responses to the task at-hand. Essentially, 

motivationally relevant words that are associated with expectancies (i.e., target RSAE words) 

attract their attention more than neutral words or non-words, leading to response-time 

slowing because their attention is divided between the motivational meaning of these words 

and the task that they are supposed to be completing. Previous researchers have found similar 
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results for response-time slowing when using reaction time tasks with motivationally-

relevant processes (e.g., “Alcohol helps me relax”) to measure expectancy accessibility (e.g., 

Cox, Fadari, & Pothos, 2006; Read & Curtin, 2007; Sayette & Hufford, 1994).  

Limitations 

 There are a few limitations in the current study. First, the words used for the reaction 

time task were not necessarily partner-specific (e.g., fun, enjoyable). Since the partner-absent 

condition asked participants to write about their close friend, some of the target RSAE words 

might have been activated because of their potential relation to friendship. Therefore, it 

would be beneficial to use sentences or phrases in order to associate target RSAEs directly 

with the romantic partner (e.g., “My partner is fun”). Second, as previously stated, the current 

sample lacked an adequate number of men to test for gender differences. Therefore, it would 

be ideal to collect a more evenly split sample in future studies. Third, the current study 

lacked a neutral cue condition group, one that did not ask participants to write about 

consuming a beverage (alcohol or coffee) with someone that they are close to (partner or 

close friend). Therefore, it is not completely clear if those who wrote about drinking coffee 

with their partner or drinking alcohol with their close friend were, in fact, demonstrating 

response slowing. It might be the case that the other groups were demonstrating response 

speeding. 

Implications and Future Directions 

 The current study further adds to the RSAE literature by providing more information 

about the functioning of alcohol expectancies directly related to the romantic partner. Certain 

motivationally-relevant contexts seemed to have a greater influence on activating intimacy 

and power RSAEs in the current sample. Particularly, motivationally-relevant contexts 
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related to alcohol consumption, as opposed to contexts that did not involve alcohol 

consumption, served to activate intimacy and power RSAEs. Furthermore, for people who 

already hold intimacy expectancies, motivationally-relevant contexts related to either alcohol 

consumption or the romantic partner activated intimacy RSAEs. Previous research has shown 

that positive alcohol expectancies can lead to more frequent alcohol use (Brown et al., 1980; 

Fromme et al., 1993; Pedersen et al., 2009). Therefore, knowing what motivationally-

relevant contexts serve to activate expectancies can help researchers better understand the 

mechanisms behind alcohol consumption. To date, this is the only study that has looked at 

motivational contexts that serve to activate RSAEs. Since research has shown that alcohol 

consumption with the romantic partner can lead to positive relationship functioning for 

people who hold higher intimacy expectancies (Levitt et al., 2014), and partner drinking 

status influences RSAEs (Derrick et al., 2010), determining the relationship between 

motivationally-relevant RSAE activation and drinking behaviors is an important area for 

future research. 
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Table 1. Correlations Among and Descriptive Statistics for Key Study Variables. 

 1 2 3 4 5  6  7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Age -              

2. Gender   -.07 -             

3. Relationship Length .34*** .02 -            

4. Existing intimacy RSAE   -.12 .12 -.26** -           

5. Existing social RSAE   .-11 .06 -.25** .72*** -          

6. Existing sexual RSAE   -.07 -.04 -.17* .65*** .75*** -         

7. Existing power RSAE   -.12 .21** -.25** .80*** .64*** .60*** -        

8. CSI   -.12 .08 -.23* -.03 -.04 -.13 -.06 -       

9. PPR  -.21* -.01 -.25** -.03 .04 -.10 -.06 .74*** -      

10. General Alcohol Use .04 -.16* -.04 .12 .06 .20* .14 -.06 -.01 -     

11. Intimacy activation    .07 -.12 .08 -.29*** -.23** -.19* -.18* .17* .11 -.04 -    

12. Social activation    .06 -.05 .01 -.25** -.21** -.23** -.19* .15 .10 -.12 .70*** -   

13. Sexual activation    .09 -.06 .14 -.26*** -.27*** -.23** -.18* .09 .04 -.13 .70*** .70*** -  

14. Power activation    .08 -.06 .02 -.20** -.21** -.16* -.11 .13 .11 -.06 .75*** .68*** .75*** - 

M  22.56 .78  28.45 3.98 4.85 4.57 3.88 4.91 4.41 1.33 2.74 2.76 2.79 2.76 

SD 3.94 .42 27.36 1.09 .91 1.13 1.12 1.07 .72 1.03 .07 .08 .08 .08 

Note. RSAE = relationship-specific alcohol expectancies; CSI = Couples’ Satisfaction Index; PPR = perceived partner 
responsiveness. 
*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Table 2. ANCOVA Results for RSAE Activation for Each Subscale. 
 
 Intimacy Social Sexual Power 

 F ηp
2 F ηp

2 F ηp
2 F ηp

2 

Word Placement 1.72 .01 0.17 <.01 3.17 .02 0.08 <.01 

Neutral Words 240.81*** .61 263.22*** .63 185.5*** .55 235.84*** .61 

CSI 1.94 .01 0.22 <.01 0.08 <.01 0.02 <.01 

PPR 0.08 <.01 0.35 <.01 0.22 <.01 0.44 <.01 

General Alcohol Use 0.14 <.01 1.29 .01 2.10 .01 0.07 <.01 

Alcohol Cue 5.43* .03 0.05 <.01 1.44 .01 3.56+ .02 

Partner Cue 0.35 <.01 0.05 <.01 0.96 .01 1.65 .01 

Alcohol X Partner 0.77 .01 0.17 <.01 0.09 <.01 0.01 <.01 
Note. F(8, 154) = 34.10, p < .001 for intimacy; F(8, 154) = 35.94, p < .001 for social; F(8, 154) = 26.51, p < .001 for sexual; F(8, 
154) = 31.37, p < .001 for power. 
+p < .10, *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 
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Table 3. ANCOVA Results for Gender as a Moderator. 
 
 Intimacy Social Sexual Power 

 F ηp
2 F ηp

2 F ηp
2 F ηp

2 

Word Placement 1.28 .01 .39 <.01 2.44 .02 0.02 <.01 

Neutral Words 236.56*** .61 256.63*** .63 178.10*** .54 226.33*** .61 

CSI 2.66 .02 0.31 <.01 0.09 <.01 0.00 <.01 

PPR 0.13 <.01 0.54 <.01 0.14 <.01 0.57 <.01 

General Alcohol Use 0.01 <.01 1.72 .01 2.50 .02 0.03 <.01 

Gender 3.19 .02 0.70 .01 0.02 .01 0.32 <.01 

Alcohol Cue 2.35 .02 0.45 <.01 0.35 <.01 1.97 .01 

Partner Cue 0.41 <.01 0.41 <.01 1.95 .01 0.20 <.01 

Alcohol X Partner 0.35 <.01 0.22 <.01 0.06 <.01 0.11 <.01 

Alcohol X Gender 0.50 <.01 1.71 .01 0.30 <.01 0.32 <.01 

Partner X Gender 0.00 <.01 1.31 .01 0.78 .01 0.83 .01 

Alcohol X Partner X Gender 0.02 <.01 0.00 <.01 0.02 <.01 0.28 <.01 
Note. F(12, 150) = 23.07, p < .001 for intimacy; F(12, 150) = 24.18, p < .001 for social; F(12, 150) = 17.56, p < .001 for sexual; 
F(12, 150) = 20.67, p < .001 for power. 
+p < .10, *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 
 
 
  



CONTEXTUAL ACTIVATION OF RSAE		 	 	 	 	 	 37	

Table 4. Regression Results for Existing RSAE as a Moderator. 
 Intimacy Social Sexual Power 

 b sr2  95% CI b sr2 95% CI b sr2 95% CI b sr2 95% CI 

Step 1: Control variablesa             

Word Placement .011 .006 [-.004 .026] -.003 .000 [-.020 .013] .016 .009 [-.002 .035] .004 .001 [-.013 .021] 

Neutral Words .754*** .564 [.637 .871] .895*** .610 [.792 .998] .823*** .515 [.698 .948] .860*** .574 [.724 .996] 

CSI .007 .005 [-.002 .017] .002 .000 [-.012 .017] .003 .001 [-.009 .014] -.000 .000 [-.011 .010] 

PPR -.003 .000 [-.017 .012] .005 .001 [-.015 .026] -.005 .001 [-.022 .011] .007 .002 [-.008 .023] 

General Alcohol Use .001 .000 [-.006 .008] -.005 .004 [-.010 .001] -.006 .006 [-.014 .002] -.000 .000 [-.006 .005] 

Step 2: Main effectsb             

Word Placement .009 .004 [-.005 .024] -.004 .001 [-.021 .014] .015 .008 [-.003 .033] .003 .000 [-.014 .020] 

Neutral Words .749*** .499 [.628 .870] .885 .556 [.782 .989] .816*** .477 [.690 .942] .893*** .583 [.761 1.025] 

CSI .007 .005 [-.002 .016] .002 .000. [-.013 .017] .001 .000 [-.010 .012] .001 .000 [-.010 .012] 

PPR -.002 .000 [-.016 .012] .006 .001 [-.015 .027] -.004 .001 [-.021 .012] .006 .001 [-.009 .020] 

General Alcohol Use .002 .001 [-.005 .009] -.004 .003 [-.010 .002] -.005 .004 [-.013 .004] .001 .000 [-.005 .006] 

Existing RSAEc -.005 .005 [-.012 .002] -.004 .002 [-.014 .005] -.005 .005 [-.015 .004] .004 .004 [-.001 .010] 

Alcohol Cue .014* .009 [.001 .028] .004 .000 [-.014 .015] .009 .003 [-.006 .024] .015* .009 [.000 .031] 

Partner Cue -.005 .001 [-.019 .009] .009 .000 [-.014 .016] -.009 .003 [-.026 .008] .012 .005 [-.005 .028] 

Step 3: Two-way interactionsd             

Word Placement .009 .004 [-.006 .023] -.003 .000 [-.021 .015] .015 .008 [-.003 .032] .003 .000 [-.014 .020] 

Neutral Words .748*** .494 [.631 .866] .886*** .542 [.780 .992] .802*** .451 [.678 .926] .892*** .577 [.758 1.027] 

CSI .006 .003 [-.004 .015] .002 .000 [-.013 .018] .002 .000 [-.009 .013] .008 .000 [-.010 .012] 
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PPR -.001 .000 [-.015 .012] .005 .001 [-.016 .027] -.005 .001 [-.022 .013] .006 .001 [-.009 .021] 

General Alcohol Use .002 .001 [-.005 .009] -.004 .003 [-.010 .002] -.003 .005 [-.015 .003] .000 .000 [-.006 .007] 

Existing RSAE -.009 .006 [-.020 .002] -.002 .000 [-.021 .016] .003 .000 [-.011 .017] .003 .000 [-.007 .012] 

Alcohol Cue .019* .009 [.001 .037] -.002 .000 [-.026 .022] .013 .003 [-.010 .035] .016 .005 [-.007 .038] 

Partner Cue -.001 .000 [-.020 .019] -.001 .000 [-.023 .021] -.004 .000 [-.026 .019] .012 .003 [-.012 .035] 

Alcohol X Partner -.010 .001 [-.037 .017] .004 .000 [-.025 .034] -.011 .001 [-.043 .020] -.000 .000 [-.032 .032] 

Alcohol X Existing RSAE -.001 .000 [-.015 .013] -.001 .000 [-.019 .017] .001 .000 [-.016 .018] .002 .000 [-.010 .014] 

Partner X Existing RSAE .008 .004 [-.006 .022] -.002 .000 [-.020 .016] -.017* .014 [-.034 -.000] .002 .000 [-.010 .013] 

Step 4: Three-way interactionse            

Word Placement .008 .003 [-.006 .023] -.004 .004 [-.022 .014] .015 .005 [-.003 .032] .003 .000 [-.014 .020] 

Neutral Words .761*** .504 [.644 .877] .893*** .002 [.787 .999] .802*** .002 [.678 .927] .893*** .578 [.758 1.028] 

CSI .006 .003 [-.004 .016] .003 .000 [-.012 .018] .002 .000 [-.009 .014] .000 .000 [-.011 .012] 

PPR .000 .000 [-.014 .014] .006 .000 [-.016 .023] -.005 .000 [-.022 .013] .007 .002 [-.008 .022] 

General Alcohol Use .001 .000 [-.005 .008] -.005 .000 [-.011 .002] -.006 .000 [-.015 .003] .000 .000 [-.006 .621] 

Existing RSAE -.016* .014 [-.028 -.003] -.008 .004 [-.031 .014] .002 .002 [-.014 .017] -.000 .000 [-.011 .010] 

Alcohol Cue .018 .008 [-.0001 .036] -.002 .000 [-.026 .021] .012 .003 [-.010 .035] .015 .004 [.007 .037] 

Partner Cue -.003 .000 [-.022 .017] -.003 .124 [-.024 .019] -.004 .124 [-.026 .019] .011 .003 [-.012 .035] 

Alcohol X Partner -.010 .001 [-.037 .017] .004 .438 [-.025 .034] -.011 .451 [-.043 .020] -.000 .000 [-.032 .032] 

Alcohol X Existing RSAE .015 .006 [-.002 .031] .010 .002 [-.016 .035] .003 .003 [-.019 .024] .007 .001 [-.008 .022] 

Partner X Existing RSAE .021* .014 [.002 .040] .010 .001 [-.016 .036] -.015 .001 [-.037 .007] .008 .001 [-.008 .023] 

Alcohol X Partner X Existing RSAE -.029* .012 [-.054 -.004] -.023 .000 [-.058 .013] -.003 .001 [-.036 .029] -.011 .001 [-.033 .011] 

Note. N = 163; b = unstandardized regression coefficient; sr2 = squared semi-partial coefficient; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval. 
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aR2 = 0.62, F(5, 157) = 40.50, p < .001 for intimacy; R2 = 0.65, F(5, 157) = 58.48, p < .001 for social; R2 = 0.57, F(5, 157) = 42.12, p < .001 
for sexual; R2 = 0.61, F(5, 157) = 48.33, p < .001 for power. 
bΔR2 = 0.02, F(3, 154) = 2.63, p = .052 for intimacy; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(3, 154) = 0.34, p = .653 for social; ΔR2 = 0.01, F(3, 154) = 1.40, p = .243 
for sexual; ΔR2 = 0.02, F(3, 154) = 2.32, p = .078 for power. 
cExisting RSAE represents corresponding domain. 
dΔR2 = 0.01, F(3, 151) = 0.80, p = .496 for intimacy; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(3, 151) = 0.06, p = .653 for social; ΔR2 = 0.01, F(3, 151) = 1.82, p = .146 
for sexual; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(3, 151) = 0.04, p = .990 for power. 
eΔR2 = 0.01, F(1, 150) = 5.25, p < .05 for intimacy; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(1, 150) = 1.67, p = .657 for social; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(1, 150) = 0.05, p = .828 
for sexual; ΔR2 = 0.00, F(1, 150) = 0.55, p = .460 for power. 
*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 
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Figure 1. Interaction between partner cue condition and existing sexual RSAE predicting 
reaction time to sexual RSAE target words. 
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Figure 2. Existing intimacy RSAE as a moderator of the relationship between contextual 
cues and intimacy RSAE activation. 
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Appendix A 

(Alcohol cue present, partner cue present) Please describe a time you drank alcohol with 
your partner (if this has never happened, please imagine what it would be like). Describe the 
event in detail. What was the location? What did you do? If you were talking to each other, 
what did you discuss? What was the tone of discussion? How did you feel about your partner 
at the time? For example, did you feel more loving or affectionate towards your partner? Did 
you feel a sense of closeness or intimacy being around your partner? What other 
feelings/emotions did you experience? Please describe the event in as much detail as 
possible.  
 
All of the information you tell us will remain confidential and will not be shared with anyone 
outside of the research study. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. 
The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up. You will 
have 5 minutes to write. 
  
(Alcohol cue absent, partner cue present) Please describe a time you drank coffee with 
your partner (if this has never happened, please imagine what it would be like). Describe the 
event in detail. What was the location? What did you do? If you were talking to each other, 
what did you discuss? What was the tone of the discussion? How did you feel about your 
partner at the time?  For example, did you feel more loving or affectionate towards your 
partner? Did you feel a sense of closeness or intimacy being around your partner? What other 
feelings/emotions did you experience? Please describe the event in as much detail as 
possible.  
 
All of the information you tell us will remain confidential and will not be shared with anyone 
outside of the research study. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. 
The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up. You will 
have 5 minutes to write. 
  
(Alcohol cue present, partner cue absent) Please describe a time you drank alcohol with a 
close friend (if this has never happened, please imagine what it would be like). Describe the 
event in detail. What was the location? What did you do? If you were talking to each other, 
what did you discuss? What was the tone of the discussion? How did you feel about your 
close friend at the time?  For example, did you feel more loving or affectionate towards your 
close friend? Did you feel a sense of closeness or intimacy being around your close friend? 
What other feelings/emotions did you experience? Please describe the event in as much detail 
as possible.  
 
All of the information you tell us will remain confidential and will not be shared with anyone 
outside of the research study. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. 
The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up. You will 
have 5 minutes to write. 
  
(Alcohol cue absent, partner cue absent) Please describe a time you drank coffee with a 
close friend (if this has never happened, please imagine what it would be like). Describe the 
event in detail. What was the location? What did you do? If you were talking to each other, 
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what did you discuss? What was the tone of the discussion? How did you feel about your 
close friend at the time?  For example, did you feel more loving or affectionate towards your 
close friend? Did you feel a sense of closeness or intimacy being around your close friend? 
What other feelings/emotions did you experience? Please describe the event in as much detail 
as possible.  
 
All of the information you tell us will remain confidential and will not be shared with anyone 
outside of the research study. Don’t worry about spelling, sentence structure, or grammar. 
The only rule is that once you begin writing, continue to do so until your time is up. You will 
have 5 minutes to write. 
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Appendix B 
  
RSAE Words 
 
Loving 
Playful 
Aroused 
Assertive 
Close 
Talkative 
Fulfilled  
Confident 
Open 
Fun 
Desirable 
Powerful 
Trusting 
Carefree 
Intimate 
Challenging 
Expressive 
Enjoyable 
Generous 
Firm 
Revealing  
 

Object Words 
 
Shirt 
Chair 
Headphones 
Keys 
Computer 
Plant 
Phone 
Paper 
Plug 
Television 
Waterfall 
Fireplace 
Textbook 
Supplies 
Manuscript 
Electronics 
Polish 
Watermark 
Elevator 
Sofa 
Tissue 

 

Non-words 

Pfzzle 
Jacuzzd 
Juaebox 
Blakkjack 
Gumdo 
Pidzerias 
Kiskboxer 
Backpucks 
Jenk 
Cbt  
Zuckhinis  
Chipmqnk  
Lunczbox 
Macchbox 
Paqcheck 
Cfackerjack  

Mozzarelda  
Jockstcap  
Bliszard 
Zivc 
Quecksand 
Jvrky 
Hwjab 
Baccgammon 
Juri 
Lonpjump 
Jewol 
Jegly 
Juize 
Mixx 
Chemkmarks 
Hjnchback 

Jelfyfish 
Jumnsuit 
Cufflirk  
Quintuptet 
Knicknnacks 
Mitden 
Joystickq 
Magakine   
Jats 
Odject  
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Appendix C 
 
1. Please indicate the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship. 

 
Extremely 
unhappy 

Fairly 
unhappy 

A little 
unhappy 

Happy Very happy Extremely 
happy 

Perfect 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
2. I have a warm and comfortable relationship with my partner. 

 
Not at all true A little true Somewhat true Mostly true Almost 

completely 
true 

Completely 
true 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
 
3. How rewarding is your relationship with your partner? 

 
Not at all A little Somewhat Mostly Almost 

completely 
Completely 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
 
4. In general, how satisfied are you with your relationship? 

 
Not at all A little Somewhat Mostly Almost 

completely 
Completely 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix D 
 
Instructions: Please answer the following according to how well you agree with each 
statement. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
Completely 

disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree Completely 

agree 
 

1. My partner listens to me when I need someone to talk to. 
2. I can state my feelings without him/her getting defensive. 
3. I often feel distant from my partner. 
4. My partner can really understand my hurts and joys. 
5. I feel neglected at times by my partner. 
6. I sometimes feel lonely when we're together. 
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Appendix E 
 

Instructions: This section asks you to report on your drinking over the past three months. 
For all questions, one drink equals: 

- 5oz. wine  
- 12oz. wine cooler 
- 12oz. beer (10oz. of Microbrew; 8-9 oz. Malt Liquor, Canadian beer or Ice beer) 
- 6oz. Ice Malt Liquor 
- 1 Cocktail with 1 oz. of 100 proof liquor or 1 ½ oz. (single jigger) of 80 proof liquor. 
 
1. Consider a typical week during the last three months.  How much alcohol, on average 

(measured in number of drinks), do you drink on each day of a typical week? 
 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 
       

 
2. Consider a typical week during the last three months.  Over how many hours do you 

drink the above number of drinks? 
 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 
       

 
3. On average, during the last three months, how often have you consumed alcohol? 

 
Never Three times a month Four times a week 

Less than once per month Once a week Five times a week 
Once a month Twice a week Six times a week 

Two times a month Three times a week Every day 
 
4. During the last three months, when you have consumed alcohol, how many drinks on 

average did you typically consume on a given occasion? 
 

0 drinks 9 drinks 18 drinks 
1 drink 10 drinks 19 drinks 
2 drinks 11 drinks 20 drinks 
3 drinks 12 drinks 21 drinks 
4 drinks 13 drinks 22 drinks 
5 drinks 14 drinks 23 drinks 
6 drinks 15 drinks 24 drinks 
7 drinks 16 drinks 25 or more drinks 
8 drinks 17 drinks 
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Appendix F 
 

For all questions, one drink equals: 
- 5oz. wine  
- 12oz. wine cooler 
- 12oz. beer (10oz. of Microbrew; 8-9 oz. Malt Liquor, Canadian beer or Ice beer) 
- 6oz. Ice Malt Liquor 
- 1 Cocktail with 1 oz. of 100 proof liquor or 1 ½ oz. (single jigger) of 80 proof liquor. 
 
1. Think of the occasion you drank the most this past month. How much did you drink? 

 
0 drinks 9 drinks 18 drinks 
1 drink 10 drinks 19 drinks 
2 drinks 11 drinks 20 drinks 
3 drinks 12 drinks 21 drinks 
4 drinks 13 drinks 22 drinks 
5 drinks 14 drinks 23 drinks 
6 drinks 15 drinks 24 drinks 
7 drinks 16 drinks 25 or more drinks 
8 drinks 17 drinks  

 
2. Think of the occasion you drank the most this past month. How many HOURS did 

you spend drinking on that occasion? 
 

0-1 6-7 
1-2 7-8 
2-3 8-9 
3-4 9-10 
4-5 10+ 
5-6  

 
3. On a given weekend evening during the past month, how much alcohol did you 

typically drink? Estimate for the past month. 
 

0 drinks 9 drinks 18 drinks 
1 drink 10 drinks 19 drinks 
2 drinks 11 drinks 20 drinks 
3 drinks 12 drinks 21 drinks 
4 drinks 13 drinks 22 drinks 
5 drinks 14 drinks 23 drinks 
6 drinks 15 drinks 24 drinks 
7 drinks 16 drinks 25 or more drinks 
8 drinks 17 drinks  
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4. On a given weekend evening during the past month, how many HOURS did you spend 
drinking? Estimate for the past month. 
 

0-1 6-7 
1-2 7-8 
2-3 8-9 
3-4 9-10 
4-5 10+ 
5-6  

 
5. How many days of the week did you drink alcohol during the past month? 

o I do not drink at all 
o About once a month 
o Once a month 
o Two times a month 
o Three times a month 
o Once a week 
o Twice a week 
o Three times a week 
o Four times a week 
o Six times a week 
o Everyday  
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Appendix G 
 

Instructions: Below is a list of specific effects that drinking may have on you or your 
relationship. We are interested in how you expect to feel and act if you were to drink in your 
partner's presence. Using the scale below, enter the response that best characterizes the extent 
to which you think that drinking is likely to have such an effect on you. If you do not 
currently drink, please answer these questions based on how you expect to feel and act if you 
did drink. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Very 

unlikely 
Quite 

unlikely 
Somewhat 
unlikely 

Somewhat 
likely 

Quite likely Very likely 

 
If you were to drink in your partner’s presence, how likely is it that alcohol would affect you 
so that you… 
 
1. Feel more loving and accepting of your partner?  
2. Behave in a playful or fun-loving way with your partner?  
3. Feel more desire for sex with your partner?  
4. Assert your own needs or stand up for yourself with your partner?  
5. Feel closer to your partner?  
6. Become talkative and happy with your partner?  
7. Enjoy sexual relations with your partner more?  
8. Feel confident, powerful, or in control with your partner?  
9. Become open and emotionally expressive with your partner?  
10. Be fun for your partner to be around?  
11. Find your partner sexually attractive?  
12. Feel capable of getting what you want with your partner?  
13. Confide in your partner about your worries, fears, or insecurities?  
14. Loosen up and have fun with your partner?  
15. Become a better lover with your partner?  
16. Express your wishes and desires even if they conflict with what your partner wants?
  
17. Open up with your partner about personal things that you usually keep to yourself?
  
18. Laugh and enjoy yourself with your partner?  
19. Become more sexually responsive with your partner?  
20. Assert and stand firm on your point of view with your partner?  
21. Express things to your partner that are otherwise difficult for you to share?  
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Appendix H 
 
Below is a list of things that sometimes happen to people either during, or after they have 
been drinking alcohol.  Next to each item below, please mark an “X” in either the YES or 
NO column to indicate whether that item describes something that has happened to you IN 
THE PAST YEAR. 
 
In the past year... 
  

Yes No 
1 While drinking, I have said or done embarrassing things. 

  

2 The quality of my work or schoolwork has suffered because of my drinking. 
  

3 I have felt badly about myself because of my drinking. 
  

4 I have driven a car when I knew I had too much to drink to drive safely. 
  

5 
I have had a hangover (headache, sick stomach) the morning after I had 
been drinking. 

  

6 I have passed out from drinking. 
  

7 I have taken foolish risks when I have been drinking. 
  

8 I have felt very sick to my stomach or thrown up after drinking. 
  

9 I have gotten into trouble at work or school because of drinking. 
  

10 I often drank more than I originally had planned. 
  

11 
My drinking has created problems between myself and my 
boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse, parents, or other near relatives. 

  

12 I have been unhappy because of my drinking. 
  

13 I have gotten into physical fights because of drinking. 
  

14 I have spent too much time drinking. 
  

15 
I have not gone to work or missed classes at school because of drinking, a 
hangover, or illness caused by drinking. 

  

16 I have felt like I needed a drink after I’d gotten up (that is, before breakfast). 
  

17 I have become very rude, obnoxious or insulting after drinking. 
  

18 I have felt guilty about my drinking. 
  

19 
I have damaged property, or done something disruptive such as setting off a 
false fire alarm, or other things like that after I had been drinking. 

  

20 Because of my drinking, I have not eaten properly. 
  

21 I have been less physically active because of drinking. 
  

22 

I have had “the shakes” after stopping or cutting down on drinking (eg., 
hands shake so that coffee cup rattles in the saucer or have trouble lighting a 
cigarette). 

  

23 
My boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse/parents have complained to me about my 
drinking. 

  

24 I have woken up in an unexpected place after heavy drinking. 
  

25 

I have found that I needed larger amounts of alcohol to feel any effect, or 
that I could no longer get high or drunk on the amount that used to get me 
high or drunk. 

  

26 As a result of drinking, I neglected to protect myself or my partner from a 
  



CONTEXTUAL ACTIVATION OF RSAE  52		 	 	 	 52	
	

As a result of drinking, I neglected to protect myself or my partner from a 
sexually transmitted disease (STD) or an unwanted pregnancy. 

27 
I have neglected my obligations to family, work, or school because 
of  drinking. 

  

28 I often have ended up drinking on nights when I had planned not to drink. 
  

29 When drinking, I have done impulsive things that I regretted later. 
  

30 I have often found it difficult to limit how much I drink. 
  

31 My drinking has gotten me into sexual situations I later regretted. 
  

32 
I’ve not been able to remember large stretches of time while drinking 
heavily. 

  

33 While drinking, I have said harsh or cruel things to someone. 
  

34 Because of my drinking I have not slept properly. 
  

35 My physical appearance has been harmed by my drinking. 
  

36 I have said things while drinking that I later regretted. 
  

37 
I have awakened the day after drinking and found that I could not remember 
a part of the evening before. 

  

38 I have been overweight because of drinking. 
  

39 I haven’t been as sharp mentally because of my drinking. 
  

40 
I have received a lower grade on an exam or paper than I ordinarily could 
have because of my drinking. 

  

41 I have tried to quit drinking because I thought I was drinking too much. 
  

42 
I have felt anxious, agitated, or restless after stopping or cutting down on 
drinking. 

  

43 
I have not had as much time to pursue activities or recreation because of 
drinking. 

  

44 I have injured someone else while drinking or intoxicated. 
  

45 I often have thought about needing to cut down or stop drinking. 
  

46 I have had less energy or felt tired because of my drinking. 
  

47 
I have had a blackout after drinking heavily (i.e., could not remember hours 
at a time). 

  

48 Drinking has made me feel depressed or sad. 
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Appendix I 
 
1. Gender: 

 
Male   _____ 
Female    _____ 
Other   _____ 
Prefer not to answer _____ 

 
2. Age: _____ 

 
3. What is your ethnic identity? If more than one category applies, please select the one with 

which you most strongly identify. 
 

African or African-American    _____ 
Asian, Pacific Islander, or Asian-American  _____ 
South Asian      _____ 
Caucasian or European-American   _____ 
Latino/Latina or Latin American (Hispanic)  _____ 
Arab or Arab-American     _____ 
Native American      _____ 
Other       _____ 

 
4. Are you currently in a relationship? 

 
No, not in a relationship     _____ 
Yes, my partner and I are: Dating casually  _____ 
    Dating exclusively  _____ 
    Engaged   _____ 
    Living together  _____ 
    Engaged & living together _____ 
    Married   _____ 

 
5. My partner and I have been involved for: 

 
_____Years _____Months 
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Appendix J 
 
Instructions: Please think back to the essay you were asked to write. What beverage did you 
write about? 

• Coffee 
• Tea 
• Alcohol 
• Soft drink (e.g., Coca Cola) 

 
Instructions: You were asked to write about an interaction with someone. Who did you write 
about? 

• A coworker 
• A romantic partner 
• A close friend 
• A family member 

 
(Skip logic, if either “coworker” or “close friend” was selected): Have you ever been 
romantically involved with the close friend you wrote about? 

• Yes 
• No 

 
(Skip logic, if “romantic partner” was selected): Are you still romantically involved with 
this person? 

• Yes 
• No 
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Appendix K 
 

1. Have you ever consumed an alcoholic beverage with your current romantic partner? 
o Yes 
o No 

 
2. (If yes) How often do you consume alcohol with your romantic partner? 

o Everyday 
o Once a week 
o Two times a week 
o More than two times a week 
o Once a month 
o Two times a month 
o Other _______________________ 

 
3. (If yes to Q1) On average, does your romantic partner also consume alcoholic beverages 

while you are drinking? 
o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
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