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ABSTRACT. The research on the relationships between sociability
and alcohol consumption has produced inconsistent findings, leading
some to conclude that there are no such relationships. However, this
research has tended to focus on sociability as a personality construct,
not on sociability defined as social activity. In the present study, col-
lege students (N = 90) used a social interaction diary to provide
measures of their social activity, and they provided descriptions of
their total alcohol consumption and of their frequency of binge drink-
ing. Although total consumption per se was not reliably related to the
quality or quantity of participants’ social lives, frequency of binge
drinking was related to some aspects of social interaction. Specifi-

cally, participants who had no binge-drinking episodes reported less
intimacy and less disclosure in their interactions than those who had
some episodes. However, men who reported having three or more
binge episodes per week experienced less intimacy in their interac-
tions than any other group of men or women. It is possible that be-
cause some binge drinking is normative and may be seen as desirable
among college students, students who have a more normative number
of binge-drinking episodes are integrated more fully into the college
community than students who have no episodes or too many epi-
sodes. (J. Stud. Alcohol 55: 342-351, 1994)

HERE CAN BE little doubt that, for most people,

alcohol is consumed in social settings. For this and
other reasons, considerable research has focused on the
relationships between sociability and alcohol consump-
tion. Unfortunately, there is considerable inconsistency in
the results of this research; some studies have found rela-
tionships between drinking and sociability, while others
have not. Moreover, the relationships that have been found
have not all been consistent across studies or samples
(e.g., men and women). Recently, Wiggins and Wiggins
(1992) suggested that some of the inconsistency in the re-
sults of this research could be accounted for by the differ-
ences among studies in how sociability was measured.
Their hypothesis was that if sociability is a multidimen-
sional construct, then some dimensions of sociability
might be related to alcohol consumption, while others
would not be. Wiggins and Wiggins measured individuals
using six different measures of sociability, examined the
dimensions underlying these measures and found that
none of these dimensions was reliably related to alcohol
consumption.
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There are two striking characteristics of the body of re-
search on sociability and drinking, and these characteris-
tics may account for the inconsistency of the research on
this topic. First, in most studies sociability has been oper-
ationalized through personality measures such as the
MMPI (e.g., Hoffman et al., 1974), personality constructs
such as alienation (Seeman and Anderson, 1983), or a
host of other individual difference measures. That is, re-
searchers have not focused on the relationships between
consumption and sociability operationalized more behav-
iorally (e.g., as social interaction) or more multidimen-
sionally. Second, most studies have obtained estimates of
total, habitual consumption, often through the use of vari-
ants of the traditional quantity-frequency (Q-F) approach
(Straus and Bacon, 1953). That is, researchers have not
always distinguished patterns of consumption from total
consumption. The present study sought to provide another
perspective on the consumption-sociability relationship by
examining the relationships between a multidimensional
measure of social interaction and measures of alcohol con-
sumption that included a measure of heavy episodic
(“‘binge’”) drinking.

It is not clear if researchers’ preference for using per-
sonality measures in examining consumption-sociability
relationships is due to the fact that they have been inter-
ested more in the relationships between personality apd
consumption than in relationships between social activity
and consumption or if it is due to the fact that valid mea-
sures of social activity have not been readily available.
Regardless, it is possible that while alcohol consumpti_On
and measures of sociability as measured by personallty
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constructs are not related (granting the general conclusion
reached by Wiggins and Wiggins, 1992), alcohol con-
sumption may be related to more behaviorally oriented
and more finely differentiated operationalizations of soci-
ability. To further our understanding of the consumption-
sociability relationship, the present study examined the
relationships between alcohol consumption and sociability
using measures of social activity provided by social inter-
action diaries. These diaries provided more direct mea-
sures of social experience than that provided by personal-
ity measures which assess individuals’ feelings about or
reactions to social experiences. In addition, the diaries
provided a multidimensional assessment of social experi-
ence that permitted more finely grained analyses of
consumption-sociability relationships than that allowed by
most measures of sociability.

The specific diary method used in the present study was
a variant of the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR), ini-
tially described by Wheeler and Nezlek (1977). The RIR
is a self-report technique with which people provide de-
tailed and quantified descriptions of their social interac-
tions. A few times each day diary Kkeepers use a
standardized form to describe each interaction they have.
In comparison to many measures which request respon-
dents to summarize their reactions or feelings across a
lengthy (or unspecified) period of time and across a wide
(or unspecified) variety of events, this repeated measures
format, combined with the specific focus of each of these
measures, provides descriptions of individuals’ interac-
tions that are less prone to selective attention or recall, or
the influence of single or unusual events (Reis and
Wheeler, 1991). Moreover, the diary provides a multidi-
mensional description of social activity. Summary mea-
sures derived from the diary describe people’s social
interactions at different levels of generality (e.g., all inter-
actions versus interactions with same-sex friends versus
interactions with romantic partners). Variants of the RIR
have been used to investigate the relationships between
social interaction and a variety of measures including
loneliness (Wheeler et al., 1983), health (Reis et al.,
1985), social support (Cutrona, 1986) and academic suc-
cess (Nezlek et al., 1990). For summaries of research us-
ing the RIR see Nezlek et al. (1983) and Reis and
Wheeler (1991).

Although certain features characterize studies using the
RIR (e.g., all social contacts are described), different ver-
sions of the diary can (and have) measured different as-
pects of social interaction. For this reason it is probably
best to think of the RIR more as a general method of
studying social interaction than as a specific technique
with a fixed format or emphasis (Nezlek, 1993). In terms
of measures of the quantity of social interaction, the spe-
cific diary used in the present study was very similar to
that used in previous research. Participants described all
the social contacts they had that lasted 10 minutes or

longer by indicating when the event occurred, how long it
lasted and with whom they were interacting. In terms of
measures of different aspects of social interaction, the di-
ary used in the present study focused more on self-
disclosure in interaction than have previous versions. The
diary focused on self-disclosure because of the consider-
able research and numerous theories that suggest that self-
disclosure is a mechanism that plays a critical role in the
establishment and maintenance of personal relationships
and in moderating the course of social interaction.

In previous research, the RIR has been found to provide
valid and useful measures of individuals’ affective reac-
tions to their interactions and of the quantity and distribu-
tion of their interactions. It was expected that this more
direct and more finely differentiated measure of people’s
social behaviors would reveal relationships between social
behavior and consumption that previous research (which
has relied on less direct, more global measures) has not.

It is possible that the difficulties previous studies have
had in demonstrating sociability-consumption relation-
ships have been due also to the ways in which alcohol
consumption has been measured. Many studies have used
variants of the traditional quantity-frequency (Q-F) ap-
proach (Straus and Bacon, 1953) to estimate total, habit-
ual consumption, and these estimates have been used to
place participants into a single category on a unidimen-
sional scale. For example, although Wiggins and Wiggins
(1992) did not specify the precise method they used, given
their description it is reasonable to assume that they used
a Q-F variant to produce a six category system. Although
studies using such approaches to measuring consumption
have been informative, more about alcohol consumption
and its correlates might be understood if greater attention
were paid to distinguishing total consumption from con-
sumption patterns.

For example, it would seem particularly important to
consider the frequency with which people engage in
“‘binge’” drinking (i.e., heavy drinking episodes). For col-
lege students this has been set traditionally at five or more
drinks on an occasion (Berkowitz and Perkins, 1987). Use
of a binge measure would distinguish two individuals, one
of whom has five drinks per occasion twice a week and
the other of whom spreads 10 drinks out over three or four
occasions, while these two would be similar in terms of
the absolute amount they consumed. The present study ad-
dressed this issue by obtaining separate measures of over-
all consumption and of binge drinking. Binge drinking
was chosen because binge episodes may be particularly
important or salient social events, both intrapersonally and
interpersonally. That is, binge drinking may reflect (or be
assumed by others to reflect) certain proclivities, disposi-
tions or interests, and may be associated with certain pat-
terns of social behaviors.

The exploratory study described in this article was con-
ducted, in part, to investigate the value of using social
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interaction diaries to study alcohol consumption and its
correlates. Previous research on naturally occurring social
interaction provided clear directions for summarizing the
interaction diaries themselves and for examining the rela-
tionships between these summaries and other constructs,
but the plethora of studies and theories about alcohol con-
sumption and social behavior made the formulation of
specific hypotheses difficult. Nonetheless, existing re-
search and theory provided one general direction for the
study. Alcohol consumption is a normative behavior for
the participants in the study described here, contemporary
students (Johnston et al., 1988; Presley and Meilman,
1992), and so particular attention was paid to the possi-
bility that more active and rewarding social lives might be
associated with moderate levels of consumption rather
than with abstinence, low levels of consumption, or very
high levels.

Method
Sample

The sample consisted of 90 upperclassmen at the Col-
lege of William and Mary who had been recruited from
upper level courses. The study focused on intimacy and
self-disclosure in close relationships, and the only require-
ments for participation were that the subjects were in-
volved in a steady romantic relationship and that they had
a platonic opposite-sex friendship.' No specific incentives
to participate were offered. The representativeness of this
sample is discussed later in this article.

Measures of social interaction

Social interaction was measured using a variant of the
Rochester Interaction Record (RIR) (Wheeler and Nezlek,
1977), a self-report diary. Similar to most studies using
the RIR, participants described the social interactions
they had by indicating who their co-interactants were (us-
ing unique initials for each co-interactant) and the sex of
each co-interactant. For interactions with more than three
others, instead of recording individual initials, they indi-
cated how many men and women were present. The date,
time and length of each interaction also were reported. In
addition, participants rated each interaction on six dimen-
sions: (1) intimacy, (2) depth of self-disclosure, (3)
breadth of self-disclosure, (4) enjoyment, (5) influence
and (6) other’s responsiveness. These ratings were made
using 9-point scales, with the following labels: 1 = not,
3 = slightly, 5 = somewhat, 7 = quite, and 9 = very.
These labels were chosen to represent roughly equal inter-
vals according to research on the relative strength of mod-
ifiers (CIliff, 1959).

Procedure

During an introductory meeting (8-15 people), the im-
portance of understanding social interaction was ex-
plained, and participants’ role as collaborators in this
naturalistic research was emphasized. Participants were
told that the study concerned people’s patterns of social
interaction and that they would use a structured diary
form to describe their social interactions. The instructions
given to participants were modeled closely after those em-
ployed by Wheeler and Nezlek (1977). Participants were
told to use the RIR to record every social interaction they
had that lasted 10 minutes or longer. An interaction was
defined as any encounter with another person (or people)
in which the participants attended to one another and ad-
justed their behavior in response to one another, a defini-
tion similar to Goffman’s (1971) concept of a ‘‘social
with.”” Examples were provided to clarify what an inter-
action was (e.g., a conversation, dancing) and was not
(e.g., simply sitting next to someone in a lecture).

The various response categories on the RIR were dis-
cussed until participants understood their definitions and
felt comfortable with the forms and the procedure. Inti-
macy was defined as ‘‘how interpersonally close’ an in-
dividual felt to his or her co-interactants, with specific
mention that ‘‘intimacy did not have to include a sexual
component.”” Depth of disclosure was- defined as ‘‘how
deep or intimate your disclosure was,”’ and breadth of dis-
closure was defined as ‘‘how diverse the topics that you
disclosed were.”” Responsiveness was defined as ‘‘how re-
sponsive to your needs and feelings you felt the people in
the interaction were . . . the extent to which other people
changed their behavior to accommodate your particular
needs and feelings.”” Enjoyment was defined as ‘‘how
pleasurable or satisfying’’ the participant found each in-
teraction to be, and influence was defined in terms of the
extent to which the participant felt that he or she ‘‘con-
trolled the interaction (e.g., initiation, determining what
was to be done, where to go, etc.).”

To facilitate accurate recording, participants were en-
couraged to complete the records at least once a day at a
uniform time, such as before going to sleep. Participants
were given a pad of interaction forms that were sufficient
for the duration of the study, and they were given an in-
struction booklet that repeated the instructions provided
during the meeting. During the study, participants were
contacted to see if they were having any problems main-
taining the diary; none were reported. Throughout the
study, a collaborative, nondeceptive atmosphere Wwas
maintained, and the confidentiality of records was empha-
sized and closely guarded.

- At the conclusion of the record-keeping period, partic-
1pants were interviewed individually to obtain information
about the difficulties, ambiguities and potential sources of
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inaccuracy in their data. They were encouraged to be
straightforward when describing how they maintained the
diary. In compliance with instructions, they maintained
their diaries an average of 7.3 days, and they reported up-
dating their diaries an average of 1.7 times per day and
spending an average of 16 minutes per day doing this. Par-
ticipant’s answers to other questions about how they main-
tained the diary (ease, accuracy, interference with social
life, etc.) were very similar to those given by participants
in other RIR studies (cf., Nezlek et al., 1983). These re-
sponses strongly suggested that participants maintained
the diary in accordance with instructions and that the di-
aries were accurate representations of their social lives. In
the interest of brevity, these data will not be presented.

Measures of alcohol consumption

Total alcohol consumption and frequency of heavy-
drinking episodes were measured separately on a ques-
tionnaire administered following the interview. Total
consumption was measured via the question, ‘‘During the
past week, how many drinks did you consume?” Binge
drinking was measured via the question, ‘‘During the past
week, how many times did you have five or more drinks
at one sitting?”” For both questions, a drink was defined
as 12 ounces of beer or wine cooler, a shot of distilled
spirits ‘or a 6-8 ounce glass of wine.

Summary of social interaction diaries

Participants’ social interaction diaries were quantified
by calculating summary measures that described their af-
fective reactions to their interactions and the quantity of
their interactions. The level of analysis used to summarize
the interaction diaries was the individual participant.
Summary measures were calculated using a version of
Rochester Interaction Record Analysis Package (RIRAP)
(Nezlek and Wheeler, 1984), a set of programs written
specifically to summarize data generated by the RIR. See
Wheeler and Nezlek (1977) and Nezlek and Wheeler
(1984) for more detailed discussions of the analytic frame-
work used as the basis for these procedures.

Participants’ social interactions were described by three
Separate sets of summary measures representing different
aggregation strategies. The first set (overall) described all
of a participant’s interactions. The second set (composi-
tion) distinguished interactions on the basis of the sex of
the co-interactants. In this second set, separate summary
Measures described - each participant’s same-seX interac-
tions (i.e., those in which all co-interactants were the
Same sex as the participant), their opposite-sex interac-
tions (i.e., those in which all co-interactants were the.op-
Posite sex of the participant), and mixed-sex interactions

(i.e., those involving both male and female co-
interactants). A third set of variables described interac-
tions with participants’ friends.

For each of these three levels of aggregation, reactions
to interaction were measured by computing averages for
the five ratings of interactions (i.e., intimacy, enjoyment,
etc.) provided in the diary. Interaction quantity was mea-
sured by calculating: (1) the mean number of interactions
per day, (2) the time per day spent in interaction (in min-
utes) and (3) the percent of all interactions that were of
specific types (e.g., percent of interactions involving
same-sex best friend). In addition, the size of each partic-
ipant’s social network was measured by calculating the
number of different individuals with whom the participant
interacted during the study (separately for same- and
opposite-sex others and divided by the number of days the
participant maintained the diary), and the percent of inter-
actions that were dyads was computed.

Results

Overview of analyses

A variety of different analyses were conducted to exam-
ine the relationships between alcohol consumption and so-
cial interaction. Sex differences are common in research
on social interaction and on alcohol consumption, so par-
ticipant’s sex was included in these analyses whenever
possible. First, social interaction measures (aggregated at
each of the three levels described above) were correlated
with total alcohol consumed and with number of binge ep-
isodes, separately for men and women. Virtually none of
these correlations were significant at the .05 level. Al-
though it is often difficult to interpret null results, it
should be noted that the power to detect a medium effect
(r = .35) was .90 across the entire sample. Second, a se-
ries of 2 (sex of participant) X 2 (nondrinker vs drinker)
analyses of variance was done that compared the social
interactions of drinkers and nondrinkers. These analyses
found virtually no differences between drinkers and non-
drinkers, and the power to detect a medium-sized main
effect for abstinence (w® = .2) was above .90. Third, a
series of 2 (sex of participant) X 4 (amount of tot'al con-
sumption: zero, and a low vs medium vs high tertile 'spl'lt
for those who drank) ANOVAsS were done to compare indi-
viduals as a function of their total consumption: Tl}ese
analyses produced significant effects for consumption in a
few of the analyses of ratings of interactions, al'though
these effects were inconsistent across anal)fs?s at dlfferent
levels of aggregation. Moreover, other divisions using to-
tal consumption were tried, and none of these produced a
consistent pattern of results. .

The analyses that produced the most rehfible result.s
were those that compared people as a function of their
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frequency of binge-drinking episodes. These analyses were
2 (participant sex) X 3 (frequency of binge drinking: no,
low and high) ANovas, and the results of these analyses
will be the focus of this article. As noted by Berkowitz
and Perkins (1986), considerable research had found that
college-aged men drink more than women and, as ex-
pected, on average men reported more binge episodes
than women (1.27 vs 0.65). This discrepancy was such
that slightly different cut-points of binge episodes were
used to classify men and women. For both men and
women, participants who reported having no binge epi-
sodes during the week of the study were classified as no-
binge.> Women who reported one episode per week and
men who reported one or two episodes per week were
classified as low-binge. Women who reported two epi-
sodes or more per week and men who reported three or
more episodes per week were classified as high-binge.

Using this system, the participants were classified as
follows: 36 women and 13 men were assigned to the no-
binge category, 14 women and 9 men were assigned to the
low-binge category, and 10 women and 8 men were as-
signed to the high-binge category. For the men, the low-
binge group consisted of 7 who reported 1 episode per
week and 2 who reported 2 episodes per week, and the
average for the high-binge group was 3.4 episodes per
week. For the women, the average for the high-binge
group was 2.5 episodes per week. As might be expected,
the binge groups also differed in terms of total alcohol
consumed (F = 19.4, 2/84 df, p < .01). For women, the
averages of number of drinks consumed per week across
the three conditions were 1, 5 and 15, and for the men the
averages were 4, 12 and 20. However, particularly for
men, there were some no-binge drinkers who consumed
more alcohol than some low-binge drinkers, and there
were some low-binge drinkers who consumed more than
some high-binge drinkers.

Frequency of binge-drinking episodes and general
social interaction

Measures describing general social interaction were an-
alyzed- with 2 (sex) X 3 (binge frequency) analyses of
variance, and the means from these analyses are presented
in Table 1. The analyses of ratings of interactions sug-
gested that frequency of binge drinking was related to par-
ticipants’ sense of intimacy (or closeness) with others.
Significant main effects for frequency of binge drinking
were found in the analyses of the following measures ag-
gregated at overall level: depth of disclosure (F = 4.0
2/84 df, p < .05), breadth of disclosure (F = 3.3, 2/841:
df, p < .05) and intimacy (F = 3.2, 2/84 df, p < .05)
Participants who reported no binge drinking reported lesé
breadth and depth of disclosure and less intimacy across
all their interactions compared to participants who re-

TasLe 1. Ratings of all interactions (means * SDs)

No-binge Low-binge High-binge
Disclosure-depth 46 * 1.1 5.2 +0.7 52+0.9
Disclosure-breadth 4510 5.0+ 0.6 4908
Intimacy
Women 48 1.2 52+ 0.5 5510
Men 49 * 1.6 5.8 0.9 3.9+ 1.0
Responsiveness
Women 6.4 =09 6.3 =09 6.7=*1.4
Men 58 = 1.1 6.4 0.7 50+1.2

ported some binge drinking. However, the main effect for
frequency of binge drinking in the analysis of intimacy
was qualified by a significant interaction of participant
sex and binge frequency (F = 4.5, 2/84 df, p = .01).
This interaction was due to the fact that high-binge men
found much less intimacy in their interactions than did
participants in any other group. The analysis of respon-
siveness did not produce a significant main effect for fre-
quency of binge drinking, although it did produce a
significant interaction of participant sex and binge fre-
quency (F = 3.9, 2/84 df, p < .05), and the group
means for this analysis were similar to those found in the
analysis of intimacy. Men in the high-binge group felt that
others were less responsive to their needs and feelings
than did participants in any other group. In contrast to
these differences in reactions to interactions, there werc
no significant or marginally significant effects involving
frequency of binge drinking in the analyses of quantity of
interaction (i.e., number of interactions per day, time per
day spent in interaction, or size of same- and opposite-sex
social networks).

By design, the overall measures analyzed in the previ-
ous section aggregated across all types of interactions,
and they provided a broad view of the differences that ex-
isted in social interaction as a function of participants’
frequency of binge drinking. To determine if these differ-
ences varied across different types of social interaction,
additional analyses were conducted that included the sex
composition of interactions as a factor, i.e., 2 (sex of
Pal't_iCipant) X 3 (frequency of binge drinking) X 3 (com-
position: same-sex, opposite-sex and mixed-sex) ANOVAS,
with composition as a within-subjects variable. These ad-
ditional analyses suggested that the differences reported
a.bove did not vary across different types of social interac
tions. That is, there were no significant or marginally si&
plficant effects involving the gender composition of social
interaction and the frequency of binge drinking in the
analyses of intimacy, depth and breadth of disclosure, o
responsiveness.

The previous analyses examined the relationships bf'
tween binge drinking and reactions to all of a participants
social interactions, however, because intimacy is closely
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related to friendship development and maintenance, it was
important to investigate specifically the relationship be-
tween binge drinking and reactions to interactions with
close friends. It cannot be assumed that the characteristics
of interactions with close friends are the same as the char-
acteristics of general social interaction. Therefore, mea-
sures aggregated across only social interactions that
involved close friends were analyzed with the same type
of analyses as those used to analyze measures describing
all social interactions.

Binge drinking and interactions with close
same-sex friends

Close same-sex friends were determined by examining
each participant’s same-sex social network (i.e., all the
different same-sex people with whom the participant inter-
acted during the study). Same-sex close friend was desig-
nated as the most frequently mentioned same-sex co-
interactant, and a set of measures describing interactions
with this person was calculated. Use of frequency pro-
vided a clear operationalization of friendship status that
was consistent across participants. Moreover, previous re-
search has shown that frequency of contact is a reliable
indicator of the closeness of friendships (Hays, 1989; Nez-
lek, 1993; Reis and Wheeler, 1991; Wheeler and Nezlek,
1977), particularly for same-sex friendships. Further con-
firmation of the validity of this ‘convention came from
participants’ descriptions of who their close same-sex
friends were. As part of their poststudy interviews, partic-
ipants indicated who their same-sex best friends were. In
the present study, 42 of the 74 participants who indicated
that their same-sex best friend attended William & Mary
described their most frequently occurring same-sex €O-
interactant as their same-sex best friend.

The 2 (participant sex) X 3 (frequency of binge dr ink-
ing) ANOVAs of reactions to interactions with same-sex
close friends produced significant main effects for binge-
drinking frequency in the analyses of intimacy (F = 3.9,
2/84 df, p < .05) and depth of disclosure (F = 3.5, 2/84
df, p < .05). The mean (% SD) ratings of interactions
with same-sex close friends were: depth of disclosu.re—-—
no-binge, 4.6 + 1.2; low-binge, 5.3+ L.1; high-binge,
52 + 1.0; and intimacy—no-binge, 4.6 = 2.0; low-
binge, 5.8 + 1.0; high-binge, 5.7 * 1.2. As can be seen,
compared to participants who reported having at least one
binge-drinking episode (the low- and high-binge groups),
participants in the no-binge group reported less intimacy
and less depth of disclosure in- interactions Wwith their
same-sex close friends. Similar to the results of analyses
describing all interactions, there were no significant Of
near-significant effects involving frequency of pxnge
drinking in the analyses of measures of the quantity of
interaction with same-sex close friends.”

’é‘lA)BLE 2. Ratings of interactions with romantic partners (means *
s)

No-binge Low-binge High-binge
Intimacy
Wormen 6.2 1.6 6.1 0.8 69 =+ 1.2
Men 6.3+ 1.7 6.8 =08 42=15
Responsiveness
Women 6813 6.5 1.1 721417
Men 6.6 *+14 68 1.1 53214

Binge drinking and interactions with romantic partners

For purposes of the present study, close opposite-sex
friends were defined as romantic partners, and a set of
measures describing interactions with this person was cal-
culated. Of the 90 participants, 86 interacted with their
romantic partner during the course of the study and, for
the four participants who did not, their most frequently
occurring opposite-sex co-interactant was substituted.*
The results of the analyses of interactions with romantic
partners were slightly different from the results of some of
the previous analyses. There were significant interactions
of sex and binge frequency in the analyses of intimacy
(F =8.0, 284 df, p< .01) and responsivencss
(F = 4.0, 2/84 df, p < .05). As can be seen from the
means presented in Table 2, this interaction was primarily
due to the fact that, compared to all other groups, high-
binge men reported less intimacy in interactions with their
romantic partners, and they found their romantic partners
to be less responsive. These results are very similar to
those that were found in the analyses of reactions to all
interactions.

Unlike the results of the analyses of any other type of
interaction, there were significant effects for binge fre-
quency in the analyses of quantity of social interaction
with romantic partners (Table 3). There were significant
main effects for frequency of binge drinking in the analy-
ses of average number of interactions per day (F = 4.1,
2/84 df, p < .05), in the percent of interactions involving
romantic partners (F = 4.2, 2/84 df, p < .05) and in the
percent of these interactions that were dyads (F = 4.1,
2/84 df, p < .05). As can be scen from the means pre-

TasLE 3. Quantity of interactions with romantic partners
No-binge Low-binge High-binge
i da;
lnt(e:l:;t:i):esdper ’ 1.8+ 12 20 1.5 1.0x07
i tions
Per\;e:r:]:: inieracton 032+ 016 041 =0.16 0.31 = 0.16
Men 047 + 0.18 040 = 0.21 0.23 = 0.15
Combined 040 = 0.17  0.40 = 0.18 0.27 £ 0.16
i tion that were dyads
Per\;t‘;::‘:: fnieracton 085+ 016 087=0.12 0.88 = 0.13
Men 086+ 012 083= 0.15 0.62=034
Combined 086+ 0.14 0.85=0.13 0.75 £ 0.23
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sented in Table 3, high-binge participants had fewer inter-
actions per day with their romantic partners (both
absolutely and on a percentage basis) and fewer of these
interactions were dyads (i.e., with the romantic partner
only). However, the main effects for binge frequency in
the analyses of percent of interactions with romantic part-
ner and percent of these interactions that were dyads were
qualified by significant (or near significant) interactions
of participant sex and binge frequency (percent: ' = 3.6,
2/84 df, p < .05, percent dyads: F = 2.4, 2/84 df,
p < .10). The data in Table 3 show that this interaction
was due primarily to the fact that there was no difference
between men and women in the low-binge category. In
comparison, high-binge men had a smaller percent of in-
teractions with their romantic partner than did high-binge
women, and fewer of these interactions were dyads. Inter-
estingly, no-binge women had a smaller percent of inter-
actions with their romantic partners than did low-binge
women or low-binge men.

Binge drinking and measures of sociability

In addition to maintaining the social interaction diaries,
participants completed three individual difference mea-
sures: the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
scale (Radloff, 1977), a widely used measure of depres-
sion; the Bem Sex Role inventory (Bem, 1974), a widely
used measure of sex-role orientation that produces two
scores, expressivity and instrumentality; and the Percep-
tions of Risk in Intimacy Inventory (Pilkington and Rich-
ardson, 1988), a recently developed measure of the extent
to which people perceive risk in being intimate with others.
To determine if these measures of sociability were related
to alcohol consumption, participants’ scores on these mea-
sures were subjected to the same series of analyses as were
the measures of social interaction (i.e., analyses were
done comparing participants as a function of total con-
sumption and as a function of binge drinking). In agree-
ment with the results of Wiggins and Wiggins (1992), no
relationships were found between these measures of socia-
bility and alcohol consumption, no matter how consump-
tion was defined or how the relationship was evaluated.

Discussion

The present results suggest that the relationships be-
tween individuals’ alcohol consumption and the nature of
their social lives is neither simple nor straightforward.
Considering the results as a whole, the aspect of social
interaction that was the most consistently related to alco-
hol consumption was the intimacy or closeness that peo-
ple experienced in contact with others; however, this was
true for alcohol consumption only as measured by fre-
quency of binge drinking, not as measured by total con-
sumption, and the exact nature of this relationship varied

as a function of the sex of the person in question, the
specific dimension of interaction being considered and
just how much binge drinking the person did. '

In general, those who reported some binge drinking had
more intimate interactions, including deeper and broader
self-disclosure, and they found their co-interactants to be
more responsive than did those who reported no binge
drinking. However, men who reported high levels of binge
drinking experienced less intimacy and interpersonal
closeness in their interactions compared to other men and
to women. Moreover, it is important to note that differ-
ences in social interaction cannot be attributed solely or
primarily to behaviors that occurred during binge epi-
sodes. Binge episodes accounted for only a small portion
of each participant’s social interactions. On average, par-
ticipants described approximately 40 interactions during
the course of the study, and they reported at most only a
few binge episodes during the same period.

The results of the analyses of interactions with same-
sex friends were fairly clear-cut. Participants who re-
ported some binge drinking (either high or low) found
interactions with their same-sex close friends to be more
intimate than participants who reported no binge drink-
ing. The analyses of individual difference measures re-
lated to sociability did not suggest a particular explanation
for this finding; however, these analyses were far from ex-
haustive. Individuals who binged may have differed from
nonbingers in terms of some dimension(s) relevant to
social interaction. For example, they may have been less
inhibited or more spontaneous, or less concerned about
losing control in social situations, or they may have
been perceived by their peers as being this way and this
perception lead to differential treatment and different
interactions.

One of the most important findings of the study was the
association between binge drinking and the intimacy and
responsiveness of interactions with romantic partners.
Men who reported having three or more binge episodes
per week found their romantic partners to be less respon-
sive, and they found these relationships to be considerably
less intimate than did any other group in the study. In
contrast, for women, higher binge drinking was associated
with more responsive and more intimate romantic rela-
tionships. This may have been due to the fact that modest
amounts of binge drinking (one or two episodes per week)
on the part of one or both members of a couple is associ-
ated with more intimate and responsive romantic relation-
ships, while heavy binging is associated with poorer
relationships. Recall that different criteria were used for
men and women to distinguish the high- and low-binge
groups. In fact, most of the high-binge women would have
been classified as low-binge if they were men. The rela-
tively greater intimacy and responsiveness reported by the
high-binge women may not have been due to the fact that
heavier binge drinking is associated with the intimacy and
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responsiveness of women’s romantic relationships. If more
women had more binge episodes (three or more per
week), the intimacy and responsiveness of their relation-
ships might have suffered in the same way that men’s
suffered.

One question at the core of this issue is whether the
criteria for defining “heavy’” binge drinking should be
sex-based or not. The results from this study pertaining to
the intimacy of interactions suggest that sex-based classi-
fications are not needed; modest binge drinking (on an
absolute scale) was associated with more positive interac-
tions with romantic partners for both men and women.
However, using sex-based classifications, high-binging
men and women were similar in one important regard:
They both had less contact with their romantic partners
than did men or women who binged moderately or not at
all, suggesting that sex-based classification may be useful.
Furthermore, it is not clear if the same criterion for a
binge episode, five or more drinks at one sitting, should
be used to describe men and women. Women tend to be
smaller than men, and it may be appropriate to use a
lower cut-point (perhaps four or more drinks at one sit-
ting) to define a binge episode for women. For example,
Ratliff and Burkhart (1984) found that gender differences
in alcohol consumption were minimal when consumption
was adjusted for body weight. Clearly, more research is
needed to determine the importance of considering biolog-
ical factors such as sex and body mass when defining
binge drinking. U

Regardless of whether ex-based measures of binge
drinking are appropriate, one of the important implica-
tions of these results for studying the relationships be-
tween alcohol consumption and social behavior is that
researchers should assess patterns of alcohol consumption
as well as total consumption. Using total measures of tol?l
consumption, previous rescarchers have had difficulty 1n
demonstrating reliable relationships between alcohol con-
sumption and sociability/social behavior. The present re-
sults suggest that some of these difficulties may have been
due to a reliance on total consumption measures that do
not accurately reflect heavy episodic drinking. o

Some researchers have relied on measures of drinking
patterns, and it is important to not
these results contradict the research demonstfati.ng that
binge drinking is associated with poorer functioning and
social integration (€.g., Wechsler and McFadden, 1979;
Wechsler and Rohman, 1981). Students in the prefem
study who did not binge at all had less intimate relation-
ships ‘with both same-sex friends and romantic partners.
However, it is difficult to place the present results In l'he
context of specific previous research because few studies
have investigated the relationships between alcqhql con-
sumption and social activity using techniques S‘W‘lar to
those used in the present study- Nonetheless, prior re-
search can provide a broad context for understanding the

e that to some extent

present results. There can be little doubt that alcohol con-
sumption, like many other behaviors, is influcnced by so-
cial norms. In general, people will drink more when the
prevailing norms of their reference groups favor drinking,
and they will drink less when these norms do not favor
drinking. The available data suggest that some binge
drinking is normative on many contemporary campuscs
(e.g., Presley et al., 1993: Wechsler and Issac, 1992), and
so any explanation of the results of the present study
should include consideration of the influences such norms
may have had on the behaviors of the participants in the
present study.

The assumption that participants viewed some binge
drinking as normative and perhaps desirable (as an indi-
cation of maturity among other things) provides a reason-
able explanation for the findings that those who did not
have any binge episodes reported less disclosure and lower
intimacy than those who had some heavy-drinking epi-
sodes. People who did not ‘‘binge’’ may not have been as
well integrated into the larger community as those who
did, perhaps because they were not behaving in as norma-
tive or socially desirable a fashion as were the “‘bingers.”
Occasional binge drinking may serve as evidence that an
individual is relaxed, is easy to get along with, and is
someone with whom one can have a good time. In con-
trast, students who do not binge drink may be sccn by
their peers as more reserved, anxious or controlled (i.c.,
someone with whom it would not be that casy to have a
good time). Clearly, more research is needed to under-
stand stereotypes regarding different drinking patterns.

However, the above explanation does not account for
the dramatically lower intimacy and responsiveness re-
ported by high-binging men and the diminished contact
that high-binging men and women had with their romantic
partners. Although binge drinking may be viewed (nqrma-
tively) as desirable, excessive binge drinking may inter-
fere with the maintenance of satisfactory romantic
relationships. The time spent under the influence and‘rc-
covering from binge episodes may have reduced the.tlme
that people (particularly men) had available f_or .thelr ro-
mantic partners. In addition, high-binge drinking may
have served as 2 self-handicapping mechanism (Bgrglas,
1987), providing an excuse for the failure (or inabuhty)‘to
establish intimate relationships. Individuals who were in-
toxicated frequently could have attributed the difficulties
they had in relationships to their drinking, not to gther
personal characteristics such as social skills. Altgrnatwc;ly
(or concurrently), binge drinking may ref!ccx difficulties
people are experiencing in close relationships. lt'may rep-
resent attempts 0 “forget’” the problems one is experi-
encing. The relationships between drinking patterns and

relational stability and quality among nonclinical popula-
t focus of future research.

portant limitation to the gen-
o be discussed. Although

tions should be an importan
Before concluding, an im
eralizability of this study needs t
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a considerable body of data clearly indicates that volun-
teers for, and participants in, RIR diary studies are not
distinguishable from the general student population on a
wide variety of measures (Nezlek, 1993), the sample in
this study was limited to students who had an active same-
sex friendship, an active opposite-sex friendship and an
active romantic relationship. In the general population
from which this sample was drawn virtually all students
report having an active same-sex friendship and about half
report being involved in a romantic relationship. Reliable
estimates of the relative occurrence of opposite-sex
friendships are not available (O’Meara, 1989), although
the present sampling procedure suggested that they are
less common than either same-sex friendships or romantic
relationships.

Although the unavailability of precise estimates of the
percent of students who have opposite-sex friendships
makes it difficult to determine just how unusual the
present sample was, it is reasonable to conclude that, in
terms of the existence of an opposite-sex friendship, this
sample did not represent the ‘‘typical’” or ‘‘average’’ stu-
dent. It is not clear, however, how meaningful this differ-
ence was. Approximately half of the participants did not
interact at all with their opposite-sex friends, a lack of
contact that calls into question the centrality of such rela-
tionships in participants’ social lives. Nonetheless, the
fact that these participants indicated that they had these
three relationships distinguished them from their peers.
Although the available data do not indicate this, the exis-
tence of these relationships may reflect the fact that these
students had more mature styles of relating to others, a
broader range of interpersonal skills, or stronger motiva-
tion to establish close relationships, differences that might
be found on other measures not taken in the present study.

More concretely, the similarity of this sample to the
more general population can be evaluated in terms of par-
ticipants’ patterns of social interaction, measures of their
psychological characteristics, and their alcohol consump-
tion. Participants’ patterns of social interactions were very
similar to patterns found in studies of other similar popu-
lations. The average number of events per day, the length
of these events and the average enjoyment, intimacy and
influence found in interaction are similar to the averages
describing other samples that were not selected on the
bases of the existence of certain relationships. See Nezlek
(1993), Nezlek et al. (1983) and Reis and Wheeler (1991)
for a more detailed presentation of data describing other
samples. Moreover, participants’ perceptions of risk in in-
timacy, their reports of depressive symptoms and their
sex-role orientations were similar to those found in refer-
ence populations. See Pilkington and Richardson (1988),
Nezlek et al. (1992) and Bem (1974, 1977) for data de-
scribing these measures for other similar samples that
were not selected on the bases of the existence of certain
types of social relationships.

In terms of their alcohol consumption, the present sam-
ple was similar to the general population from which the
sample was drawn. As part of a mass testing administered
in introductory psychology classes the same semester as
the present study was conducted, 258 upperclassmen (153
women and 105 men) described their drinking behaviors
using the same scales as those used in this study. The av-
erage number of binge episodes reported by the women in
this reference sample was .84 (compared to .67 in the
present sample), and the average reported by the men was
1.64 (compared to 1.27 in the present sample). Using the
classification system that served as the basis for the anal-
yses in the present study, for women, the higher average
in the reference sample was due primarily to a somewhat
greater proportion of high-binging drinkers (20%) than in
the present sample (16%). For the men, the difference was
due primarily to the fact that, although the proportion of
high-binge drinkers was virtually identical in the two sam-
ples (27% vs 28%), the high-binging men in the reference
sample reported having more binge episodes per week
(4.9) than the high-binging men in the present sample
(3.4). However, it is also noteworthy that the present sam-
ple had a smaller proportion of no-binge participants than
found in the reference sample (60% vs 64% of women and
43% vs 51% of men, respectively).

Taken together, these data suggest that the drinking pat-
terns of the present sample corresponded roughly to the
general student population, although there were relatively
fewer very heavy drinkers and relatively more moderate
drinkers in the present study. Nonetheless, many of the
important results of the present study concerned differ-
ences between those with no-binge episodes and those
with a moderate amount of binge drinking, and it is diffi-
cult to attribute these results to differences in consumption
between the study sample and the reference sample.

It appears that Disraeli’s observation that ‘‘There is
moderation even in excess’” provides an appropriate con-
text for the present results. The moderation of an excess
(binge drinking) seems to have been associated with a
positive outcome, i.e., more intimate (and perhaps more
meaningful) relationships. Although the usual caveats
about the representativeness of the sample, the scope of
the domains covered by the instruments and the limits of
the available statistics need to be kept in mind when con-
sidering the generalizability of the results of the present
study, these results suggest, as many have suspected, that
alcohol consumption and social behavior are related.
However, the results also suggest that these relationships
may be more complicated than many have imagined them
to be. The difficulties previous researchers have had in
df)cumeming relationships between consumption and s0-
cial behavior may have been due to their relative reliance
on measures of total consumption instead of measures of
pat?erns of consumption (binge drinking), as well as to
their reliance on personality-style measures of social be-
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havior that do not provide sufficiently detailed descrip-
tions of different aspects of social life. In future research,
measures of social behavior/sociability and alcohol con-
sumption should be both precise and multidimensional to
determine the specific nature of the relationships between
these two constructs.

Acknowledgment

We are grateful to Phillip Meilman for his comments on the manu-
script.

Notes

I. Less than half of the participants interacted with this platonic friend
over the course of the study, and data describing interactions with
this friend will not be presented because of the small part of the sam-
ple that contributed analyzable data.

2. Additional analyses were done that included a distinction between
nondrinkers and drinkers who had no binge episodes; howevet, this
distinction was not informative.

3. Additional analyses were conducted that compared operationally de-
fined same-sex close friends who were described as best friends in
the interview with those who were not. These analyses did not reveal
any differences in the patterns of results between these two groups. In
addition, previous research (€.8., Nezlek, 1993) has suggested that
frequency of contact over a week period is a more reliable indicator
of closeness for same-sex friends than are single-item assessments.
Therefore, the analyses in this article focused on interactions with the
most frequently mentioned same-sex co-interactants instead of on in-
teractions with the nominated same-sex best friend.

4. Analyses that excluded the four participants who did not interact with
their romantic partner during the course of the study produced results
that were virtually identical to those presented in this article.
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