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ABSTRACT 
 

Abundant research concerning adolescent and young adult drinking has focused 

primarily on factors that may explain the continuance of alcohol use from adolescence 

into young adulthood, such as parental alcohol use, peer alcohol use, personality 

characteristics, and the college environment. However, this study proposed that alcohol 

use among young adults can also be associated with the romantic relationship context of 

young adults. Drawing from a social learning theory framework, this study examined the 

associations between adolescent drinking, romantic partner drinking, and young 

adulthood drinking through the lenses of selection and socialization processes. In 

addition, moderation effects, such as relationship type and sex of participant were 

examined. Using three waves of data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health, this study used hierarchical regression analyses with control variables and 

propensity scores to examine selection and socialization processes that help to explain 

young adult drinking. Control variables used in the models included parental alcohol use, 

peer alcohol use, sensation seeking, and college enrollment. Results indicated significant 

associations between adolescent drinking, young adult drinking, and romantic partners’ 

drinking supporting selection and mutual selection effects. After examining the 

moderating effects of relationship type and participants’ sex, results indicated that 

romantic partners’ drinking was significantly associated with the participants’ young 

adult drinking only within nonmarried relationships. In addition, the effects of adolescent 

drinking and romantic partner drinking were more important for males as compared to 

females. Lastly, the association of adolescent drinking and young adult drinking among 

married female participants was significantly greater than that of unmarried women and 
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married males, even after controlling for third variables. There are important implications 

for female and male individuals who are in nonmarried relationships and marital 

relationships. Nonmarried individuals may be at risk for continuing to drink if they pair 

up with drinking partners, especially among males. Once two people pair up, their mutual 

identity of either a “drinking” or “nondrinking” partnership may be associated with 

individuals’ drinking. And because individuals may increase their drinking in order to 

form and keep romantic relationships, romantic partners may play an important role in 

individual vulnerability to consuming alcohol. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Problem 

A number of processes and factors have been proposed to understand the 

prediction of risky drinking for young adults. Some of these include personality factors, 

such as sensation seeking (Borsari, Murphy, & Barnett, 2007; Magid, MacLean, & 

Colder, 2007), peer and parental influences (Barnes, 1990; Borsari et al., 2007; Collins, 

Leonard, & Searles, 1990; Fromme & Ruela, 1994; Lowe, Foxcroft, & Sibley, 1993; 

Poelen, Scholte, Willemsen, Boomsma, & Engels, 2007; Thompson & Wilsnack, 1987), 

and transitional events, such as moving away from home or attending college (Arnett, 

2005; Bachman, Wadsworth, & O’Malley, 1997; Baer, Kivlahan, & Marlatt, 1995; 

Harford & Muthen, 2001; Dawson, Grant, & Stinson, 2004; White, Labouvie, & 

Papdaratsakis, 2005). Given the developmental trajectory of drinking for young adults, it 

seems likely that alcohol behavior would generalize to successive relationships, from 

relationships with parents, to relationships with peers, and to relationships with romantic 

partners. These relationships may demonstrate how environmental influences unfold, 

such as selection and socialization. These two processes are not mutually exclusive and 

both take place (Kandel, 1978) when explaining young adults’ romantic relationships and 

alcohol patterns. Heavy drinking and alcohol-related problems increase during late 

adolescence and early adulthood (Baer, 1993; Chen and Kandel, 1995; Johnston, Fiedler-

Kelly, & Glover, 2001; Tubman, Vicary, & von Eye, 1990), as do problems with alcohol 

use in general (Glantz, Weinberg, & Miner, 1999; Johnston et al., 2001). Thus, the 

transition from adolescence to young adulthood is important to examine because 
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initiation and escalation of heavy drinking may have lifelong consequences. Not only 

may the developmental transition from adolescence into young adulthood involve alcohol 

use, but other important life events co-occur such as the formation and initiation of new 

romantic relationships. Individuals can shape their own development by choosing certain 

contexts (Scarr & McCartney, 1983), such as forming romantic partnerships with those 

who share similar drinking patterns.  

According to data from the 2005 Monitoring the Future (MTF) study, an annual 

survey of U.S. youth, three-fourths of 12th graders, more than two-thirds of 10th graders, 

and about two in every five 8th graders have consumed alcohol. Over the life course, 

drinkers in the United States tend to have the highest level of alcohol consumption in 

their early twenties (Fillmore, Hartka, & Johnstone, 1991; Naimi, Brewer, & Mokdad, 

2003). According to the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), the 

prevalence of heavy drinking (i.e., consuming 5+ drinks in a row on at least five 

occasions in the past month) in 2003 was highest among young adults ages 18 to 25, 

peaking at age 21 (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2004).  

 When earlier experiences with alcohol use set the stage for later life experiences 

into young adulthood, this is termed a continuity effect (Temple & Fillmore, 1986). In 

terms of drinking, the experiences with alcohol that occur earlier in life are assumed to 

lead to future alcohol-related values, attitudes, and behaviors (Albee & Kessler, 1977). 

Donovan, Jessor, and Jessor (1983) were the first to explore the continuity in problem 

drinking from adolescence to young adulthood: they found moderate support for 

continuity. However, their study examined drinking at only two points in time, during 

young adolescence and late young adulthood when many of the individuals had already 
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transitioned into a myriad of life changes, such as marriage and parenthood. By contrast, 

Temple and Fillmore (1986) followed up with a similar study and concluded that 

adolescent problem drinking is only temporary and does not continue into young 

adulthood, also known as a discontinuity effect. However, Windle’s (1988) critique of 

this study concluded that there was a good deal of stability in drinking behaviors in 

Temple and Fillmore’s (1986) study over the course of the 13-year study. Windle found 

strong support for some continuity in drinking behavior from adolescence to young 

adulthood – individuals who were classified as drinkers during adolescence were three 

times more likely to be categorized identically 13 years later than adolescent abstainers 

were in the same time period (Windle, 1988; see Temple & Fillmore, 1986). Thus, 

Windle concluded that Temple and Fillmore’s study offered some of the strongest 

support available for continuity in drinking behavior from adolescence to young 

adulthood. 

There are many explanations and potential predictors that may explain the 

continuity effect of drinking for young adults in addition to adolescent drinking. These 

may include precursors to drinking, including personality traits, parent and peer drinking, 

and moving away from the home into the college environment. First, one important 

personality characteristic that may help explain young adults’ alcohol use is sensation 

seeking. Sensation seeking and impulsivity are complex and multidimensional traits 

(Arnett, 1994), where sensation seeking is defined as a strong need for varied, novel, and 

stimulated experiences and willingness to take risks for the sake of such experiences 

(Zuckerman, 1979). These traits have been identified as predictors of alcohol 

involvement (Magid et al., 2007). The theory of sensation seeking in explaining alcohol 
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use was identified by Zuckerman (1979): those who are high on sensation seeking have a 

strong need for varied and intense stimulations, such as alcohol consumption. Alcohol 

often increases positive arousal (Connors & Sobell, 1986), and those who are motivated 

to consume alcohol may achieve an optimal level of stimulation (Magid et al., 2007). 

Higher levels of sensation seeking have also been found to predict both heavy drinking 

during the first year of college, as well as escalations in drinking (Del Boca, Darkes, & 

Greenbaum, 2004; White, McMorris, & Catalano, 2006).  

In addition, parental and peer drinking may serve as predictors of adolescent 

drinking because parents and peers often play an active role in introducing adolescents to 

alcohol (Lowe, Foxcroft, & Sibley, 1993). An individual’s first experience with alcohol is 

likely to be within the context of the family or peer group where they serve as role 

models for how to drink, what occasions are appropriate to drink, and for what reasons 

alcohol is consumed (Barnes, 1990; Collins, Leonard, & Searles, 1990). Using Social 

Learning Theory, researchers speculate that when adolescents are in drinking situations 

or given opportunities to drink, they may follow patterns of alcohol use they recall from 

their parents and their peer groups (Thompson & Wilsnack, 1987). Parents and peers may 

also influence individuals’ alcohol use directly (e.g., through modeling alcohol use) and 

indirectly (e.g., through individuals’ perceptions about their parents’ and peers’ drinking) 

(Graham, Marks, & Hansen, 1991). One study found that the more alcohol parents’ 

reported drinking, the greater the quantity of alcohol their adolescent sons and daughters 

consumed (Fromme & Ruela, 1994).  

Peers and parental influences have been examined in various longitudinal studies 

of adolescents. One study measured progression to heavy drinking and found that friend's 
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drinking was the most significant predictor of adolescents’ alcohol use (Reifman, Barnes, 

Dintcheff, Farrell, & Uhteg, 1998), whereas another study examined genetic and 

environmental similarities and concluded that there were substantial environmental and 

genetic factors that contributed to the relationship between adolescents' own alcohol use 

and that of their friends, based on parental drinking behaviors (Cleveland & Wiebe, 

2003). Thus, both the behaviors of parents and peers are relevant contributors to the 

development of adolescent and young adult alcohol consumption. 

 In addition to personality, parent, and peer factors, the transition from adolescence 

to adulthood can be problematic and stressful for young adults. Young adults are 

experiencing considerable change at this point in their lives – such as moving away from 

home or perhaps attending college and living in close quarters with other young adults. 

The transition out of high school is one of the most critical transitions in life because of 

the new changes in adolescents’ social environment and new role responsibilities 

(Newcomb & Bentler, 1987). This period of transition is not simply an extended 

adolescence – it differs from adolescence because it is characterized by less parental 

supervision and much more independence (Arnett, 2004).  

Emerging independence may be due to individuals enrolling in a college or 

university, or taking on a new job. Individuals are now more likely to be on their own, 

independent, and exploring new behaviors, such as dating more often and engaging in 

risky behaviors, such as alcohol use. Research finds that there are increases in substance 

use during this transitional period (Arnett, 2005; Bachman et al., 1997). Other studies 

have found that young adults who enroll in college demonstrate heavy increased drinking 

because they have moved out of their parents’ home into a dormitory or off-campus 
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living situation (Baer et al., 1995; Harford & Muthen, 2001). Even though most of these 

studies examine college students, there is research that finds noncollege-bound young 

adults who move out of their parents’ home may experience similar changes with regards 

to drinking (Dawson et al., 2004; White et al., 2005). When comparing college versus 

noncollege young adults, studies find that college students may drink at lower rates 

during adolescence, but increase their drinking when entering college, which results in 

higher scores compared to the noncollege young adults (Bachman et al., 1997). Thus, 

educational status and the living situation may both be significant factors that explain 

young adults’ alcohol use. 

On average, individuals start drinking during adolescence and increase the 

amounts of drinking into their early twenties (Bachman, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 

2002). Many young people establish continuous lifelong patterns of alcohol use (or 

nonuse) during this period, whereas others may take a different trajectory of engaging in 

a particular pattern during late adolescence and changing the pattern in young adulthood 

(Maggs & Schulenberg, 2005). Thus, individuals can shape their own development by 

choosing certain contexts (Lerner, 1992; Scarr & McCartney, 1983) and by also choosing 

romantic partners who consume alcohol. Furthermore, theories of self-selection suggest 

that individuals pick environments and companions who are compatible and are 

supportive of individuals’ own behavior (Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman, 1988; Ennett & 

Bauman, 1994; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). By choosing compatible partners, 

individuals’ behaviors may be reinforced and maintained (Caspi & Herbener, 1990; 

Quinton, Pickles, & Maughan, 1993). Partners’ own behavior may promote the initiation, 

maintenance, or exacerbation of consuming alcohol for individuals. Thus, engaging in 
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drinking during adolescence may lead to partnering with others who drink, which in turn 

may place individuals at high risk for continued involvement in problem behavior, such 

as alcohol use.  

 In the current study, social learning theory helps illustrate how the combination of 

selection and socialization relate to young adults’ romantic relationships and alcohol use. 

Social learning theory can help explain why romantic relationships may be more 

influential in predicting young adult drinking because the theory stresses the importance 

of identification of similar romantic partners, interaction with those partners, and 

imitation of the behavior of the romantic partners in acquiring new and reinforcing old 

behaviors on alcohol use (Wechsler & Kuo, 2003).  

 Research that has examined similarity in romantic relationship formation includes 

two processes: selection (also called assortative pairing) and socialization. Selection 

effects generally refer to the influence of those individual characteristics that steer a 

person toward certain experiences (and environments). In assortative pairing there is 

selection for similar characteristics. Socialization effects refer to the influence of 

experiences (and environments) on the individual (e.g., Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). 

Partners can influence individuals by two processes: (a) imitation, when an individual 

models the behavior of the partner and (b) social reinforcement, when one individual 

adopts their partner’s behavior which in turns affects the individual’s behavior. This 

socialization process can result in social amplification, i.e., drinking partners will 

promote the persistence and escalation of drinking behaviors for individuals who are 

already prone to drinking. 



     Texas Tech University, Jacquelyn D. Wiersma, December 2008 
 

8 
 

 One framework that helps to illustrate the effects of both selection and 

socialization is Newcomb’s (1953) AB-X model. This model portrays how selection and 

socialization work together in understanding romantic partner formation, based on a 

balance system theory. The core of Newcomb’s theory concerns two persons, A and B, 

and their joint relation to some object, X, such as alcohol use. Individuals’ (A) perceived 

similarity between themselves and their partners (B) is much more preferred than 

perceived dissimilarity on a variety of characteristics, such as alcohol (X). And the 

balance, or similarity, between two people is rewarding because similarity and attraction 

are strongly associated. Thus, the AB-X model helps to illustrate the process of selecting 

a similar partner and how this similar partner can influence the individual’s behavior 

through the process of socialization. 

 Consideration of selection and socialization effects is central to understanding the 

association between alcohol use and young adults’ romantic partnerships. This study 

reviews these conceptualizations and then considers the context of these social processes 

on young adult drinking. Thus, the purpose of this study was to address how young adult 

drinking is associated with (a) the selection of similar drinking romantic partners, and (b) 

the socialization effect of drinking within a romantic relationship. These social processes 

may be affected differently according to young adults’ relationship type (i.e., married 

versus nonmarried) and their sex. This study uses a longitudinal, nationally 

representative, and ethnically diverse sample of over 1500 individuals and their romantic 

partners to further the understanding of the development of drinking in young adult 

romantic relationships. 
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 The general purposes of this study are addressed by five goals. The first goal was 

to understand the selection effect for couples through assessment of pre-relationship 

similarity between romantic partners in consuming alcohol. Young adults may be more 

likely to choose partners who are similar to themselves in many ways, a process known 

as selective association (Berndt, 1996). Research has suggested that similarity in values, 

attitudes, and behaviors provides the most importance basis for interpersonal attraction 

(Kandel, 1985). However, the most frequent attributes that are shared by partners may not 

be values or attitudes, but sociodemographic characteristics such as age and race. And 

behaviors, such as drug use, are next in importance as attributes that are shared by 

couples. 

The second study goal was to explore socialization on young adults’ drinking 

within a romantic relationship context. In the process of socialization, behaviors like 

alcohol consumption can spread from one individual to another. Thus, individuals in 

drinking environments with drinking partners are reinforced to consume alcohol. 

Moreover, once people form relationships with similar partners they are less likely to 

change their behavior because the similarity between these partners creates an 

environment that reinforces the initial behaviors (Caspi & Herbener, 1990). Individuals 

may choose drinking partners who may exacerbate their own drinking, also known as a 

social amplification effect. The social amplification of risk framework describes how 

both social and individual factors, such as individual alcohol use and partners’ alcohol 

use, act to amplify or dampen alcohol use (Pidgeon, Kasperson, & Slovic, 2003). 

Individuals may not only drink heavily themselves, but also model their partners’ 

drinking, which may then amplify the risk of more drinking for the individual. 
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 Regardless of the degrees to which selection and socialization effects are 

operating, it is likely that young adults’ romantic partners’ drinking is associated with 

individuals’ drinking. Thus, young adults probably increase the amount of drinking 

overtime because their social environment includes their romantic partners’ drinking. 

Partners’ excessive drinking could encourage excessive drinking through reinforcement, 

validation, and imitation. For young adults who drink in romantic relationships, selection 

and socialization effects may be determiners of drinking behavior. 

 The third, fourth, and fifth goals of this study were to examine how young adults’ 

socialization trajectories may be affected differently by relationship type and by sex. 

Research finds that those couples who associate with each other longer become more 

similar over time (Kandel, 1985). In other words, similarity increases further as the result 

of sustained association between couple members. And those who associate longer with 

each other are subsequently more likely to influence each other (i.e., socialization effect). 

Thus, the third goal was to examine whether married couples, as compared to nonmarried 

partners, are more similar in their drinking patterns because of socialization. Married 

couples’ romantic relationships and similarity in drinking may actually intensify the 

longer they know each other.  

 The fourth goal examines gender issues in drinking within young adult romantic 

relationships. Females and males’ drinking may be affected differently according to their 

role in the relationship, suggesting that alcohol may be a factor in young adult 

relationships. A number of studies have shown that wives’ drinking is strongly associated 

with their perceptions of their husbands’ drinking (Hammer & Vaglum, 1989; Wilsnack, 

Wilsnack, & Klassen, 1984). Young women may adapt their drinking to that of their male 
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partner in order to enhance the relationship, termed social contagion by Holmila (1994). 

The contagion effect refers to females’ need to copy the lifestyle of people who have 

higher status than they do (e.g., generally their husbands) (Holmila & Raitasalo, 2005). 

Thus, females may be more socialized by their male partners’ drinking than males are by 

their female partners’ drinking.  

Lastly, the fifth goal was to examine the joint role of relationship status and 

participants’ sex. Regarding what is found for females within married relationships, this 

study explored how socialization effects may be stronger for females within married 

relationships as compared to females in nonmarried relationships. 

In conclusion, there is a continuance of drinking from adolescence into young 

adulthood and this can be influenced by the context in which young adults form romantic 

relationships. The extent to which individuals seek to affiliate with romantic partners 

similar to themselves can be explained by the processes of selection and socialization, 

which appear approximately equal in importance in explaining romantic partners’ 

drinking. By utilizing social learning theory, the processes of selection and socialization 

can be understood in terms of direct and indirect influences between two individuals and 

their association with alcohol. The present study examined (a) the selection process by 

which young adults seek out similar romantic partners based on alcohol use behaviors, 

and (b) the socialization process that reinforces young adults’ own tendencies to consume 

alcohol. In addition, moderation effects were studied, such as (c) how this socialization 

process is associated with couples who have been together longer (e.g., marriage), (d) 

how socialization effects may be more prevalent for females as compared to males, and 

(e) how socialization effects may be more prevalent for females within married 
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relationships as compared to nonmarried relationships. Thus, the study of selection and 

socialization processes for young adult couples who consume alcohol may help to explain 

the continuity of alcohol use from adolescence into young adulthood.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this paper was to explore how alcohol use is impacted by romantic 

relationships in adolescence and young adulthood. Focusing on individuals and romantic 

partners, a central relationship during individuals’ developmental period, this paper first 

reviews the processes of selection and socialization using social learning theory. This 

study examines how the formation of romantic relationships may help to explain the 

continuance of young adult drinking. The following sections review the connections 

between young adult drinking and romantic relationships from both theoretical and 

empirical perspectives. The literature on social learning theory, selection, and 

socialization as they relate to young adults’ drinking in romantic relationships will be 

reviewed, as well as the illustration of both selection and socialization through an AB-X 

model. Finally, this paper concludes by summarizing extant research in this area by 

focusing on potential moderators that may alter these drinking partnerships differently 

according to relationship type (nonmarried versus married) and gender. Finally, the 

proposed research questions and hypotheses are presented. 

Social Learning Theory 

 Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977; 1986) is one theoretical framework by 

which romantic relationships can be related to individual alcohol consumption. Bandura’s 

assertion that behaviors are shaped through direct teaching, reinforcement, and 

observational learning (Bandura & Walters, 1963) are applicable to the processes of 

selection and socialization of alcohol use behaviors within romantic relationships. There 

are at least three potential ways that young adults’ continued drinking may occur. First, 
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individuals who were involved in heavy drinking during adolescence may selectively 

affiliate with drinking partners who reinforce their prior drinking pattern (selection). 

Second, individuals may drink heavily because the romantic relationship facilitates young 

adults’ involvement in heavy drinking (socialization). Finally, young adults may attract 

drinking romantic partners that, in turn, increases the alcohol use of those heavy drinkers 

even more (both selection and socialization).  

Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory emphasizes the importance of observing 

and modeling the behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions of others in the context of 

continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, behavioral, and environmental 

influences. Social learning theory incorporates the idea of modeling behaviors and 

reinforcement: individuals imitate and model their peers’ behavior (Kandel, Kessler, & 

Marguilies, 1978). Social learning theory suggests that interpersonal influences can arise 

from two processes: (a) imitation, when a person models the behavior of another; and (b) 

social reinforcement, when one person adopts another’s behavior that in turns affects his 

or her own behavior. People are often reinforced by observing others because the 

behavior being modeled leads to reinforcing consequences that produce satisfying results. 

People are more likely to engage in certain behaviors when they believe they are capable 

of executing those behaviors successfully, also known as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). 

This means that individuals will have high self-efficacy, or self-confidence towards 

learning if they find the behavior rewarding. If individuals find more joy in the activity 

they are modeling, then they will have higher self-efficacy (e.g., individuals may enjoy 

drinking alcohol and continue doing so). 
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These concepts, such as imitation, rewards and reinforcement are related to the 

influence of significant others, such as partners. First, individuals are more likely to 

model romantic partners who are similar to themselves initially. During imitation, young 

people may model their own behaviors after those of significant others (i.e., romantic 

partners) because they are similar. Therefore, young adults could be more likely to drink 

if their partners’ drink. Second, individuals are more likely to model romantic partners 

when they are rewarded by their actions. For example, individuals may imitate their 

partners’ drinking behavior, find it fun and enjoyable, and then continue to drink with the 

partner. Social reinforcers or rewards may include things such as acceptance in the 

partnership, approval of drinking, having the same interest in drinking, all of which can 

be important in encouraging people to continue to perform a particular behavior 

(Bandura, 1977). Thus, rewards for desired behavior, such as drinking, are presumed to 

reinforce that behavior. And if individuals anticipate or recall previous rewards from 

these interactions, they will be more motivated to continue modeling those partners with 

whom they are similar in drinking behaviors (Bandura, 1977). During social 

reinforcement, young adults exhibit behaviors and values approved by significant others 

(i.e., partners). It may appear to the individual that drinking is an appropriate behavior if 

their romantic partner demonstrates such behavior, which may increase their own 

drinking. 

B. F. Skinner (1953) articulated the major theoretical constructs of reinforcement. 

He termed positive reinforcement as an increase in a behavior due to the addition of a 

stimulus immediately following a response. For example, if individuals feel that the 

activity of drinking with romantic partners is rewarding because they are having fun, then 
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they will be more likely to continue drinking. Rotter (1966) described things people want 

to happen or things that they are attracted to as high in reinforcement value; things they 

don't want to happen or that they wish to avoid have a low reinforcement value. Thus, 

individuals are more reinforced to drink with their romantic partners if they perceive this 

interaction or drinking partnership as rewarding. Also, reinforcement value is subjective, 

meaning that the same event or experience can vastly differ in desirability, depending on 

the individual's life experience or past experience with romantic partners (those who 

drank versus those who did not drink). 

Social learning can be direct or indirect (Kandel, 1985). Direct influence arises 

when the behavior of a romantic partner drinks (role modeling) and sets norms for 

drinking (social reinforcement), that has immediate consequences for the other partner, 

such as drinking. Direct effects are most often discussed in the socialization literature. 

According to social learning theory, active or direct influences may facilitate drinking to 

a greater or lesser degree (Read, Wood, & Capone, 2005). For example, a situation in 

which alcohol is actively offered to an individual by a romantic partner is obviously more 

conducive to alcohol use than one in which no offer is made. Thus, environments (e.g., 

bars) in which both drinking and overt offers to drink by potential romantic partners are 

socially normative may increase individuals’ exposure to alcohol (Baer, 2002).  

Indirect effects arise when one individual influences the development of another 

partners’ drinking behavior, that in turn increases drinking for the individual. These may 

include perceptions of a romantic partners’ drinking that may in turn influence the 

perception of the individuals’ attitudes towards drinking. Graham, Marks, and Hansen 

(1991) concluded that individuals who perceive and interpret the drinking patterns of 
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others (e.g., romantic partners) as reinforcement for their own drinking will then behave 

in accordance with that perception. Thus, social modeling occurs – individuals who 

observe the romantic partner engage in heavy drinking may model their own behavior 

after those of the partners’ drinking because they perceive this as rewarding. There is a 

greater likelihood of adoption and maintenance of heavy drinking for the individual. 

These basic socialization processes are found to vary depending on the source of 

influence (e.g., partner) because the imitated behavior of drinking itself leads to 

reinforcing consequences. Drinking behaviors learned from a romantic partner may 

produce satisfying or reinforcing results. As an example, if an individual observes a 

romantic partner drinking and enjoying it, the individual may also in turn drink and enjoy 

alcohol’s effects. As well, the romantic partner may express approval for the individual’s 

drinking.  

Modeling romantic partners. Social learning theory can help explain why 

romantic relationships may be more influential in predicting young adult drinking 

because the theory stresses the importance of identification, interaction, and imitation of 

the behavior of others in acquiring new and reinforcing old behaviors (Wechsler & Kuo, 

2003). This does not necessarily mean that an individual will imitate the observed 

behavior, such as alcohol use, nor that the model needs to be reinforced for imitation to 

occur. Social learning theory holds that only the behaviors of valued individuals are 

modeled (Andrews, Hops, & Duncan, 1997; Bandura & Walters, 1963). Modeling of a 

behavior such as heavy alcohol use is more likely if the individual respects or values the 

model (Jacob & Leonard, 1994). Socialization implies that the type of information an 

individual receives via the romantic partner may provide incentives for further 
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observational learning. And romantic partners may actually be more influential in 

drinking behaviors as compared to peers because individuals may value their partner 

much more than a peer. It is generally assumed that others similar to oneself will be most 

pivotal as sources of reference and influence. Elaborating upon this notion, Collins and 

Read (1994) suggested that romantic relationships should exert their strongest effects on 

interpersonal behaviors in social interactions with attachment figures, such as one’s 

current romantic partner. High perceived similarity has been shown to increase the 

likelihood that individuals will adopt one another’s behavior (Brock, 1965) or at least 

match their partners’ drinking behavior (Collins & Marlatt, 1981).  

Despite the ubiquity and general importance of peers in relation to adolescents’ 

alcohol use, the role of romantic partners on individuals’ alcohol use has not been 

systematically investigated. Brown, Feiring, and Furman (1999) noted that the tendency 

to overlook dating partners as a source of social influence may be because these 

relationships are likely to be relatively superficial and transitory (see e.g., Merten, 1996), 

particularly when compared to family and friendship bonds. Studies of other adolescent 

behaviors such as delinquency also suggest that research on partner effects may be 

important to pursue (Haynie, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2005). Dating partners 

have been found to influence both prosocial and antisocial behaviors during adolescence 

(e.g., Haynie et al. 2005; Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2006), suggesting the unique 

influential role of romantic partners on drinking behavior. One study that assessed this 

relationship found a significant effect of partners’ alcohol use remained even after peer 

alcohol and parent alcohol use were entered as predictors (Longmore, Taylor, Giordano, 

& Manning, in press). Thus, additional research on the ways in which romantic partners 
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influence behavior outcomes such as alcohol use should serve as an important 

supplement to the literature that has focused on peer influences.  

The lack of prior alcohol research on the effects of adolescent romantic 

relationships may be due at least in part to the belief that, in comparison to peers, such 

relationships are very short-lived and transitory—thus lessening any potential impact. 

However, recent research suggests that these early relationships vary considerably in 

length and levels of closeness (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003). The objective of the 

current study is to determine whether the romantic partner’s alcohol use is related to 

young adults’ drinking levels.  

In conclusion, Bandura (1969) described “reciprocal determinism” as the dynamic 

and interactive associations among environmental and individual variables and behaviors 

over time. Reciprocal determinism is the idea that a person's behavior both influences and 

is influenced by personal factors and the social environment that shape subsequent 

behavior. Social learning theory holds that how young adults drink is not simply a 

consequence of specific behaviors and attitudes toward alcohol, but depends as much or 

more on young adults’ romantic relationships. Partners who drink alcohol may influence 

adolescents and young adults through role-modeling behaviors. Increased drinking may 

contribute to a host of problematic outcomes for young adults (Windle, 1996), because 

partners’ alcohol use may act to amplify individuals’ alcohol use (i.e., social 

amplification). For example, heavier drinking individuals seek out romantic partners with 

similar drinking levels, with the result that the new romantic relationship influences 

individuals’ subsequent drinking behaviors. Drinking individuals seek out drinking 

partners (i.e., selection) and partner modeling of drinking behavior influences future 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personality_psychology�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_environment�
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drinking behavior (i.e., socialization). Thus, these social learning influences may change 

an individuals’ drinking behavior and could potentially lead to a more problematic 

drinking romantic partnership. 

Selection Effect 
 

Using social learning theory, research suggests that romantic partners may affect 

one another through selection (i.e., young adults tend to select partners who are similar to 

themselves). Selection effects refer to the influence of individual characteristics that steer 

an individual toward certain experiences, environments, or people (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991). Individuals tend to seek out people who have similar goals, values, and 

behaviors (Kandel, Davies, & Baydar, 1990). Similarity between partners in terms of 

drinking behaviors may result from assortative mating – the selection of partners with 

similar characteristics that implies that individuals form nonrandom relationships. 

Individuals may select certain romantic partners as a way to increase their own self-

validation. Validation may be a type of social reinforcer or reward that makes individuals 

feel that they are normal and just like other young adults – an indirect way of feeling 

accepted. Similarity may also predict greater relationship satisfaction (Acitelli, Kenny, & 

Weiner, 2001; Russell & Wells, 1991) and also initial attraction to a romantic partner 

(Klohnen & Luo, 2003). Perceiving a partner to be more similar to oneself is associated 

with increased feelings of being understood in a relationship and overall satisfaction 

(Acitelli et al., 2001; Gattis, Berns, & Simpson, 2004; Murray, Holmes, Bellavia, Griffin, 

& Dolderman, 2002). In addition, if drinking individuals perceive potential romantic 

partners as drinking, this is an indirect form of approval for consuming alcohol and 

portrays to the individual that there is a similar interest in drinking. Finally, similarity is 

http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c2�
http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c2�
http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c2�
http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c60�
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http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c20�
http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c53�
http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c53�
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validating to both partners because each perceives that his or her own attitudes or 

behaviors (regarding alcohol) are shared by an important other (Gonzaga, Campos, & 

Bradbury, 2007). Because of these different forms of validation or rewards, individuals 

will be more likely to select each other as partners. 

Selection of peer groups. Several studies have found evidence for selection effects 

for peer groups within adolescence and the college environment in terms of alcohol use. 

In the friendship or peer literature, there is ample support for both selection and 

socialization effects. Key processes of peer influence may include friends’ modeling 

alcohol use, peers creating norms and expectations to support or encourage alcohol use, 

and that of peer selection whereby individuals choose and keep friends whose behavior 

and beliefs are similar to their own (Sieving, Perry, & Williams, 2000). A great deal of 

developmental research on friendship formation in childhood and adolescence has 

explored who befriends whom. One classic friendship study done by Kandel (1978) 

examined 957 friendships over a school year, in which some friendships formed at the 

beginning of the year already possessed similarity in many behaviors, including drug use. 

Information from this study was available on members of stable friendships, friends-to-

be, and on former friends, which allowed Kandel to examine similarities and divergences 

in drug use before adolescents selected each other as friends, while they were friends, and 

after they dropped each other as friends. Kandel concluded that adolescents coordinate 

their choices of friends and their behaviors by breaking off friendships that are dissimilar 

in behaviors and keeping friendships that are similar in behavior because adolescents tend 

to enjoy spending time with peers who are more similar to them (see Newcomb, 1961). If 

the friendship or relationship is similar with regard to attitudes or behaviors (e.g., drug 
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use), then friendship selection anchors or validates the individual's preexisting attitude or 

behavior pattern, which is a reward for the adolescent. The desire for similarity in 

relationships (both peer and romantic relationships) and the desire for validation from 

significant others are common human concerns (e.g., Feeney, Peterson, & Noller, 1994). 

Ennett and Bauman (1994) and Fisher and Bauman (1988) used social network analyses 

combined with longitudinal designs to study cigarette and alcohol use among groups of 

friends. Smokers and drinkers were more likely to acquire smoker and drinker friends 

than nonsmokers and nondrinkers, indicating a selection effect. These studies 

demonstrate that there are selection effects whereby adolescents presumably feel 

rewarded and validated when they choose peers who are similar in attitudes and 

behaviors to their own beliefs. 

 In addition to research on general friendship formation, there have been many 

studies that have looked at the association between adolescent alcohol use and peers’ 

alcohol use. There is longitudinal evidence of a strong relationship between adolescents’ 

substance use and their peer’s substance use (Farrell, 1994; Farrell & Danish, 1993; 

Fisher & Bauman, 1988). Adolescents’ drinking behavior has an impact on the nature of 

friends he or she “selects” as part of his or her network. Peer selection in the college 

environment has also received a lot of recent attention because of the high rates of binge 

drinking (Bullers, Cooper, & Russell, 2001; McCabe, Schulenberg, & Johnston, 2005; 

Parra, Krull, & Sher, 2007; Reifman, Watson, & McCourt, 2006). There is a growing 

recognition that similarities between individuals and their peers’ drinking can exist 

because people seek out peers whose behavior and beliefs are consistent with their own 

(Bullers et al., 2001). As individuals transition into young adulthood, those who are 
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heavy drinkers are more active in selecting peers who drink at similar levels (Parra et al., 

2007). McCabe and colleagues (2005) examined selection and socialization effects of 

fraternities and sororities on US college students’ drug use and concluded that greater 

alcohol use precedes entrance into peer groups, such as sororities and fraternities. 

Reifman and colleagues (2006) also tested for a selection effect in a three-wave panel 

design, concluding that college students’ drinking appeared to be driven by dropping and 

adding new friends into their peer group/network. Respondents’ earlier drinking 

predicted their networks’ average drinking at a later time. Thus, there is a degree of 

selecting and deselecting peer members as “drinking buddies” for individuals and their 

peer groups (Reifman et al., 2006). The “drinking buddies” concept can be extended to 

“drinking partnerships” whereby individuals select and deselect certain romantic partners 

based on their drinking. 

 Assortative pairing. Selection has also been referred to as assortative mating, 

which describes young adults seeking out similar romantic partners (Buss & Barnes, 

1986; Glicksohn & Golan, 2001). Assortative mating describes the influences and 

meaning behind pairing up with similar partners. The term assortative pairing may be 

more appropriate for this phenomenon because assortative mating is mostly concerned 

with partner choices as they relate to procreation (Quinton, Pickles, Maughan, 1993). 

Assortative pairing is the idea that relationships do not develop at random, but partners 

choose one another based on similar characteristics that may include similar drinking 

patterns and similar background characteristics, such as age, ethnicity, and education. In 

part, young adults develop relationships based on similarity, where they are attracted to 

and match up with others who are very similar to them. Thus, under selection there is a 
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similarity between romantic partners that preexists before the relationship and becomes a 

factor in the formation of the romantic relationship. Individuals may choose partners who 

have desired attributes, such as consuming alcohol – these behaviors are often traits 

similar to the individual. This is consistent with the notion that “birds of a feather flock 

together” implying that individuals select partners similar to themselves, in this case, with 

respect to alcohol consumption. Such intentional selection may begin with peers in 

adolescence, but the choice of a similar romantic partner may serve as a further attempt to 

create an environment supportive of an individuals’ own behavior (Kendler, 1995). 

Individuals are likely to desire supportive environments that include acceptance and 

approval by romantic partners most likely achieved when they are similar in interests.  

Assortative pairing can also result from “phenotypic preference” or assortment 

based on the direct observation and selection of traits that are genetically influenced 

(Cardon, Fulker, & Joreskog, 1991; McLeod, 1995). Assortative pairing is similar to the 

idea of active genotype-environment correlation or “niche picking” (Scarr & McCartney, 

1983), in which people actively seek out similar environments that reinforce their own 

behaviors. Individuals are not merely passive recipients of the environment, but 

contribute by actively seeking environments that are compatible to individuals’ 

personalities, abilities, or interests (Scarr, 1992). Assortative pairing is nonrandom and 

people typically select mates with similar characteristics rather than selecting randomly 

chosen mates. This idea proposes that people choose partners based on a similar 

background, such as similar age, socioeconomic status, education, and also alcohol 

behaviors. Partners tend to prefer romantic partners who are similar or compatible in age, 

race, religion, physical attractiveness, SES, intelligence, education, personality, attitudes, 
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and interests (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Glicksohn & Golan, 2001). Individuals tend to 

choose environments that are compatible with their own traits and prefer to affiliate with 

people similar to themselves (Kandel, 1978). Affiliating with similar others may be 

because similarity induces liking or attraction to another individual (Lazarsfeld & 

Merton, 1954; Newton, 1961). An individual who shares similar attitudes, interests, and 

circumstances with a partner associates these with a positive meaning and may be 

rewarded by feeling connected or attracted to the romantic partner; this rewarding feeling 

may then continue the cycle of pairing up with future partners who are also similar. 

Assortative pairing describes romantic partner pairing on the basis of selection for 

similarity and how this selection may be associated with social functioning, such as 

alcohol consumption. There may be an explicit selection of partners based on drinking 

status, and rejection of certain partners because of their drinking status (Leonard & 

Mudar, 2000). Thus, selection of romantic partners may form in multiple ways for young 

adult drinkers: (a) drinkers choose other drinkers as partners, (b) nondrinkers choose 

other nondrinkers as partners, (c) couples dissolve when alcohol behavior becomes 

dissimilar (deselection), and (d) individuals may not select partners because the behaviors 

are different. These decisions reinforce selection and assortative pairing and are relevant 

to patterns of individuals’ alcohol use. 

 Utilizing social learning theory, selection may explain why individuals tend to be 

attracted to and match up with others who are very similar or compatible to them. 

Partners who share a common interest of consuming alcohol are drawn together by that 

mutual interest. It is likely that couples actively choose an environment that corresponds 

to their phenotype, such as meeting in bars, going to bars on dates, drinking together with 
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romantic partners, all of which may be important parts of the courtship process (Olmsted, 

Crowell, & Waters, 2003). First, the desire to meet potential drinking partners may lead 

individuals to seek out social contexts where alcohol is served (e.g., bars). This 

environment is likely to have similar others present. Second, the propinquity may initially 

place together those who are similar in drinking patterns. Third, similarity of drinking 

may increase couples’ motivations to continue to drink (Cooper & Orcutt, 1997). These 

activities can be explained by social learning theory’s selection, socialization, and 

reinforcement ideas. Bandura (1977) noted that environmental reinforcement was not the 

only factor to influence a behavior, but that intrinsic reinforcement is also important as a 

form of internal reward, such as pride, satisfaction, and a sense of accomplishment. For 

example, if the individual enjoys drinking with the romantic partner, this rewarding 

reinforcement will contribute to the continuance of the behavior.  

Selection of romantic partners. Several lines of research provide support for 

partner similarity or assortative pairing in substance use that include twin and adoption 

studies (Stallings, Cherny, Young, Miles, Hewitt, & Fulkner, 1997), clinical and 

incarcerated samples (Han, Weed, & Butcher, 2003; Jacob & Bremer, 1986; Olmsted et 

al., 2003), cross sectional studies of community samples (Leonard & Eiden, 1999; 

Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1993), and research with children of alcoholics (Black, Bucky, & 

Wilder-Padilla, 1986; Boye-Beaman, Leonard, & Senchak, 1991; Hall, Hesselbrock, & 

Stabenau, 1983; Schuckit, Tipp, & Kelner, 1994; Windle, 1997). Familial transmission 

research studies, including twin and adoption studies, have focused on parents’ problem 

behavior as it relates to offspring’s adjustment, but does not follow parents over time. 

Stallings et al. (1997) used a twin and adoption design to examine spousal concordance in 
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a full sample of adolescent males undergoing drug treatment in 34 matched control 

families. They reported a correlation of 0.31 between spouses for alcohol and drug 

problems. Studies of selected clinical samples have found similarity between couple 

members on scales of the Addiction Admission Scale, which includes specific substance 

abuse behaviors (Han et al., 2003). Specific to substance misuse, both male and female 

alcoholics were significantly more likely to marry individuals with alcohol use problems 

(Jacob & Bremer, 1986; Olmsted et al., 2003).  

Cross-sectional research has assessed partner similarity in alcohol and drug use – 

selection research done by Yamaguchi and Kandel (1993) found that husbands and wives 

were similar in terms of their own adolescent substance use, suggesting that men and 

women select spouses whose drinking history was similar. Leonard and Eiden (1999) 

also concluded that individuals who married were similar initially in their drinking habits 

in the year before marriage. Based on the idea of selection and assortative pairing, 

individuals who consume alcohol during adolescence may be more likely to choose 

partners during young adulthood who also consume alcohol because this is a common 

interest or behavior that couples share together. As Klohnen and Luo (2003) noted, 

similarity predicts initial attraction, and perceived similarity is related to increased 

feelings of being understood (i.e., positive reinforcement). Thus, pairing up with a 

drinking partner can be rewarding for each member of the couple. 

 Turning to children of alcoholics (COAs) specifically, some research suggests 

that there is a significant relationship between a family history of alcohol dependence and 

marriage to an alcoholic (Black et al., 1986; Hall et al., 1983; Schuckit et al., 1994). 

Schuckit et al. (1994) examined 708 college male students regarding their own drinking, 
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their parents’ drinking, and their grandparents’ drinking. Male college students’ mothers 

who had no alcohol dependence symptoms, but who had an alcoholic parent, had a higher 

likelihood of selecting a partner with alcoholism. These authors also found that alcohol-

dependent parents were more likely to marry other alcoholics. In a similar study, Windle 

(1997) examined substance use, mate similarity, and family history of problem drinking 

in a national longitudinal sample and reported that assortative mating was found in 

Hispanic, White, and Native American women. Those women who had a history of 

alcohol problems showed an increased likelihood of marrying an alcoholic partner. 

However, one study did not find a supportive relationship between family history of 

alcohol use and partnering with an alcoholic, but did conclude that heavy drinkers were 

more likely to marry other heavy drinkers (Boye-Beaman et al., 1991). Thus, it seems 

from previous research on drinking among couples, there is an assortative pairing effect 

whereby people tend to select similar drinking partners. 

Selection and assortative pairing have also been able to explain the association 

between similarity of couple members and a host of behaviors, such as antisocial 

behavior, violence, and drug use. Because individuals tend to choose environments and 

people who are similar to themselves (Kandel, 1978), there are strong assumptions that 

by choosing partners who are similar to individuals’ own dispositions, the relationship 

will sustain the behavior (Caspi & Herbener, 1990). There is strong support for the 

association in drug use patterns (e.g., legal drugs such as alcohol use, marijuana, and 

illicit drugs, such as cocaine) between couple members who subsequently form a 

partnership (Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1993). Yamaguchi and Kandel (1997) found that 

similarity between spouses affected continued use of marijuana use in the couples. 
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Assortative pairing was also found for comorbidity in antisocial behavior in couple 

behaviors (see Krueger, Moffit, & Caspi, 1998; Moffit, Caspi, Rutter, & Silva, 2001), 

conduct disorders and problems (see Quinton et al., 1993), and general violence and IPV 

within young adult romantic relationships (Herrera, Wiersma, & Cleveland, 2008). 

Dishion, Patterson, and Griesler (1994) examined antisocial males and peer groups, 

concluding that antisocial boys tended to select male peers who are also high in antisocial 

behavior. These antisocial boys may actively choose partners whose characteristics and 

behaviors match them (e.g., the partner also enjoys risk-taking activities and substances). 

And because people form unions or relationships with other people similar to themselves, 

these congenial environments may further reinforce their interests reflecting the operation 

of a socialization effect. When individuals’ selected into relationships with similar 

partners their behavior tendencies continued. But when individuals’ paired into 

relationships with dissimilar partners, their behavior tendencies did not emerge (Herrera 

et al., 2008; Moffit et al., 2001). Herrera and colleagues (2008) found that women who 

were generally violent became more aggressive within their relationships when they 

paired up with a violent partner as compared to a nonviolent partner. 

In conclusion, clearly there is ample research that supports partner selection in 

alcohol use behaviors. However, some of this research suffers from considerable 

methodological shortcomings, including small, selected clinical, self-identified, 

retrospective, or incarcerated samples. These represent only an extreme portion of the 

general population which may lead to biased estimates of partner similarity (Galbaud du 

Fort, Newman, & Bland, 1993) in alcohol behaviors. Given these problems, the focus for 

this study was to expand on this literature by using a nationally representative and 
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longitudinal design to understand the process of selection and similarity between couple 

members in drinking. The literature supports the idea that couple similarity results from 

initial selection of mates, with individuals seeking out and constructing environments and 

relationships similar to their own. But do these environments and relationships further 

reinforce individuals own behaviors? A related line of research provides support for 

behavior socialization in demonstrating how similarity between couple members 

promotes stability across time.  

Socialization Effect 

 The second process, socialization, refers to the influence of experiences, 

environments, or people on the individual (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Using social 

learning theory, research suggests that socialization (i.e., partners exert an influence on 

individuals) is a primary process that explains the continuance of drinking in young 

adulthood. Consequences of modeling partners’ drinking behavior affects individuals’ 

behavior – also known as vicarious reinforcement. Behavior is reinforced by a partner 

and then the individual shows an increase in that same response, such as drinking. 

Individuals are more likely to model these romantic partners’ behaviors when the 

individual is rewarded by their actions. For example, individuals may perceive that 

drinking is acceptable if their partner drinks and that drinking is an enjoyable event.  

Socialization has also been defined as the similarity between partners that 

develops over time as a result of interpersonal influences (Kandel, 1985). Thus, to what 

extent does pairing off with a drinking partner have an association with the persistence of 

one’s own drinking behavior? Individuals who drink and choose partners who drink end 

up affected by these decisions. For example, the partners that individuals choose may 
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encourage couple drinking. People who form relationships with similar partners are less 

likely to change their behavior because the similarity between these partners creates an 

environment that reinforces the initial behaviors (Caspi & Herbener, 1990). This “mutual 

niche picking” subsequently reinforces individuals’ initial behavior or tendencies (Buss, 

1994; Scarr & McCartney, 1983) and contributes to the continuity of personality and 

behavior. Continuity occurs because individuals in relationships enjoy these activities and 

feel they will be successful in doing them. Within these drinking partnerships, there may 

be more effort and persistence whereby individuals may put more effort into the 

relationship if they consider the relationship to be successful and rewarding. Thus, 

relationships that include alcohol consumption will continue if individuals perceive 

drinking as rewarding.  

In line with social learning theory, two processes that play a role in the influence 

of significant others on young adults is imitation (i.e., individuals model their own 

drinking behaviors on their romantic partners’ behaviors by simply observing and 

replicating the drinking behavior) and social reinforcement (i.e., when young adults 

internalize definitions of what is appropriate for drinking and exhibit these behaviors and 

values that have been approved by their significant romantic partner). The norms and 

habits of partners may have important effects on individuals’ use of alcohol. Socialization 

may affect couples in a few different ways: A heavy drinking partner may be more 

tolerant of the other partner’s drinking; a partner may be less likely to complain about the 

other partners’ drinking; and a partner may be more likely to model and reinforce the 

other partner’s drinking patterns. To the extent that the couple drinks together, couples 
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may become even more similar over time in the drinking behaviors, which may result in 

amplification of drinking.  

Using social learning theory, the amplification effect predicts that pairing up with 

a similar drinking partner will increase the likelihood of continued drinking. The social 

amplification framework postulates that the social and economic impacts of an adverse 

event are determined not only by the direct physical consequences of the event (e.g., 

drinking), but by the interaction of social processes (e.g., romantic partners) that amplify 

or attenuate the risk and result in secondary impacts (e.g., more drinking) (Renn, Burns, 

Kasperson, Kasperson, & Slovic, 1994). Individuals’ may drink themselves, but also 

model their partners’ drinking, which may amplify the risk of more drinking. And 

individuals who select similar partners are less likely to change their initial behavior 

because it is reinforced (Caspi & Herbener, 1990). Moffitt and colleagues (2001) believe 

that similar partners contribute to and encourage individuals’ own behavior, including 

alcohol use and antisocial behavior. Over time, social pressure toward drinking has a 

causal effect on an individual’s drinking, and as two members of a romantic relationship 

spend more time together, their drinking behaviors become more similar through 

reinforcement. When male and female members paired off with an antisocial partner, the 

result was that they themselves were more likely to engage in antisocial behavior in 

adulthood – thus, having an antisocial partner contributed additively to adult involvement 

in crime (Moffit et al., 2001). Social amplification suggests that the pairing of two 

drinking persons will create a “dangerous liaison” (Moffit et al., 2001). Drinking partners 

will promote the persistence and escalation of drinking behaviors for individuals who are 

already prone to drinking.  
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However, there is also research that concludes that romantic relationships may 

actually play a protective role. A good deal of research suggests that high quality 

relationships may exert a dampening effect on problem behavior, such as alcohol use, and 

that romantic partners may exert a strong socializing influence that effectively deters 

problem behavior (Laub & Sampson, 1993; 2001; Sampson & Laub, 1993). Thus, with 

the accumulation of relationships and individuals’ investment in those relationships, 

desistance may be facilitated regardless of individuals’ previous problem behavior. 

Reduction in drinking may be due to the transition into a new role, one that is different 

from being single. These new behaviors may include holding a steady job, maintaining 

the relationship, and the presence of children (Miller-Tutzauer, Leonard, & Windle, 

1991). Individuals may reduce their overall alcohol consumption because it interferes 

with more conventional adult roles and obligations (Bachman et al., 1997; Jessor, 

Donovan, & Costa, 1991; Miller-Tutzauer et al., 1991). For example, using data from 

over 1,000 women age 18 or older, Celentiano and McQueen (1984) concluded that 

women lowered their alcohol intake when they entered into marriage. The transition to 

marriage was a protective factor for the reduction of alcohol in a sample of over 10,000 

males and females in one national longitudinal study (Miller-Tutzauer et al., 1991). 

Marriage, and particularly the transition to marriage, is associated with lower alcohol use 

and may facilitate different socialization effects for individuals: (a) Individuals may 

select into higher drinking roles/partnerships that are consistent with their own alcohol 

use and that amplifies their drinking, (b) individuals may select into a discrepant drinking 

partnership that deters their drinking, (c) nondrinkers may select into partnerships with 
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other nondrinkers as partners, and (d) couple partnerships may dissolve when alcohol 

behavior becomes dissimilar. 

Socialization and peer groups. Several researchers have found evidence for 

socialization effects for alcohol consumption among peer groups. Drug use is one of 

many adolescent behaviors that results from an interaction between individual and peer 

characteristics. The basic theoretical issue in adolescent socialization is the extent to 

which the behaviors of adolescents are dependent upon the influences of peers (Kandel, 

1980). For example, Kandel (1978) found that socialization occurs for adolescent friends 

who shared certain common attributes (e.g., drinking levels) and socialization further 

increased as time passed with the sustained association between the friends. In Kandel’s 

study, four different types of 959 friendships were categorized in a longitudinal design 

that included stable pairs, friend-to-be pairs, former friend pairs, and unstable friend 

pairs. Among the stable pairs, similarity further increased over time and was highest 

when both pairs were reciprocated friendships (1978). Thus, these stable friendship pairs 

tended to influence each other over time as a result of the continued 

relationship/friendship.  

In terms of young adults’ socialization in college environment peer groups, Lo 

and Globetti (1995) examined the impact of socialization among first-year undergraduate 

students and found that members of fraternities and sororities were significantly more 

likely to increase their alcohol use over time relative to nonmembers. Similar findings 

were present for college students in fraternities and sororities in terms of heavy episodic 

drinking and marijuana use over time (McCabe et al., 2005). Wills and Cleary (1999) 

analyzed peer influence versus peer selection mechanisms in adolescent tobacco, alcohol, 
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and marijuana use over three time periods, concluding that peer use significantly and 

positively predicted adolescent substance use (i.e., a socialization effect). Peer 

socialization was also found in longitudinal studies of adolescents and their peer groups 

(Sieving et al., 1999) and college students and their peer groups (Reifman et al., 2006) 

across three waves. By examining young adults in a college setting, Reifman and 

colleagues (2006) found that “drinking buddies” or the peer network predicted 

individuals’ later alcohol use, thus supporting a socialization effect. 

In conclusion, socialization proposes that individuals have found partners similar 

to themselves in an environment in which alcohol use is accepted, prevalent, and 

normative. Once in this environment, partners will encourage continued or escalated 

heavy drinking. Consequently, as a result of being immersed in this environment, 

individuals may increase their own alcohol use in order to fit in with what they perceive 

as the norm. Therefore, the drinking habits of individuals and their partners may largely 

determine the degree to which selection and socialization leads to an increase in personal 

alcohol use (Capone, Wood, & Borsari, 2007). Such a relationship is consistent with the 

concept of reciprocal determinism (Bandura, 1986), which can be understood among the 

person, the environment (e.g., partner), and personal alcohol use. 

AB-X Model 

 Selection and socialization are enduring theoretical and empirical constructs in 

romantic relationships. Selection refers to individuals gravitating towards partners who 

are similar to them, whereas socialization explains individual-partner similarity by the 

process of partners influencing the behavior of the individual (Wills & Cleary, 1999). 

One framework that may be able to illustrate the effects of both selection and 

http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=17&sid=28881d2e-dcac-45e6-960b-02c3ee534174%40sessionmgr7#c9�
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socialization is Newcomb’s (1953) AB-X model. This model portrays how selection and 

socialization work together in understanding romantic partner formation, based on a 

balance system theory.  

Balance theory, which was originated by Heider (1946), analyzes systems 

consisting of two persons and an object, with any two of these entities related to each 

other by either positive or negative sentiments, or not related at all. There are likely to be 

either two minus (e.g., "dislike") links or none. Put more generally, such cycles will tend 

to have an even number of minuses, so that the product of the link signs will yield a 

positive value (Heider, 1958). Newcomb advanced Heider's balance theory in 1953. 

Newcomb identified three psychological states of balance: balance, imbalance, and 

nonbalance. In the balance state, the set of cognitive elements is accepted as it is; in 

imbalance, modification will be attempted; and in nonbalance, indifference between 

acceptance and modification may prevail. The balance theory asserts that balanced states 

will be preferred over imbalanced states, and imbalanced states will lead to activities to 

change them to balanced states. For example, individuals’ perceived similarity between 

themselves and their partners is much more preferred than if they perceive dissimilarity 

with partners on a variety of characteristics. When individuals enter into relationships, 

they hope to obtain rewards and benefits, such as similarity in interests with another 

person. If a similar behavior between couple members is perceived as rewarding for an 

individual, attraction should increase (e.g., balance). However, if a behavior is dissimilar 

between couple members, an individual may not perceive this as a reward because the 

individual may no longer feel validated with the behavior (e.g., imbalance). Thus, the 

degree of liking or being attracted to someone is higher when there are a variety of 
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similarities between two people on attitudes, values, or personality traits (Lazarsfeld & 

Merton, 1954; Newcomb, 1961).  

 The core of Newcomb’s theory concerns two persons, A and B, and their joint 

relation to some object, X, such as alcohol use. With A as the individual, there are three 

basic ideas: (a) A is attracted to B; (b) A’s attitude toward X, alcohol; and (c) A’s 

perception of B’s attitude toward X, alcohol. The object X (alcohol) must be relevant 

somehow to the A-B relationship. Thus, A, B, and X are all viewed as interdependent in 

constituting a system (Newcomb, 1953) as seen in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. Schematic illustration of the minimal A-B-X system 

         X 

     

A     B 

  

Given the relevance of X, there is a strain toward symmetry or balance among the 

three variables to achieve compatibility or similarity (Curry & Emerson, 1970; 

Newcomb, 1953) because this increases the likelihood of “attraction.” The implications 

for this model follow: (a) while at any moment the system may be conceived as “at rest,” 

it is characterized not by the absence but by the balance of forces; and (b) that a change in 

any one part of the system may lead to changes in the others. Thus, symmetry and 

compatibility are important elements for young adults’ relationships in terms of alcohol 

use: If A perceives agreement (e.g., similarity) with B concerning X (alcohol), then the 

probability of attraction towards B is increased (e.g., selection). Given A’s attraction 
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toward B, if A perceives B as liking X (alcohol), then A will strain toward liking X 

(alcohol) even more (e.g., socialization). And if A likes both B and X (alcohol), then A is 

prone to perceive B as liking X (alcohol) also. The stronger the forces are for A’s 

compatibility with B and X, the greater A’s strain toward symmetry with B in respect to 

X and the greater the likelihood of increased symmetry in alcohol levels (e.g., 

socialization of drinking). 

 This model can also explain behaviors among A and B that are not initially 

similar in regards to X, alcohol. For example, A may observe that B differs on the 

important issue, X, alcohol – but seeks symmetry by trying to persuade B to change or A 

may seek to reassure oneself that B does not disagree. Given the perceived asymmetry 

with regards to X (alcohol), a demand for symmetry may create some possibilities for A: 

(a) attempting to achieve symmetry with B by influencing B or changing A’s own 

orientation towards B (e.g., deselection); (b) introducing changes in other parts of the 

system, such as modifying the attraction, evaluation, or judgment of B; and (c) tolerating 

the asymmetry, without change, which may be why individuals choose complementary 

partners, such as “opposites attract” in romantic relationships. In this AB-X model, two 

eventual outcomes will occur: an equilibrium is achieved which is characterized by 

greater attraction for A and B, with a high level of symmetry that continues the 

association; or an equilibrium is characterized by little attraction for A and B because of 

perceived low symmetry, and the association may be discontinued. Thus, this situational 

scenario suggests that asymmetry may exist but there is ultimately a direction of effort 

towards symmetry – in similarity over time for A and B. In addition, the AB-X model can 

explain the socialization effect of couples becoming more similar over time in another 
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way: If the frequency of interaction between A and B increases, the degree of liking for 

one another will increase and the more frequently A and B interact, the more alike both 

their behaviors tend to become (Newcomb, 1953). Thus, liking increases the frequency of 

interaction, and vice versa.  

 This AB-X theory has wide applicability because X is free to be interpreted in 

many ways as long as X is relevant to the A-B relationship and is relevant to A’s attitude 

toward X and B. Clearly, if both A and B like alcohol (X), then they will drink alcohol 

together. This mutual attraction is based upon mutual participation in rewarding activities 

and on compatible behaviors and attitudes. Byrne and Blaylock’s (1963) study of married 

couples concluded that similarity in political attitudes existed prior to the marriage and 

existed due to marital interactions – both selection and socialization effects. Curry and 

Emerson (1970) replicated Newcomb’s design by examining residence-hall settings that 

featured eight-person living groups over an eight-week period. Their study found no 

empirical support for the AB-X explanation of attraction as a dependent variable. There 

was a problem in the design of the study in terms of “balance” between A, B, and X, 

where Curry and Emerson (1970) were hoping to predict satisfaction, rather than describe 

how living-group variables were related in terms of similarity. Newcomb’s model 

illustrates that perceived attitudes of romantic partners acts to bring about symmetrical 

outcomes, but does not necessarily predict change and must be interpreted loosely 

because it does not predict behaviors. In short, balance theory and the AB-X model are 

relevant to a great number of areas - among them friendship or relationship development, 

but they explain the past much better than predicting the future. 
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Relationship Length and Sex Differences 

 It is not only important to track trajectories of alcohol use from adolescence into 

young adulthood, but it is also important to examine how these trajectories may be 

different for couples in different types of relationships and by sex. From a developmental 

perspective, one important question is to what extent are individuals consistent over time 

in the degree to which they tend to affiliate with their romantic partners? Based on social 

learning theory and socialization, couples’ drinking should be more similar when they 

have been together longer – thus those couples in longer and more committed 

relationships, such as marriage, should be more socialized in terms of their drinking as 

compared to nonmarried couples. As partners get to know one another, they may come to 

define themselves as similar in drinking behaviors. This similar and rewarding activity 

may develop into a sense of mutual identification for both couple members (Levinger & 

Rands, 1985) in the continuance of drinking within the romantic relationship. If this 

explanation was tenable, then the level of similarity between couple members would 

increase as the duration of relationship increases.  

Tambs and Moum’s (1992) study of a large community Norwegian sample 

concluded that there was no apparent spousal convergence for physical, lifestyle, 

personality, or demographic variables, but the one variable that had modest convergence 

was alcohol consumption. Convergence was also stronger during the initial stages of 

marriage. Gonzaga, Campos, and Bradbury (2007) found similar results with newlywed 

couples. These couples converged in their personalities the first 1.5 years of their 

marriage, but this effect was quite small; this finding may be indicative of couples who 

continue to incorporate aspects of each other during the early stages of marriage. This 
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effect may subside as the marriage continues and as couples reach a ceiling of similarity 

(Gonzaga et al., 2007). Additionally, Price and Vandenberg (1980) found no convergence 

for 36 of 44 physical, social, and behavior variables measured in a cross-sectional 

American community sample of 134 couples; however, they found that four of the eight 

variables converged for couples including measures of alcohol consumption. These 

researchers concluded that variables with high “plasticity” could demonstrate 

convergence between partners. Longitudinal designs have tested for convergence in 

problem behavior with greater rigor and have found that, on average, couples do not 

converge on personality over time (Caspi & Herbener, 1993; Luo & Klohnen, 2005; 

Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1997). In conclusion, the majority of this type of research has 

opposing conclusions on socialization or convergence in personality, attitudes, or 

behavior. 

It seems that most research concerning concordance between spouses on 

personality or behaviors finds that there is no evidence that these increase as a function of 

marriage duration (Buss, 1984; Eaves, Eysenck, & Martin, 1989). Most research supports 

that selection effects may actually be more important than socialization effects for marital 

concordance on alcohol and drug dependence (see McLeod, 1995). For example, there 

was no evidence for shared experiences or explanations of socialization in a sample of 

586 married couples with anxiety disorders, alcohol and drug dependence. Yamaguchi 

and Kandel (1993) examined concordant and discordant patterns of drug use between 

spouses and concluded that there was no effect of one spouse’s drug use on the other. 

According to the latent trait models of drug use, marital similarity reflects assortative 

mating and initial selection, rather than socialization or social influence effects. These 
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findings conclude that spouses do not become more similar over time and the association 

of duration of relationship length and similarity of married couples reflects assortative 

mating rather than socialization.  

 One limitation from the conclusion regarding effects of relationship length is that 

most studies only examined married couples. There has been little research that has 

compared nonmarried couples to married couples in terms of socialization effects. 

Selection may still be prevalent for both couples, but according to social learning theory 

and socialization effects, married couples should be more similar in their drinking 

behaviors because they have had longer periods with which to influence the other 

member. 

 Even though most research concludes that relationship type is not associated with 

socialization effects of drinking, research does agree that within married relationships, 

husbands and wives do influence one another differently. Many studies have concluded 

that there is not only spousal influence, but also that the direction of influence in drinking 

habits is from husband to wife (Glantz-Wright et al., 2004; Jacob & Selhamer, 1982; 

Leonard & Eiden, 1999; Leonard & Mudar, 2003). Spousal influence occurred in clinical 

studies with alcoholics (Moos, Finney, & Cronkite, 1990) and also within the general 

population (Leonard & Eiden, 1999; Leonard & Mudar, 2003).  

 Some researchers have suggested that socialization may be more powerful and 

more important for females, whose involvement in drinking alcohol may be more 

determined by and contingent upon the behavior of their partners (Moffit et al., 2001). A 

number of studies have shown that wives’ drinking is strongly associated with their 

perceptions of their husbands’ drinking (Hammer & Vaglum, 1989; Wilsnack et al., 
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1984). For example, Hammer and Vaglum’s (1989) study of over 4,000 Norwegian 

women concluded that husbands’ consumption of alcohol explained 48% of the variance 

in wives’ drinking levels. Wilsnack and colleagues (1984) reported similar strong 

associations within a U.S. national study. However, both of these studies only used 

wives’ reports of husbands’ drinking. Leonard and Eiden (1999) and Leonard and Mudar 

(2003) recruited both husbands and wives from the general population and found that 

husbands’ premarital alcohol use significantly influenced wives’ alcohol use after the 

first year of marriage, but wives’ drinking was not influential for husbands. Thus, heavy 

drinking husbands may put their wives at risk for increased drinking. This illustrates a 

social amplification effect of increased drinking for these married females.  

 There has been some research that has found the opposite effect – where wives’ 

drinking actually influenced husbands’ drinking. Cronkite and Moos (1984) examined 

spousal drinking behaviors over a one year period and concluded that wives’ alcohol 

consumption was a predictor of husbands’ subsequent drinking one year later, but there 

was no effect for husbands’ drinking predicting wives’ drinking. Additionally, Wilsnack 

and colleagues (1987) found that the association between current drinking and spouses’ 

perceived drinking levels were stronger for men than women; thus men were more 

influenced by their female partners’ drinking. However, these two studies examined 

married couples who were in their late forties and the average length of marriage was 19 

years, rather than Leonard and Eiden’s (1999) study of newlywed couples in their mid-

twenties. Duration of relationship could have accounted for sex differences within these 

studies. It should not be surprising that the dynamics of husband and wife drinking 
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patterns are different across these studies if relationship length is an important factor for 

married couples’ socialization of drinking.  

 In young adult romantic relationships, females and males may be affected 

differently according to their role in the relationship. Research suggests that women’s use 

of alcohol may be motivated by a desire to maintain the relationship (Covington & 

Surrey, 1997; Leonard & Mudar, 2003). Women may adapt their drinking to that of their 

male partner in order to enhance the relationship, termed social contagion by Holmila 

(1994). The contagion effect refers to females’ need to copy the lifestyle of people who 

have higher status than they do (e.g., generally their husbands) (Holmila & Raitasalo, 

2005). The “contagious” (e.g., exciting similar behavior in others) drinking behavior may 

be a significant factor in understanding why one partner can influence another in drinking 

behaviors. Within romantic relationships, researchers have often emphasized that females 

have a stronger relational orientation (Gilligan, 1982) and learn to center much time and 

energy on their romantic endeavors. A plausible hypothesis, then, is that females are 

likely to be more influenced by romantic partners, especially in a more committed 

relationship. These perspectives may explain why husbands’ drinking influences wives’ 

drinking because of the importance of the marital relationship. Thus, it is important to 

understand how females and males are affected by their romantic partners in terms of 

young adult drinking. Gender roles might be important moderators of the drinking 

relationship. Thus, this study examined how drinking partners may differently affect 

females and males’ drinking within married and nonmarried relationships. 
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Rationale and Hypotheses of the Study 

 In keeping with the above mentioned points, the purpose of this study was to 

examine the role of selection and socialization of romantic relationships on young adults’ 

alcohol consumption. There have been many researched factors that help explain young 

adults’ alcohol use, such as personality traits, parental and peer influences, and the 

transition from adolescence to young adulthood. But despite the advances made in 

examining these factors as well as selection and socialization effects among individuals 

and peer groups, there are several important limitations in the research. First, a great deal 

of attention has been given to selection and socialization effects on alcohol use among 

peer groups, but little attention has been given to these effects in relation to partners in 

romantic relationships. Secondly, studies that have examined sex differences in relation 

to how partners’ influence one another’s drinking have not compared across relationship 

type or relationship length. Thirdly, previous research efforts have been mostly cross-

sectional and have not examined the selection and socialization effects by tracking 

samples from adolescence to young adulthood. Given these gaps, there is a need for 

research that follows a national sample of adolescents prospectively through young 

adulthood to examine how individuals select into drinking partnerships and how this may 

affect individuals’ own drinking.  

In addition, it is important to estimate appropriate causal effects by using a 

collection of covariates (e.g., sensation seeking, parental and peer alcohol use, college 

enrollment) that may be associated with drinking. However, these variables may not be 

enough because drinkers and nondrinkers may be initially different. Thus, a propensity 

score matching procedure was used as a single predictor that allows for an estimation of 
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drinker versus nondrinker effects that reflect adjustment for differences in all observed 

background characteristics (Rubin, 1997). For this study, the same set of predictors of 

drinking were used as controls in the analyses and also used as propensity scores in 

distinguishing drinkers from nondrinkers. Participant sensation seeking, parental alcohol 

use, peer alcohol use, and college enrollment were used as appropriate to predict and 

derive three sets of propensity scores: adolescent drinkers and nondrinkers, young adult 

drinkers and nondrinkers, and romantic partner drinkers and nondrinkers. These 

propensity scores and control variables were used to predict drinking that is hypothesis 

specific.  

This study had five interrelated goals and hypotheses to be addressed:  

 (1) What are the characteristics of adolescents who go on to pair up in romantic 

drinking partnerships? The first goal was to establish the degree to which self-selection is 

seen in young adults’ drinking within a romantic context. A selection effect was 

hypothesized if participants’ adolescent drinking was positively related to romantic 

partners’ drinking in young adulthood. A mutual selection effect was seen if young 

adults’ drinking was positively related to romantic partners’ drinking in young adulthood. 

 (2) The second goal was to examine the socialization process as it relates to young 

adults’ drinking and romantic relationships. A significant socialization process reinforces 

young adults’ own tendencies to consume alcohol. A socialization effect was 

hypothesized to be present if partners’ drinking was associated with young adults’ 

drinking. (2a) In addition, a social amplification effect was hypothesized to be present if 

there was a significant interaction between participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ 

young adult drinking that is predictive of participants’ young adulthood drinking. 
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 (3) The third goal relates to potential differences in the socialization process as a 

function of relationship status, in which it was hypothesized that socialization and social 

amplification effects would be stronger for married couples than nonmarried couples. 

 (4) The fourth goal of this study was to examine potential differences in the 

socialization process as a function of gender. Based on the previous literature, it was 

hypothesized that socialization and social amplification effects would be more important 

for females as compared to males.  

 (5) Lastly, what is the role of both relationship type and participants’ sex in the 

domains of young adults’ drinking? Based on previous literature regarding females 

within married relationships, it was hypothesized that socialization and social 

amplification effects would be present for females within married relationships as 

compared to females in nonmarried relationships. 

In sum, this study examined the extent to which participants’ young adult 

drinking is explained by: (1) the selection of romantic partners during young adulthood 

who consume alcohol (e.g., selection effect), and (2) the socialization effect of partners’ 

alcohol consumption on participants’ own alcohol consumption (e.g., socialization 

effect). It was also predicted that results would be moderated by (3) relationship type 

differences, (4) sex differences, and (5) the joint effects of relationship type and sex 

differences.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

Sample 

Data were drawn from The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health), which is a school-based, longitudinal study of health-related behaviors of 

adolescents and their outcomes in young adulthood that began in 1995 (Udry & Bearman, 

1997). The Add Health consists of multiple data sets organized around a school sample 

that represents a stratified random sample of all high schools in the United States. In the 

In-School sample, questionnaires were collected from more than 90,000 adolescents from 

134 schools. All students who completed the In-School questionnaire, or who were listed 

on a school roster were eligible for inclusion in the Wave 1 In-Home sample (N=20,745 

participants and their parents, usually mothers) collected between April and December 

1995.  

Add Health is a complex survey sample that includes regional stratification, a 

cluster sample design using schools as primary sampling units (PSUs), and oversamples 

of special populations. Adolescents in Grades 7 through 12 from 80 high schools and 52 

feeder middle schools were randomly selected and stratified by gender. These high 

schools were chosen from an original sample of all United States high schools that 

included an 11th grade and enrolled 30 or more students. To ensure that they were 

nationally representative, the 80 high schools were systematically selected from the 

original sampling frame, with stratification by region, urbanicity, ethnicity, school type, 

and school size.  

http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?vid=15&hid=101&sid=71f98cb5-92c7-43fc-815b-083aa320998a%40sessionmgr107#c52#c52�
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?vid=15&hid=101&sid=71f98cb5-92c7-43fc-815b-083aa320998a%40sessionmgr107#c52#c52�
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?vid=15&hid=101&sid=71f98cb5-92c7-43fc-815b-083aa320998a%40sessionmgr107#c52#c52�
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?vid=15&hid=101&sid=71f98cb5-92c7-43fc-815b-083aa320998a%40sessionmgr107#c52#c52�
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Between April and August of 1996, approximately 1 year after the collection of 

the Wave 1 In-Home data set, over 14,000 of the participants were assessed for a second 

time as part of the Wave II In-Home sample (N=14,738). Wave III was collected from 

August 2001 to April 2002, when original participants were young adults (aged 18-26 

years). The Wave III data set contains 15,197 respondents and was designed to collect 

data on attitudes, behaviors, and outcomes in late adolescence and young adulthood, 

particularly focusing on romantic relationships. During Wave III, an interviewer traveled 

to homes of all original Wave I respondents who could be contacted and were currently 

living in the continental United States, Hawaii, or Alaska. Additionally, a random 

selection of participants’ romantic partners were asked to participate in the study, which 

yielded approximately 1507 paired romantic partners.  

Finally, the Add Health's use of computer-assisted personal interview 

(approximately 90 minutes), with an audio computer-assisted self-interview for sensitive 

questionnaire content for eliciting more sensitive information, yields higher frequencies 

of self-reported sensitive behavior than the usual methods (Turner, Ku, & Rogers

 This study used Wave I, Wave II, and the Romantic Pairs subsample of the Wave 

III dataset that included 1507 paired romantic partners. At Wave III, the romantic pairs 

subsample was designed to collect information from approximately one-third married, 

one-third cohabitating, and one-third dating partners of Add Health respondents, with a 

maximum number of 1500 partners to be interviewed. Relationships reported by the 

, 1998). 

Permission was granted by the principal investigators of the original study for use of this 

dataset, and human subjects approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board.  

Study Sample 
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Wave III respondents were eligible for inclusion in the romantic pairs subsample if they 

met three criteria: opposite sex relationships, a current relationship, and partner is 18 or 

older. Thus, there were approximately 1507 couples used for the present study, including 

three waves of data for the participants, one wave of data for the partner, and couple data 

from nonmarried and married couples’ relationships. However, participants’ and 

partners’ with missing data on drinking frequency and quantity were deleted from the 

sample. The overall Add Health sample (n=1507) was compared to the study’s sample to 

test whether they were significant from one another but both samples were similar in 

demographics, including age, race, and gender. 

 For this sample, the ethnic makeup was approximately: White/Caucasian (60%), 

African American (15%), Hispanic (12%), Native American (5%), and Asian/Pacific 

Islander (8%). Primary respondents’ age was approximately 15 years old at Wave I 

(ranging from 12-18) and 16 at Wave II (ranging from 13-19). Age at Wave III for 

respondents ranged from 18 to 27 years old (M=22) and partners’ ages ranged from 18 to 

60 years old (M=23). In the description that follows, participants are those people for 

whom there was data collected at Waves I, II, and III. Partners are those for whom there 

is only Wave III data. 

Measures 

Control variables  

Controls in place for background demographic characteristics included both 

couple members’ self-report responses that controlled for the difference scores in couple 

members’ age, race, and education. In addition, participants’ biological sex and the 

relationship type were entered. Participants’ sex was a dichotomous variable where 0 = 
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male, 1 = female and relationship type was 0 = nonmarried, 1 = married. In addition, 

other factors that may help to explain young adults’ alcohol use were entered as control 

variables. Included are sensation seeking personality trait, parental history of alcohol use, 

peers’ alcohol use (both in adolescence and young adulthood), and whether individuals 

were enrolled currently in an university.  

Sensation seeking was measured during young adulthood only (Wave III). These 

items included participants answering 7 items by choosing the sentence that best 

represents them. Examples included: “I like wild, uninhibited parties” or “I like quiet 

parties with good conversation;” “I am not interested in experience for its own sake” or “I 

like to have new and exciting experiences and sensations, even if they are a little 

frightening, unconventional, or illegal.” By answering one of the statements, the 7 items 

were dichotomized as 0 = nonseeking and 1 = seeking and then averaged (M=.38, 

SD=.28), with a range of 0 to 1. Alpha was .67 for young adults’ reports of sensation 

seeking.  

Parental alcohol use was assessed by two items reported by the participants’ 

primary parent during adolescence: “How often do you [the parent] drink alcohol?” and 

“How often in the last month have you [the parent] had 5 or more drinks on one 

occasion?” Responses ranged from 1=never, 2=once, 3=twice, 4=three times, 5=four 

times, and 6=five or more times. The two items were averaged and only assessed at Wave 

I (M=1.61, SD=.86). There was a positive skew at 2.19. 

Peer alcohol use was assessed across all three waves of data by asking 

participants’ to answer the following question: “Of your 3 best friends, how many drink 

alcohol at least once a month?” Responses ranged from 0=none of my friends, 1=one 
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friend, 2=two friends, and 3=three friends. Waves I and II were averaged for participants’ 

reports on their peers’ drinking (M=1.16, SD=1.01); and young adult peers’ drinking was 

assessed at Wave III (M=1.16, SD=1.00). The skew for this variable was normal: .46 for 

adolescent peers and .44 for young adult peers. 

Education/college enrollment. Determining whether young adults were currently 

enrolled in a university was measured by participants’ answering two items: “Are you 

going to school full time or part time?” and “Is this a high school, a two-year college, a 

four-year college, or a graduate school?” By answering yes to the first question and 

answering yes to the two or four-year college categories determined whether the 

participants were currently enrolled in a college. This was only assessed at Wave III and 

approximately 27% of the participants were currently in a two or four-year university. 

Alcohol variables 

Alcohol Consumption. Participants’ drinking was assessed at three waves, 

including two waves during the adolescent years (average ages 15 and 16) and lastly at 

Wave III (average age 22) during young adulthood. Partners’ drinking was assessed only 

at Wave III during young adulthood. To identify drinking among participants and their 

partners, frequency and quantity of alcohol consumption were assessed. Frequency of 

alcohol consumption was estimated by both partners answering: “During the past 12 

months, on how many days did you drink alcohol?” Response scale ranges from 1=never 

to 6=every day or almost every day. Quantity of alcohol consumption was assessed by 

asking both partners: “Think of all the times you have had a drink during the past 12 

months. How many drinks did you usually have each time?” A “drink” was defined as a 

glass of wine, a can of beer, a wine cooler, a shot glass of hard liquor, or a mixed drink. 
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These items were standardized (for frequency and quantity) and averaged for adolescent 

drinking (averaging Wave 1 and Wave 2) and young adult drinking (Wave 3 only) to 

make up the drinking scores for participants and partners. Skew for all alcohol measures 

were normal: 1.44 for adolescent drinking, .85 for young adult drinking, and .98 for 

partner drinking. 

Plan of Analysis 

This study examined the extent to which participants’ young adult drinking was 

explained by: (1) the selection of romantic partners during young adulthood who 

consume alcohol, and (2) the socialization effect of partners’ alcohol consumption on 

participants’ own alcohol consumption. It was also predicted that socialization results 

would be moderated by (3) relationship type differences, such that married couples would 

be more socialized by their partners’ drinking than nonmarried couples; (4) sex 

differences, such that females’ drinking would change more to that of their male partners’ 

drinking than vice versa; and (5) joint effects of relationship type and gender, such that 

females’ drinking within married relationships would be more socialized than females’ 

drinking within nonmarried relationships. 

Control variables and propensity scores. As noted, demographic variables formed 

the set of control variables. However, one of the main challenges from this study is 

making causal inferences with survey data about the effect of partners’ drinking on young 

adults’ drinking that may be affected by preexisting psychosocial characteristics of the 

individual. Although the study is a longitudinal design, there is the possibility of spurious 

variables (third variables) or unmeasured variables that may cause changes in the 

dependent variable (e.g., young adults’ alcohol use). This study can be certain that a 
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participants’ later alcohol consumption (e.g., Wave III) did not influence any adolescent 

predictor variables from Wave I or II. A recent study done by Madon, Willard, Guylll, 

Trudeau, and Spoth (2006) examined mothers’ beliefs and self-fulfilling prophecy effects 

on their children’s alcohol use over time. Their study discussed how additional predictor 

variables may be associated with adolescent alcohol use, besides mothers’ beliefs. For the 

current study, other potential predictor variables that are associated with young adults’ 

alcohol use, in addition to romantic partners’ drinking and the participant adolescents’ 

drinking, were included in the analytical models as control variables. With these 

additional variables, this study hypothesized that romantic partners’ drinking was an 

important correlate of young adults’ drinking, above and beyond other factors, such as 

personality, parent drinking, peer drinking, and attending college. However, no matter 

how many controls are included in an analytical model, there is always the possibility 

that some relevant or valid predictor variables may be omitted that explain alcohol use 

(Madon et al., 2006). 

In addition to employing these control variables, another potential problem is that 

there may be a “selection bias” in group membership, that is, adolescent/young adult 

drinkers and nondrinkers may be initially different. As well, individuals may choose 

drinking partners or nondrinking partners for different reasons. To adjust for these group 

differences, a propensity score matching procedure was used to predict the probability of 

group membership for: (a) adolescent drinkers and nondrinkers, (b) young adult drinkers 

versus nondrinkers, and (c) romantic partner drinkers and nondrinkers. These were based 

on predictor variables or control variables that may help in explaining the likelihood of 

consuming alcohol. By using the propensity score in an additional model, one effectively 
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matches for any group differences attributable to the potential differentiating variables 

(e.g., personality, parent and peer drinking, attending college). Thus, there were two 

parallel analyses: one set used control variables in the baseline Model 1c and the other set 

used demographic controls and propensity scores in the baseline Model 1p.  

The propensity score approach removes imbalances in pretreatment covariances, 

which are predominantly associated with individuals’ choosing to drink or not drink. 

Unlike randomization in an experimental study, matching on a propensity score does 

little or nothing to control imbalances from covariates that were not measured, and these 

do remain a central concern to the study (Haviland, Nagin, & Rosenbaum, 2008). 

Through matching on the propensity score, one can compare the adolescent drinkers to 

the adolescent nondrinkers, the young adult drinkers to the young adult nondrinkers, and 

the romantic drinking partners to the nondrinking partners that appear comparable prior 

to analysis in terms of observed covariates (e.g., personality, parent and peer drinking, 

college enrollment).  

There are a number of approaches in how to form propensity scores. This study 

uses past and current differentiating variable predictors. The propensity scores are based 

on variables that predict prior group membership but are not based on the difference in 

the dependent variable. Parental alcohol use (assessed at Wave I), peer alcohol use 

(assessed at Wave I, II, and III), sensation seeking personality trait (assessed at Wave III), 

and college enrollment status (Wave III) are used as the past and current differentiating 

predictors. Thus, the propensity score approach controls for initial differences between 

drinker and nondrinker groups.  
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Propensity scores used in the current study were hypothesis specific. For the two 

parts of the selection hypothesis, there were groups that are necessary to compare with 

each other: adolescent “drinkers” versus “nondrinkers” and young adult “drinkers” versus 

“nondrinkers.” For the selection hypothesis, the first prediction was that assignment to 

group (adolescent drinker and nondrinker) would be related to partner drinking in young 

adulthood. Thus, it is important to take into account the possible covariates of the 

assignment to adolescent drinking. The prediction is that after controlling for 

demographic and adolescent covariates of adolescent drinking, there would be a 

significant association between adolescent drinking and partner young adult drinking. 

This would support a selection effect in that adolescent drinking precedes partner choice. 

Second, after controlling for demographic and adolescent and young adult covariates of 

young adult drinking, there should be a significant association between young adult 

drinking and partner young adult drinking. If this was supported, it provides evidence for 

probable concurrent mutual selection.  

As for the hypotheses regarding socialization, groups that need to be matched 

were adolescent “drinkers” versus “nondrinkers” and romantic partner “drinkers” versus 

nondrinkers.” The group assignment is no longer adolescent drinking groups or young 

adult drinking groups, but assignment to the joint membership in adolescent drinking 

group by partner young adult drinking group. Therefore, the group of covariates were 

those that predicted adolescent drinking group and partner young adult drinking. 

Within the proposed hypotheses, the groups (drinkers and nondrinkers) should 

show differences in the differentiating variables, thus, this study examined relevant 

background information (e.g., parental drinking, sensation seeking, peer drinking, college 
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enrollment) that might plausibly affect the group with which individuals are identified. A 

propensity score is a measure from 0 to 1 of the likelihood of being in one of two 

designated groups. In this study, a score of 0 means a high probability of a person being a 

drinker and a 1 score means a person is a nondrinker. These scores were created in SAS 

using logistic regressions to predict “drinker” versus “nondrinker.”  

There are many approaches that are used for propensity score matching to adjust 

for group differences. For this study, the stratifying propensity scores approach was used, 

in which a quintile variable was used in the prediction analytical model. Quintiles (i.e., 5) 

are used to divide the propensity scores into groups as a new categorical variable. 

Stratification groups the sample into five categories based on propensity scores 

(quintiles) making the five groups approximately equal in size, and after matching there 

are approximately equal “r” drinkers and “n” nondrinkers for the overall sample. 

Propensity scores are recoded so that those in the first quintile receive a score of 1 and 

those in the highest quintile receive a score of 5. After this step, implementing regression 

models, one can compare the drinker group to the nondrinker group without worrying 

about the impact of any baseline differences on selection into the groups (Lowe, 2003). 

This method has been shown to remove 95% of bias with all covariates (Dehejia & 

Wahba, 1999). However, within these quintiles, failure to find a “match” between a 

similar drinker and nondrinker would result in elimination of participants, thus reducing 

sample size. Thus, the balance procedure fails to make use of all the available data 

because some individuals may be excluded if their score does not match up to other 

individuals. 
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The first step for the current study was estimating propensity scores using the 

stratification propensity approach for covariates that predict adolescent drinking, young 

adult drinking, and romantic partner drinking. The variables were selected for the study 

based on previous research suggesting the association between alcohol use and parental 

alcohol use, peer alcohol use, sensation seeking, and whether individuals are in college. 

The scores were estimated in a multivariable logistic regression model in which the 

dependent variable is a binary indicator for drinker versus nondrinker. The resulting 

groups (drinker versus nondrinker) based on stratification of quintiles were compared and 

tested for balance on covariates. Those individuals with missing propensity scores were 

deleted from the sample. By using the propensity scores, one can be certain that 

hypotheses of selection and socialization effects are not attributed to preexisting variables 

that are related to adolescent and young adult drinking. However, it should be noted that 

not all possible predictor variables were available in the dataset.  

Proposed hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 (“selection effect” and “mutual selection effect”), that participants’ 

adolescent and young adult drinking would predict their young adult romantic partners’ 

drinking, was tested by using hierarchical regression analysis. The first step included 

demographic and control variables (or propensity scores), and the second step included 

participants’ adolescent drinking and participants’ young adult drinking (Wave III) as 

predictors of romantic partners’ drinking (Wave IIII). A significant effect of both 

adolescent and young adult drinking on partner’s drinking in this model would support 

the selection and mutual selection hypothesis. For this hypothesis, the dependent variable 

was romantic partners’ drinking. 
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Hypothesis 2 (“socialization effect”), that partners’ drinking would be associated 

with participants’ young adult drinking was tested with a hierarchical regression analysis. 

Demographic and control variables were tested in step 1, participants’ adolescent 

drinking was added in step 2, and partners’ drinking was added in step 3. If partners’ 

drinking is significantly associated with participants’ young adult drinking above and 

beyond adolescent drinking, then the hypothesis supports a socialization effect. 

In addition, hypothesis 2a (“social amplification effect”), that an interaction 

between participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ young adult drinking would be 

predictive of participants’ young adulthood drinking, was tested by adding to the control 

and demographic variables (step 1): (a) the main effect of participants’ adolescent 

drinking (step 2), (b) the main effect of partners’ young adult drinking (step 3), and (c) 

the interaction between participants’ adolescent alcohol consumption and partners’ 

alcohol consumption (step 4), as predictors of participants’ young adult drinking. If 

socialization takes the form of social amplification, then a significant interaction between 

participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ drinking should be associated with 

participants’ young adult drinking. In Hypothesis 2, socialization is predicted as a direct 

effect of partner’s drinking (i.e., the partner’s drinking is associated with the participant’s 

drinking). In Hypothesis 2a, socialization as social amplification is reflected in the 

predicted interaction of partner’s drinking with participant’s adolescent drinking. At 

different levels of partner’s drinking, adolescent drinking is differentially associated with 

participant young adult drinking. In particular, the prediction is for potentiation or 

escalation of the effects of adolescent drinking when partner drinking is high. 
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Hypothesis 3, that socialization social amplification effects (participant adolescent 

drinking interacts with partners’ young adult drinking in predicting participants’ young 

adult drinking) would be more important for married couples than nonmarried couples 

(“relationship type moderator”), was tested by adding additional interaction terms to the 

previously tested model: (a) main effects of participant adolescent drinking and partner 

young adult drinking, (b) the interaction of participant adolescent drinking and partner 

young adult drinking, (c) the interaction of relationship type and participant adolescent 

drinking, (d) the interaction of relationship type and partner young adult drinking (e.g., 

socialization effect), and (e) the three-way interaction between participant adolescent 

drinking, partner young adult drinking, and relationship type (e.g., social amplification) 

as predictors of participants’ young adulthood drinking. The presence of a significant 2-

way interaction effect of relationship type and partner drinking would support a 

socialization effect and a 3-way interaction of adolescent drinking, partner drinking, and 

relationship type in the regression model would indicate that there is a social 

amplification effect based on relationship type. 

Hypothesis 4, that socialization effects and social amplification effects 

(participant adolescent drinking interacts with partners’ young adult drinking in 

predicting participants’ young adult drinking) would be more important for females as 

compared to males (“sex moderator”), were tested by adding additional interaction terms 

to the socialization effects using hierarchical regression models. This model included (a) 

control variables, (b) main effects of participant adolescent drinking and partner young 

adult drinking, (c) an interaction of participant adolescent drinking and partner young 

adult drinking, (d) an interaction between participants’ sex and participant adolescent 
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drinking, (e) an interaction between participants’ sex and partner young adult drinking 

(e.g., socialization), and (f) a three-way interaction between participants’ sex, their own 

adolescent drinking, and their partners’ drinking (e.g., social amplification) as a predictor 

of participants’ young adult drinking. The presence of a significant 2-way interaction of 

participants’ sex and partner drinking would support a socialization effect and a 

significant 3-way interaction effect in the regression model would indicate that there is a 

social amplification effect based on gender differences. 

Hypothesis 5 (“relationship type and participants’ sex”), that females within 

married relationships would change their drinking to that of their male partners as 

compared to females within nonmarried relationships, was tested by adding an additional 

step to the hierarchical regression models. This final 4th model included: (a) control 

variables in step 1, (b) main effects of participant adolescent drinking and partner young 

adult drinking in step 2, (c) two-way interactions in step 3 including participant 

adolescent drinking by partner young adult drinking, relationship type by sex, 

relationship type by participant adolescent drinking, relationship type by partner young 

adult drinking, sex by participant adolescent drinking, and sex by partner young adult 

drinking. Step 4 included three-way interactions: (a) relationship type by participants’ sex 

by participants’ adolescent drinking, and (b) relationship type by participants’ sex by 

partners’ young adult drinking (e.g., socialization). Lastly, step 5 of this model included a 

four-way interaction of relationship type, participants’ sex, participants’ adolescent 

drinking, and partners’ young adult drinking (e.g., social amplification) as a predictor of 

participants’ young adult drinking. The presence of a significant 3-way interaction would 

indicate support for socialization and a significant 4-way interaction effect in the 
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regression model would indicate that there is a social amplification effect based on 

relationship type and gender differences. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS 
 

Descriptive analyses were conducted in order to examine average alcohol 

consumption and frequencies of adolescent drinking during waves 1 and 2 and both 

couple members’ drinking during young adulthood. First, the alcohol measures were 

tested for skewness and outliers: these were found to be normal scores with small 

skewness with values not exceeding 2.19. All alcohol measures, peer, parental, 

participant, and partner drinking were standardized (i.e., centered) because testing 

interaction effects in regression analyses requires centered variables.  

The analysis of results contains both descriptive and primary analyses. 

Descriptive analyses included intercorrelations of all the main variables (see Table 1). 

Participants’ adolescent drinking correlated with their own young adult drinking (r = .29, 

p < .001) and with their partners’ young adult drinking (r = .12, p < .001). Young adult 

drinking for paired participants and their partners was significantly associated (r = .30, p 

< .001). As for assessing participants’ and partners’ drinking levels, on average, 

participant adolescents consumed less during waves I and II (M=.74, SD=.95) as 

compared to their Wave III young adulthood drinking (M=1.29, SD=1.25; paired t(1155) 

= -13.92, p < .001) and partners’ young adulthood drinking (M=1.23, SD=1.25; paired 

t(1155) = -11.14, p < .001). 

 In order to examine how similar couples were initially in terms of 

sociodemographic characteristics, participants and partners’ means and standard 

deviations of age, race, education, and drinking in young adulthood were analyzed. As 

seen in Table 2, participants and partners were similar in race, education, and drinking 
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behaviors. Only age was significantly different, (t(1155) = -11.87, p < .001), but both 

members’ ages were correlated (r = .36, p < .001), thus older participants were paired 

with older partners and younger participants were paired with younger partners. 

However, consistent with age patterns in relationships, one partner tended to be older 

than the other partner. These demographic similarities were also examined separately 

within nonmarried couples (n=785) and married couples (n=371) in Table 3 to determine 

if relationship type and similarity are associated. Results indicated that within both 

relationship types, age differences were prevalent. Apart from age, couples were paired 

with partners who were similar in background characteristics. 

Preliminary Analyses 

 There were three sets of propensity scores created for this study: one set matched 

differences between adolescent drinkers and nondrinkers on relevant predictor variables; 

the second set matched young adult drinkers and nondrinkers on the predictor variables; 

and the third set matched differences between young adult romantic partner drinkers and 

nondrinkers on the predictor variables. After finding that certain control variables were 

significantly predictive of drinkers versus nondrinkers using logistic regressions, 

propensity scores were computed using these control variables. The control variables 

used to make up the propensity scores “before matching” analyses are shown in Table 4 

for all three sets of propensity scores, displaying t-tests of the group differences (The 

variables listed were chosen based on significant logistic regressions and therefore, t-test 

results may differ in terms of significance). It should also be noted that there were no 

differences between the drinkers and nondrinkers on demographic variables, such as 
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differences in age, race, education, and relationship type and biological sex. Thus, these 

demographic variables were not included in propensity scores for the analyses.  

Adolescent drinkers vs nondrinkers. Within the logistic regression analysis, the 

dependent variable was binary (1=adolescent drinkers (n=603) versus 0=nondrinkers 

(n=382)) and the predictor variables included in the model were sensation seeking in 

young adulthood (Wave III), parental drinking (only at Wave I), and adolescent 

perception of peer drinking (average of Wave I and II). Generally, Wave III predictors 

should not be associated with Wave I alcohol use; and sensation seeking was not 

measured during adolescence. However, because sensation seeking is a stable personality 

trait (Stacy, Newcomb, & Bentler, 1991; Zuckerman, 1993; 1994), the study used the 3rd 

wave measure to identify sensation seeking for adolescents. The logistic regression 

significant predictors of adolescents’ drinking status (i.e., drinker or nondrinker) were 

sensation seeking and perceptions of peers’ drinking in adolescence. Parental drinking 

was not associated with adolescent drinking and was not included further in the 

propensity score analysis. As may be expected, propensity scores were significantly 

different between the two groups. Next, propensity score quintiles were created and those 

individuals with missing scores were deleted from the analyses, resulting in a sample size 

of 985. Matching on propensity scores within each quintile resulted in fewer participants 

because drinkers and nondrinkers were dropped if there was no match. For example, if in 

quintile 1, a drinker had a propensity score of .06 and no one in the nondrinker group had 

that score, then the drinker was dropped. But if there was a nondrinker with a propensity 

score of .06 and a drinker with a propensity score of .06, then they were kept and 

“matched.” And if five drinkers had that score (.06), then they were all kept. This 
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procedure was used similarly in all 5 quintiles. “After matching” analyses were run and t-

tests are shown in Table 5, with a new sample size of 831. In this analysis, overall 

propensity scores were equivalent across groups. Table 6 displays the 5 quintiles and the 

proportion of adolescent drinkers and nondrinkers before and after matching and the 

average propensity score across the 5 quintiles. However, because the sample size in 

Quintile 1 (see Table 6) dropped dramatically from 215 to 18, adolescent propensity 

scores were not used for the primary analyses. 

Young adult drinkers vs nondrinkers. Within the logistic regression analysis, the 

dependent variable was binary (1=young adult drinkers (n=795) versus 0=nondrinkers 

(n=321)) and the predictor variables included in the model were sensation seeking in 

young adulthood (Wave III), parental drinking (only at Wave I), adolescent perception of 

peer drinking (average of Wave I and II), young adult perception of peer drinking (Wave 

III), and whether participants were currently enrolled in a university (Wave III). In the 

logistic regression, significant predictors of young adults’ drinking status (i.e., drinker or 

nondrinker) were sensation seeking, perceptions of peers’ drinking (both in adolescence 

and young adulthood) and enrollment in a university. Parental drinking was not 

associated with participants’ young adult drinking and was not included in the propensity 

score analysis. As may be expected, propensity scores were significantly different 

between the two groups. Next, propensity score quintiles were created and those 

individuals with missing scores were deleted from the analyses, resulting in a sample size 

of 1116. Matching on propensity scores within each quintile resulted in fewer participants 

because drinkers and nondrinkers were dropped if there was no match. The same 

procedure used for adolescent drinkers/nondrinkers was used similarly in all 5 quintiles 
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for young adult drinkers/nondrinkers. “After matching” analyses were run and t-tests are 

shown in Table 5, with a new sample size of 578. In this analysis, propensity scores were 

equivalent across groups, as well as on the variables that formed the basis for the 

propensity scores. Table 7 displays the 5 quintiles and the proportion of drinkers and 

nondrinkers before and after matching and the average propensity score across the 5 

quintiles. However, because the sample size in Quintile 1 (see Table 7) dropped 

dramatically from 213 to 55, young adult propensity scores were not used for the primary 

analyses. 

Romantic partner drinkers vs nondrinkers. Within the third logistic regression 

analysis, the dependent variable was binary (1=young adult romantic partner drinkers 

(n=687) versus 0=nondrinkers (n=312)) and the predictor variables included in the model 

were participant variables of sensation seeking in young adulthood (Wave III), parental 

drinking (only at Wave I), adolescent perception of peer drinking (average of Wave I and 

II), young adult perception of peer drinking (Wave III), and whether participants were 

currently enrolled in a university (Wave III). The significant predictors of romantic 

partners’ drinking status (i.e., drinker or nondrinker) were participants’ parental alcohol 

use, perceptions of peers’ drinking (both in adolescence and young adulthood) and 

enrollment in a university. Unlike the second set of preliminary analyses that 

distinguished young adult drinkers and nondrinkers, parental drinking was significant and 

sensation seeking was not associated with romantic partner drinking, thus the sensation 

seeking variable was not included in the propensity score analysis. Next, propensity score 

quintiles were created and those individuals with missing scores were deleted from the 

analyses, resulting in a sample size of 999. The same matching procedure for young adult 
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drinkers and nondrinkers was also used to match romantic partner drinkers and 

nondrinkers. “After matching” analyses for partners’ drinking were run and t-tests are 

shown in Table 5, with a new sample size of 775. The groups no longer differed on any 

of the variables that formed the basis for propensity scores. Table 8 displays the 5 

quintiles and the proportion of romantic partner drinkers and nondrinkers before and after 

matching and the average propensity score across the 5 quintiles. Romantic partner 

propensity scores were used for the primary analyses. 

Next, a general linear modeling procedure was conducted to test whether the 

propensity score quintiles were significantly associated with the predictor variables for all 

three sets of propensity scores. Nonsignificant associations listed in Table 5 indicated that 

the drinkers and nondrinkers in adolescence and young adulthood were successfully 

“matched” and that romantic partner drinkers and nondrinkers were successfully 

“matched.” Thus, these preliminary analyses examined important third or control 

variables that were included in the models as a baseline comparison. Depending on the 

hypothesis, these included (or not) peer alcohol use during adolescence and young 

adulthood, sensation seeking, parental drinking, and college enrollment. Stratification of 

propensity scores helped in matching the groups (drinkers versus nondrinkers) as much as 

possible. These propensity scores, and not the quintiles, were used in the main analyses 

that tested the selection and socialization hypotheses. There were two different types of 

analytical models run: one with the control variables and one that included propensity 

scores. The first set of analyses entered the set of control variables (e.g., parental alcohol 

use, peer alcohol use, sensation seeking, college enrollment) that may predict drinking. 

The advantage with this technique is maintaining the original sample size to the extent 
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that there is nonmissing data. As for the second set of analyses that included propensity 

scores, the advantage is the matching of drinkers and nondrinkers on these predictor 

variables. However, the major disadvantage of this approach is the reduced sample size. 

These two approaches were both used to test the hypothesized models (see Table 9 

through Table 11). 

Primary Analyses 

  There were two sets of hierarchical regression analyses used to test the 

hypotheses: (a) one for the full sample (n=1156) that includes the demographic and 

control variables of young adult drinking; and (b) one for the propensity scores analyses. 

For all the following hypothesis-specific models, Model 1 included demographic 

variables, including participants’ biological sex and relationship type, as well as 

difference scores on demographic variables of age, race, and education as reported during 

young adulthood for both partners, and hypothesis-specific control variables (or 

propensity scores). These models provided statistical controls for subsequent analyses, as 

well as a baseline calculation of variance for comparisons to subsequent models. Both 

sets of analyses (control variables and propensity score control variables) found similar 

results. Models with control variables will be described further as these retain to the full 

sample and adequately take into account “third” variables. 

As shown in Table 9, the selection hypothesis test was divided into 2 sets of 

analyses (control variables and propensity scores). As noted earlier, the dependent 

variable for this hypothesis was romantic partners’ drinking. For the selection hypothesis, 

support would be indicated if adolescent drinking significantly predicted partners’ 

drinking in young adulthood. Second, after controlling for demographic and adolescent 
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and young adult covariates of young adult drinking, support for this hypothesis would 

come from a significant association between young adult drinking and partner young 

adult drinking. If supported, then there is evidence for probable concurrent mutual 

selection.  

The first analysis (Model 1a) step included demographic variables (i.e., difference 

scores of age, race, and education, relationship type, and participants’ biological sex) and 

control variables, such as peer alcohol use and sensation seeking, which explained 12% 

of the variance. Step 2 included the addition of participants’ adolescent drinking (b = .10, 

p < .01), with little additional explained variance in R-squared; however, there was a 

significant change in F. For Model 1b, control variables that were associated with 

adolescent drinking (e.g., sensation seeking, peer alcohol use in adolescence and young 

adulthood, college enrollment) were added and together with demographic control 

variables explained 16% of the variance. An additional step included participants’ young 

adult drinking (step 3: b = .26, p < .001) that added a significant 4% increase in explained 

variance. 

The second set of analyses (Model 1c and 1d) examined demographic variables, 

adolescent propensity scores (e.g., sensation seeking, peer alcohol use), and young adult 

propensity scores (These subsumed the adolescent propensity scores, thus adolescent 

propensity scores were not entered in Model 1d). The adolescent propensity score 

findings were similar to the models testing control variables (shown in Appendix 1). 

Thus, there were significant associations of adolescent drinking with partners’ young 

adult drinking, which supports a selection hypothesis. Even with control variables (i.e., 

“third variables”), adolescent drinking predicted being in a later partnership with a young 
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adult drinking partner, supporting the first selection hypothesis. However, when 

adolescent drinking was controlled for in the models that added participants’ young adult 

drinking, adolescent drinking was no longer significant (perhaps reflecting the shared 

variance with young adult drinking), but participants’ young adult drinking was 

significantly associated with partner’s drinking. Because both of the young adulthood 

drinking variables for participants and partners were measured during the same wave, this 

finding may imply a mutual selection. The selection effects identified in these analyses 

occur over and above the effects of demographics and control variables. Figures 2a and 

2b display the selection and mutual selection effects of participant drinking with partner 

drinking by dichotomizing adolescent drinking (drinkers vs nondrinkers) and young adult 

drinking (drinkers vs nondrinkers).  

Hypothesis 2 (“socialization effect”), that partners’ drinking would be associated 

with participants’ young adult drinking was tested using hierarchical regressions. Table 

10 displays the hierarchical regression analysis of control variables to examine the 

socialization hypotheses, whereas Table 11 displays similar results using romantic 

partner propensity scores (see Appendix 2 for adolescent and young adult propensity 

score analyses). The dependent variable for these models was participants’ young adult 

drinking. As shown in Table 10, Model 1c included demographic and control variables in 

step 1 (baseline, R2 = .41), such as difference scores (e.g., age, race, education), 

relationship type, participants’ sex, control variables associated with adolescent drinking 

(e.g., sensation seeking, adolescent peer alcohol use) and additional control variables 

associated with partner drinking (e.g., parental alcohol use, young adult peer drinking, 

college enrollment). Model 1c (socialization effect) added the main effect of participants’ 
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adolescent drinking (b = .10, p < .001) in step 2 and partners’ young adult drinking (b = 

.17, p < .001) in step 3. Partner young adult drinking was a significant main effect of 

young adult drinking of the participant. These findings held over and above the effects of 

control variables (or propensity scores) and adolescent drinking, suggesting the 

importance of partner drinking in romantic relationships and supporting a direct 

socialization effect. 

Hypothesis 2a (“social amplification effect”), that an interaction between 

participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ young adult drinking would be predictive 

of participants’ young adulthood drinking, was tested using hierarchical regressions. A 

significant 2-way interaction between participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ 

young adult drinking would support this hypothesis. In addition to the first 3 steps, a two-

way interaction of participant adolescent drinking and partner drinking were added in 

step 4 (b = .01, ns). The interaction, however, was not significant and does not support 

the social amplification hypothesis.  

Relationship type differences. Hypothesis 3, that socialization and social 

amplification effects (participants’ adolescent drinking interacting with romantic 

partners’ young adult drinking) would be more important for married couples than 

nonmarried couples, is shown in Table 10 (romantic partner propensity scores shown in 

Table 11). A significant 2-way interaction between relationship type and partner drinking 

and a significant 3-way interaction between participants’ adolescent drinking, partners’ 

drinking, and relationship type would support this hypothesis. In Model 2c, the 

demographic, control variables, and main effects of participants’ adolescent drinking and 

partners’ young adult drinking were tested in steps 1 and 2. The addition of participant 
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adolescent drinking and partner young adult drinking main effects increased explained 

variance by 3% (p < .001). In step 3, interactions were examined: (a) the interaction of 

participant adolescent drinking and partner drinking (b = .01, ns), (b) the interaction of 

relationship type and participants’ adolescent drinking (b = .03, ns), (c) the interaction of 

relationship type and partners’ young adult drinking (b = -.08, p < .01), and step 4 

included (d) the three-way interaction between individuals’ adolescent drinking, partners’ 

drinking in young adulthood, and relationship type (b = -.05, ns) as predictors of 

participants’ young adulthood drinking. Although the addition of interaction terms in 

Model 2c increased explained variance by .6%, the significant interaction of relationship 

type by partner young adult drinking partially supported hypothesis 3.  

Follow up analyses examined the significant interaction of relationship type and 

partners’ young adult drinking with regressions. The significance difference of partner 

young adult drinking associated with young adult drinking was established from the 

significant interaction reported in Table 10. As shown in Table 12, partners’ drinking was 

significantly associated with the participants’ young adult drinking only within 

nonmarried relationships (b = .17, p < .001), but not for married relationships. For 

married couples, only their own adolescent drinking was predictive of their young adult 

drinking, above and beyond other control variables (b = .18, p < .001). However, the 

nonsignificant interaction terms (i.e., relationship type and participant adolescent 

drinking) in Table 10 indicated that the associations were not significantly different for 

married participants compared with nonmarried participants.  

Sex differences. Hypothesis 4 was to predict that the socialization and social 

amplification effects (participant adolescent drinking interacting with partners’ young 
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adult drinking) would be more important for females as compared to males. A significant 

2-way interaction between participants’ sex and partner drinking and a significant 3-way 

interaction between participants’ adolescent drinking, partners’ drinking, and 

participants’ biological sex would support this hypothesis. This hypothesis was tested by 

adding a 3rd Model to the baseline Model 1c and main effects of participants’ adolescent 

drinking and partners’ young adult drinking. The addition of participant adolescent 

drinking and partner young adult drinking main effects increased explained variance by 

3% (p < .001). Model 3c additions included (a) an interaction between participants’ 

adolescent drinking and partners’ drinking (b = .004, ns), (b) an interaction between 

participants’ sex and participants’ adolescent drinking (b =  -.12, p < .05), (c) an 

interaction between participants’ sex and partners’ young adult drinking (b = -.11, p < 

.05), and the last step included the predicted (d) three-way interaction between 

participants’ sex, their own adolescent drinking, and their partners’ drinking (b = -.06, ns) 

as a predictor of participants’ young adult drinking. Although the addition of interaction 

terms in Model 3c increased explained variance by .8%, the significant interactions of sex 

by partner young adult drinking and sex by participant adolescent drinking partially 

supported hypothesis 4. 

Follow up analyses examined the significant interactions of participants’ sex and 

their adolescent drinking and participants’ sex with their partners’ young adult drinking 

on young adult drinking with regressions. As seen in Table 13, a significant predictor of 

females’ young adult drinking included partners’ drinking (b = .15, p < .001), which 

implies a mutual selection effect. For males, predictors included males’ adolescent 

drinking (b = .10, p < .05), and partners’ drinking (b = .26, p < .001), implying both 
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selection and mutual selection effects. As supported by the significant interaction effects 

in Table 10, the separate effects of adolescent drinking and partner drinking are stronger 

for males than females. 

 Relationship type and sex moderators. Hypothesis 5, that females within married 

relationships would change their drinking to that of their male partners’ as compared to 

females within nonmarried relationships, was tested by hierarchical regression models, as 

shown in Table 10 (using control variables) and Table 11 (using romantic partner 

propensity scores). A significant 3-way interaction between participants’ sex, relationship 

type, and partner drinking and a significant 4-way interaction between participants’ 

adolescent drinking, partners’ drinking, participant’s biological sex, and relationship type 

would support this hypothesis. Again, both sets of analyses (i.e., control variables and 

propensity scores) found similar results. Thus, Table 10 with control variables will be 

examined further. The 4th Model included the baseline model (e.g., demographics and 

control variables) and main effects of participants’ adolescent drinking and partners’ 

young adult drinking (steps 1 and 2). The addition of participant adolescent drinking and 

partner young adult drinking main effects increased explained variance by 3% (p < .001). 

The interactions in step 3 included a 2-way interaction of: (a) participant adolescent 

drinking and partner young adult drinking (b = .01, ns), (b) relationship type by 

participants’ biological sex (b = -.17, p < .01), (c) relationship type by participant 

adolescent drinking (b = .01, ns), (d) relationship type by partners’ drinking (b = -.05, ns), 

(e) participants’ sex by participants’ adolescent drinking (b = -.11, p < .05), and (f) 

participants’ sex by partners’ drinking (b = -.13, p < .05). These interaction terms 

increased explained variance by 1% (p < .001). Model 4c also included a 3-way 
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interaction between relationship type, participants’ sex, and participants’ adolescent 

drinking (b = -.07, p < .05) and a 3-way interaction between relationship type, 

participants’ sex, and partners’ young adult drinking (b = -.07, ns), with little increased 

explained variance. The last step of this model included a four-way interaction of 

relationship type, participants’ sex, participants’ adolescent drinking, and partners’ young 

adult drinking (b = .02, ns) as a predictor of participants’ young adult drinking. Step 5 in 

Model 5c did not increase explained variance and the 4-way interaction was not 

significant, indicating no support for the final hypothesis. 

The significant 2-way interaction of relationship type and sex was modified by the 

significant 3-way interaction that added participant adolescent drinking. The significant 

2-way interaction of sex and participant adolescent drinking was modified by adding 

relationship type in the 3-way interaction. Finally, the interaction of participant sex by 

partners’ drinking on participants’ young adult drinking was not modified by any 

additional step. These findings indicated that young female partners, as compared to male 

partners drinking, was associated with participants’ own drinking in young adulthood, as 

discussed earlier in Table 12.  

In order to further understand the significant 3-way interaction, follow-up 

regressions were conducted to examine predictors of young adult drinking based on 

relationship type, participants’ sex, and participants’ adolescent drinking (see Table 14). 

The far left side of Table 14 displays participants in nonmarried relationships according 

to female and male participant reports. Within nonmarried relationships, participants’ 

adolescent drinking, above and beyond other control variables, was not predictive of their 

young adult drinking. However, the far right side of Table 14 displays participants in 
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married relationships according to female and male participants’ reports. For married 

couples, only females’ adolescent drinking was predictive of their young adult drinking, 

even after controlling for other control variables. To establish whether these four groups 

significantly differed from one another, paired t-test were conducted within married 

couples, concluding that males and females were significantly different from one another 

(t(370) = 23.59, p < .001). In addition, a t-test indicated that within females only, 

unmarried females and married females are significantly different from one another in 

their adolescent drinking (t(625) = 25.05, p < .001). Student’s t was computed to test the 

difference between the groups’ slopes. This test compares the difference between two 

slopes divided by the standard error of the two slopes with N-4 degrees of freedom. The 

slopes were significantly different from one another for nonmarried females and married 

females (t(511) = 1.99, p < .05), but married females’ adolescent drinking slope was not 

significantly different from males’ adolescent drinking slope in either type of 

relationship. As shown in Table 14, the association of adolescent drinking among married 

female participants’ drinking was significantly greater than that of unmarried women and 

married males. 
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Table 1. Correlations Between Demographic, Independent (Control and Propensity Scores), and Dependent Variables 

 1.  
Diff 
in 

Age 

2.  
Diff 
in 

Race 

3.  
Diff 
in 

Educ 

4.  
Rel 

Type 

5. 
Sex 

6. 
Sensation 
Seeking 

7.  
Adoles. 

Peer 
Drink 

8.  
Young 
Adult 
Peer 

Drink 

9.  
College 

10. 
Parent 
Alcoho
l Use 

11.  
Adoles. 
Drink 

12.  
Young 
Adult 
Drink 

13. Partner 
YA Drink 

1  .01 .08**   .10*** .22*** -.08**  .05 -.12*** -.12***   .03 .07* -.06*  -.03 
2   .03 -.02 .04   .01  .03   .01   .04   .01 .03   .02   .001 
3    -.02 .01   .02  .06* -.03 -.01 -.05 .04   .003 -.003 
4     .06* -.21***  .08** -.16*** -.31*** -.08** .07** -.15*** -.14*** 
5        -.22***    -.10***   -.21***    .09**    .004 -.14***   -.23***    .18*** 
6           .17***    .39***  -.004    .13***  .26***     .46***    .20*** 
7           .23***  -.15***    .12***  .66***     .25***    .08*** 
8           .08**    .12***  .23***     .54***    .23*** 
9             .02 -.14***     .07*    .12*** 
10            .10**     .16***    .15*** 
11                .29***    .12*** 
12                .30*** 
13              

Note: n=1156    *  p < .05    ** p < .01    *** p < .001 
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Table 2. Profile Differences Obtained for Participant and Partner Couples (n=1156)  

 Participants Partners  Effect Size 

Measures M (SD) M (SD) t d r 

Age 21.77 (1.60) 22.99 (3.75) -11.87* .53 .36* 

Race 1.86 (1.25) 1.86 (1.24)          .03 0 .62* 

Education 12.83 (1.90) 12.74 (2.02) 1.60 .05 .54* 

YA Drinking 1.29 (1.25) 1.23 (1.25) 1.46 .06 .30* 

* p < .001 



                                          Texas Tech University, Jacquelyn D. Wiersma, December 2008  
 

80 
 

Table 3. Profile of Differences in Couple Relationship Characteristics (n=1156) 

 Nonmarried Couples 

(n=785) 

 Married Couples 

(n=371) 

 

Measures M (SD) t M (SD) t 

Age 2.34 (2.65) -7.93* 2.68 (3.04) -9.35* 

Race .48 (1.03) -.19 .34 (.87) .39 

Education 1.28 (1.38) 1.61 1.31 (1.35) .47 

YA Drinking 1.08 (1.01) 1.26 1.01 (1.07) .75 

* p < .001
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Table 4. Before Matching Propensity Scores on Control Variables (Means) with t-tests 

Variable Adolescent Drinkers 

(n=680) 

Adolescent Nondrinkers 

(n=418) 

p value 

Sensation Seeking .40 .28 .18 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers 1.53 .40 .001 

Propensity Scores .24 .56 .02 

 Young Adult Drinkers 

(n=795) 

Young Adult Nondrinkers 

(n=321) 

 

Sensation Seeking .40 .25 .01 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers 1.19 .83 .05 

YA Peer Drinkers 1.32 .51 .03 

College Enrollment .79 .52 .01 

Propensity Scores .23 .38 .001 

 Partner Drinkers 

(n=687) 

Partner Nondrinkers 

(n=312) 

 

Parental Alcohol Use 1.61 1.38 .001 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers 1.15 .94 .36 

YA Peer Drinkers 1.24 .74 .45 

College Enrollment .82 .48 .001 

Propensity Scores  .29 .36 .001 

 

 



                                          Texas Tech University, Jacquelyn D. Wiersma, December 2008  
 

82 
 

Table 5. After Matching Propensity Scores on Control Variables (Means) with t-tests 

Variable Adolescent Drinkers 

(n=428) 

Adolescent Nondrinkers 

(n=403) 

p value 

Sensation Seeking .36 .28 .99 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers .96 .41 .22 

Propensity Scores .35 .56 .66 

 Young Adult Drinkers Young Adult Nondrinkers  

 (n=321) (n=257)  

Sensation Seeking .31 .21 .12 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers .90 .79 .27 

YA Peer Drinkers .91 .50 .86 

College Enrollment .49 .45 .41 

Propensity Scores .30 .39 .78 

 Partner Drinkers 

(n=480) 

Partner Nondrinkers 

(n=295) 

 

Parental Alcohol Use 1.44 1.34 .95 

Adolescent Peer Drinkers 1.06 .87 .27 

YA Peer Drinkers 1.00 .74 .51 

College Enrollment .42 .43 .63 

Propensity Scores  .32 .35 .45 
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Table 6. Before and After Matching with Propensity Score Quintiles for Adolescent 

Drinkers and Nondrinkers 

 Before Matching (n=1098) After Matching (n=831) 

 N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

1 215 .03 (.01) .001-.063 0=10           

1=205 

18 .04 

(.01) 

.025-.063  0=10          

1=8 

2 216 .14 (.05) .067-.2473 0=32  

1=184 

164 .15 

(.05) 

.067-.227 0=31         

1=133 

3 228 .36 (.07) .249-.468 0=78    

1=150 

222 .36 

(.07) 

.249-.468 0=74         

1=148 

      4 230 .60 (.06) .475-.675 0=132    

1=98 

224 .60 

(.06) 

.484-.675 0=128         

1=96 

5 209 .77 (.04) .694-.812   0=166     

1=43 

203 .77 

(.04) 

.694-.812   0=160       

1=43 
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Table 7. Before and After Matching with Propensity Score Quintiles for Young Adult 

Drinkers and Young Adult Nondrinkers 

 Before Matching (n=1116) After Matching (n=578) 

 N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

1 213 .06 

(.02) 

.015-.10 0=20              

1=193 

55 .07 

(.02) 

.036-.098  0=18        

1=37 

2 213 .15 

(.03) 

.10-.20 0=31    

1=182 

91 .15 

(.03) 

.108-.193 0=27         

1=64 

3 214 .26 

(.04) 

.20-.32 0=43      

1=171 

96 .25 

(.03) 

.199-.313 0=33         

1=63 

  4 217 .40 

(.05) 

.32-.47 0=89     

1=128 

145 .41 

(.04) 

.328-.424 0=66         

1=79 

5 219 .56 

(.05) 

.47-.65   0=121     

1=90 

191 .56 

(.05) 

.475-.653   0=113      

1=78 
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Table 8. Before and After Matching with Propensity Score Quintiles for Romantic 

Partner Drinkers and Nondrinkers 

 Before Matching (n=999) After Matching (n=775) 

 N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

N 
size 

Pscore 
Mean 
(SD) 

Pscore 
Range 

# of 
nondrinkers 

(0) and 
drinkers (1) 

1 199 .15 

(.04) 

.029-.202 0=32             

1=167 

80 .16 

(.03) 

.074-.195  0=26        

1=54 

2 201 .24 

(.02) 

.204-.280 0=50   

1=151 

138 .24 

(.02) 

.204-.280 0=44         

1=94 

3 198 .31 

(.02) 

.280-.343 0=56     

1=142 

177 .31 

(.02) 

.280-.344 0=55         

1=122 

  4 202 .38 

(.02) 

.346-.421 0=78    

1=124 

182 .36 

(.02) 

.346-.421 0=74         

1=108 

5 199 .48 

(.03) 

.421-.526   0=96     

1=103 

198 .48 

(.03) 

.421-.526   0=96       

1=102 
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Table 9. Hierarchical Linear Models of Selection Hypothesis (DV = Partners’ Drinking) Using Control Variables 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 1a (n=1096)       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

  
.08 

 
.05 

  
 

 
 1.67 

20.93*** .119 

            Difference in Age -.02 .01 -.05 -1.84   
            Difference in Race -.01 .03 -.02 -0.53   
            Difference in Education -.01 .02 -.01 -0.23   
            Relationship Type -.15 .04 -.12 -4.04***   
            Sex  .53 .06  .26  8.78***   
            Sensation seeking         .22 .03  .22  7.31***   
            Adolescent peer drinking  .08 .03  .08  2.68**   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .10 

 
.04 

 
 .10 

 
 2.59** 

  6.72** .005 

R2  = .124  F(8, 1087) = 19.25, p < .001      
       
Model 1b (n=1066)       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
 .05 

 
.05 

  
 1.00 

22.00*** .158 

            Difference in Age -.01 .01 -.03 -1.09   
            Difference in Race -.01 .03 -.01 -0.52   
            Difference in Education  

.003 
.02 -.004  0.15   

            Relationship Type -.10 .04 -.08 -2.59**   
            Sex  .57 .06  .28  9.45***   
            Sensation seeking  .17 .03  .17  5.34**   
            Adolescent peer drinking  .06 .03  .06  1.94*   
            Young adult peer drinking  .19 .03  .19  5.86***   
            College enrollment  .06 .03  .06  2.01*   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .09 

 
.04 

 
 .09 

 
 2.28* 

5.18* .004 
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Table 9.1. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Step 3:  
            Participant Young Adult Drinking 

 
 .26 

 
.04 

 
 .26 

 
 7.45*** 

 
55.49*** 

.042 

 
R2 

 
= .204  F(11, 1054) = 24.54, p < .001 

     

* p < .05  ** p < .01 *** p < .001 
t

 
 Analyses were run with adolescent and young adult propensity scores, see Appendix A. 
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Table 10. Hierarchical Linear Models of Socialization Hypotheses (DV = Participants’ Young Adult Drinking) using Control 
Variables (n=959) 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 1c       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
 .02 

 
.04  

  
    .37 

64.76*** .406 

            Difference in Age  .01 .01  .02     .91   
            Difference in Race  .02 .03  .02     .75   
            Difference in Education -.02 .02 -.02  -0.93   
            Relationship Type -.03 .03 -.02  -0.86   
            Sex -.17 .05 -.08   3.10**   
            Sensation seeking  .28 .03  .28 10.08***   
            Adolescent Peer Drinking  .11 .03  .11   4.23***   
            Young Adult Peer Drinking  .38 .03  .38 13.22***   
            Parental drinking  .06 .02  .06   2.24*   
            College Enrollment  .06 .03  .06   2.03*   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .10 

 
.03 

 
 .10 

 
  2.87** 

8.26** .005 

Step 3:  
            Partner Young Adult Drinking 

 
 .17 

 
.03 

 
 .18 

   
  6.62*** 
 

43.85*** .026 

Step 4:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner  Young Adult 

Drinking 

 
 .01 

 
.02 

 
 .01 

 
    .22 

     .05 .000 

R2  = .437  F(13,945) = 56.46, p < .001      
       
Model 2c       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
  .02 

 
.04 

 
  

 
    .37 

64.76*** .406 

            Difference in Age  .01 .01  .02     .91   
            Difference in Race  .02 .03  .02     .75   
            Difference in Education -.02 .02 -.02  -0.93   
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Table 10.1. Continued       
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
            Relationship Type -.03 .03 -.02  -0.86   
            Sex -.17 .05 -.08   3.10**   
            Sensation seeking  .28 .03  .28 10.08***   
            Adolescent Peer Drinking  .11 .03  .11   4.23***   
            Young Adult Peer Drinking  .38 .03  .38 13.22***   
            Parental drinking  .06 .02  .06   2.24*   
            College Enrollment  .06 .03  .06   2.03*   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .08 

 
.03 

 
.08 

 
  2.45** 

26.43*** .031 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking  .17 .03 .18   6.62***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

 
 .01 

 
.02 

 
.01 

 
    .36 

   2.15 .004 

            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .03 .03 .02     .78   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.08 .03 -.06  -2.48**   
Step 4:  
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner 

Young Adult Drinking 

 
-.05 

 
.03 

 
-.05 

 
 -1.79 

   3.20 .002 

R2  = .443  F(16, 942) = 46.79, p < .001      
       
Model 3c       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
 .02 

 
.04 

  
    .37 

64.76*** .406 

            Difference in Age  .01 .01 .02     .91   
            Difference in Race  .02 .03 .02     .75   
            Difference in Education -.02 .02 -.02  -0.93   
            Relationship Type -.03 .03 -.02  -0.86   
            Sex -.17 .05 -.08   3.10**   
            Sensation seeking  .28 .03 .28 10.08***   
            Adolescent Peer Drinking  .11 .03 .11   4.23***   
            Young Adult Peer Drinking  .38 .03 .38 13.22***   
            Parental drinking  .06 .02 .06   2.24*   
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Table 10.3. Continued       
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
            College Enrollment  .06 .03 .06   2.03*   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .08 

 
.03 

 
.08 

 
  2.45** 

26.43*** .031 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking  .17 .03 .18   6.62***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking        

 
  .004 

 
.02 

 
  .004 

 
    .15 

3.78** .007 

            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking -.12 .05 -.06  -2.27*   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.11 .05 -.05  -1.98*   
Step 4:  
            Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner YA Drinking 

 
-.06 

 
.05 

 
-.03 

 
 -1.29 

   1.66 .001 

R2  = .445  F(16, 942) = 47.16, p < .001      
       
Model 4c       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
 .02 

 
.04 

  
    .37 

64.76*** .406 

            Difference in Age  .01 .01  .02     .91   
            Difference in Race  .02 .03  .02     .75   
            Difference in Education -.02 .02 -.02  -0.93   
            Relationship Type -.03 .03 -.02  -0.86   
            Sex -.17 .05 -.08   3.10**   
            Sensation seeking  .28 .03  .28 10.08***   
            Adolescent Peer Drinking  .11 .03  .11   4.23***   
            Young Adult Peer Drinking  .38 .03  .38 13.22***   
            Parental drinking  .06 .02  .06   2.24*   
            College Enrollment  .06 .03  .06   2.03*   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
 .08 

 
.03 

 
 .08 

 
  2.45** 

26.24*** .031 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking  .17 .03  .18   6.62***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

  
.01 

 
.02 

 
 .01 

 
    .22 

 3.94*** .014 

            Relationship Type x Sex -.17 .07 -.07  -2.61**   
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Table 10.4. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .01 .03  .01     .24   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.05 .03 -.04  -1.52   
            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking -.11 .05 -.05  -2.00*   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.13 .06 -.06  -2.32*   
Step 4:  
            Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking 

 
-.07 

 
.03 

 
-.05 

 
 -2.13* 

3.39* .004 

            Relationship Type x Sex x Partner YA Drinking -.07 .05 -.04  -1.40   
Step 5:  
            Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner 

YA Drinking 

 
 .02 

 
.07 

 
 .01 

 
    .32 

.10 .000 

 
R2 

 
= .455  F(21, 937) = 37.24 p < .001 

     

Note: * p < .05  ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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Table 11. Hierarchical Linear Models of Socialization Hypotheses (DV=Participants’ Young Adult Drinking) With Romantic 
Partner Propensity Scores 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 1p (baseline, n=774)       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
1.34 

 
.11 

  
11.85*** 

44.05*** .26 

            Difference in Age .01 .01  .03  1.04   
            Difference in Race     .02 .03   .02    .55   
            Difference in Education   -.004 .02 -.01 -0.18   
            Relationship Type .01 .04 .01 .31   
            Sex    -.28 .06 -.15 -4.51***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -4.29 .30 -.47 -14.46***   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
  .14 

 
.03 

 
 .14 

 
 4.31* 

     2.78* .01 

Step 3:  
            Partner Young Adult Drinking 

 
.20 

 
.03 

 

 
 .20 

 
 6.35*** 

1.73* .05 

Step 4:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

 
.02 

 
.03 

 
.02 

 
   .88 

.03 .000 

R2  = .31  F(9, 764) = 38.30, p < .001      
       
Model 2p (n=583)       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
1.34 

 
.11 

  
11.85*** 

44.05*** .26 

            Difference in Age .01 .01  .03  1.04   
            Difference in Race     .02 .03   .02    .55   
            Difference in Education   -.004 .02 -.01 -0.18   
            Relationship Type .01 .04 .01 .31   
            Sex   -.28 .06 -.15 -4.51***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -4.29 .30 -.47 -14.46***   
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Table 11.1. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
  .12 

 
.03 

 
 .12 

 
 3.80** 

1.05* .05 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking   .20 .03  .20  6.35***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

. 
  .03 

 
.03 

 
.03 

 
 1.05 

10.70*** .01 

            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking .04 .04 .04  1.14   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking   -.10 .04 -.08 -2.68**   
Step 4:  
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner 

Young Adult Drinking 

 
  -.06 

 
.04 

 
-.05 
 

 
-1.65 

2.40 .000 

R2  = .32  F(12, 761) = 29.90, p < .001      
 
Model 3p (n=583) 

      

Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
1.34 

 
.11 

  
11.85*** 

44.05*** .26 

            Difference in Age .01 .01  .03  1.04   
            Difference in Race     .02 .03   .02    .55   
            Difference in Education   -.004 .02 -.01 -0.18   
            Relationship Type .01 .04 .01 .31   
            Sex    -.28 .06 -.15 -4.51***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -4.29 .30 -.47 -14.46***   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
  .12 

 
.03 

 
 .12 

 
 3.80** 

1.05* .05 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking   .20 .03  .20  6.35***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

   
     .01 

 
.03 

 
.01 

 
   .51 

10.07** .01 

            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking  -.09 .06 -.05 -1.42   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking  -.20 .07 -.10 -2.97**   
Step 4:  
            Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner YA Drinking 

 
  -.04 

 
.06 

 
-.02 

 
 -0.71 

   2.72 .000 

R2  = .32  F(12, 761) = 30.21, p < .001      
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Table 11.2. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 4p (n=583)       
Step 1:  
            Intercept 

 
1.34 

 
.11 

  
11.85*** 

44.05*** .26 

            Difference in Age .01 .01  .03  1.04   
            Difference in Race     .02 .03   .02    .55   
            Difference in Education   -.004 .02 -.01 -0.18   
            Relationship Type .01 .04 .01 .31   
            Sex   -.28 .06 -.15 -4.51***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -4.29 .30 -.47 -14.46***   
Step 2:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking 

 
  .12 

 
.03 

 
 .12 

 
 3.80** 

1.05* .05 

            Partner Young Adult Drinking   .20 .03  .20  6.35***   
Step 3:  
            Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking 

 
 .02 

 
.03 

 
.02 

 
   .63 

16.36* .02 

            Relationship Type x Sex -.13 .08 -.06 -1.75   
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .02 .04 .02    .59   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.07 .04 -.06 -1.75   
            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking  -.08 .06 -.04 -1.23   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.19 .07 -.09 -2.83**   
Step 4:  
            Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking 

 
-.08 

 
.04 

 
-.07 

 
-2.15* 

2.87* .001 

            Relationship Type x Sex x Partner YA Drinking  -.05 .06 -.03 -0.78   
Step 5:  
            Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner 

YA Drinking 

 
.03 

 
.08 

 
.01 

 
   .40 

 1.42 .000 

R2  = .33  F(17, 756) = 22.35, p < .001      
* p < .05  **  p < .01 p < .001 
t Analyses were run with adolescent and young adult propensity scores, see Appendix B.



                                          Texas Tech University, Jacquelyn D. Wiersma, December 2008  
 

95 
 

Table 12. Follow-up Regression Analysis of Relationship Type and Partners’ Young 
Adult Drinking Interaction (Table 10): Predictors of Participants’ Young Adult Drinking 
 
  
 Nonmarried 

Relationships  
(n=659) 

Married  
Relationships  

(n=300) 
 
 

Parameter b SE b SE 
     
Intercept  .01 .05 -.01 .08 
Difference in age   .004 .01  -.002 .03 
Difference in race .01 .03  .04 .05 
Difference in education -.01 .02        -.02 .03 
Sensation seeking   .27* .03   .24* .05 
Adolescent peer drinking .07 .04 .03 .05 
YA peer drinking   .39* .03   .29* .05 
Parental drinking .03 .03 .07 .05 
College enrollment .04 .03 .04 .06 
     
Participant Adolescent Drinking .05 .05   .18* .05 
     
Partner Drinking   .17* .03 .05 .05 
     
R2 .43 = .36 
*p < .001
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Table 13. Follow-up Regression Analysis of Participants’ Sex and Participants’ 
Adolescent Drinking Interaction and Participants’ Sex and Partners’ Young Adult 
Drinking Interaction (Table 10): Predictors of Participants’ Young Adult Drinking 
 
  
 Female 

Participants 
(n=515) 

Male  
Participants  

(n=444) 
 

Parameter b SE b SE 
     
Intercept  -.08 .05   .11 .07 
Difference in age   .01 .01   .01 .02 
Difference in race   .02 .03  -.01 .02 
Difference in education -.01 .02  -.03 .03 
Relationship type -.12** .04   .06 .06 
Sensation seeking   .29*** .04   .25*** .05 
Adolescent peer drinking   .03 .04   .09 .06 
YA peer drinking   .30*** .04   .43*** .04 
Parental drinking -.01 .03   .13** .04 
College enrollment   .08** .03   .03 .05 
     
Participant Adolescent Drinking   .04 .05   .10* .05 
   
Partner Drinking .15***  .03        .26*** .05 
   
R2 .41 = .44 
* p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001 
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 Table 14. Follow-up Regression Analysis of Relationship Type, Participants’ Biological 
Sex, and Participants’ Adolescent Drinking Interaction (Table 10): Predictors of 
Participants’ Young Adult Drinking 
 
 Participants in Nonmarried 

Relationships full model (n=659) 
Participants in Married  

Relationships full model (n=320) 
 

 Females (n=339) Males (n=320) Females 
(n=176) 

Males (n=124) 
 

Parameter b SE b SE b SE b SE 
     
Intercept  -.08 .07  .12 .09 -.41*** .07  .35* .17 
Difference in age  .01 .01  .01 .02  .02* .01  .02 .04 
Difference in race  .01 .04  -.002 .05  .04 .05  .003 .09 
Difference in education  .002 .03 -.03 .04 -.02 .02 -.05 .06 
Sensation seeking   

.34*** 
.04  .18*** .05  .07 .05  .30** .09 

Adolescent peer 
drinking 

 .03 .05  .11 .07  -.01 .05  .10 .10 

YA peer drinking  .29*** .05  .43*** .05  .18*** .05  .29** .09 
Parental drinking -.03 .04  .07 .05 -.04 .05  .20** .09 
College enrollment  .08* .04  .02 .05  .07 .05  .14 .13 
         
Partner Drinking .13*** .03 .29*** .06 .18*** .04 .12 .13 
         
Participant Adolescent 
Drinking 

-.003 .06  .06 .07  .18** .07  .09 .09 

         
R2 .41 = .47 .31 .40 
* p < .05 ** p < .01  *** p < .001
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Figure 2. Selection and Mutual Selection Effects 
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Figure 3. Young Adult Drinking as a Function of Relationship Type by Partner Drinking
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Figure 4. Young Adult Drinking as a Function of Participants’ Sex and Adolescent 
Drinking
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Figure 5. Young Adult Drinking as a Function of Participants’ Sex and Partners’ 
Drinking
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Figure 6. Young Adult Drinking as a Function of Relationship Type, Participants’ Sex, 
and Adolescent Drinking 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

 This study extends previous research by investigating two explanations for the 

continuance of individuals’ drinking within young adult relationships: (a) pairing up with 

partners’ in young adulthood who also drink (“selection effect”), and (b) the association 

between individuals’ drinking in young adulthood and their partners’ drinking in young 

adulthood (“socialization effect”). Drawing from a social learning theory framework, this 

study examined the associations between adolescent drinking, romantic partner drinking, 

and young adulthood drinking through selection and socialization processes. This study 

takes a longitudinal approach in examining the patterns of alcohol use over time and 

reveals evidence to indicate that both selection and socialization effects contribute to 

young adults’ continued use of drinking in romantic relationships. Using data from the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, this study used hierarchical regression 

analyses to answer questions about selection and socialization factors that help to explain 

young adult drinking. In addition, this study explored how relationship type and 

biological sex may be important moderators when examining the association between 

participants’ drinking and their romantic partners’ drinking. This chapter provides a 

summary of results while also taking into consideration previous research. Implications 

of the results, strengths, limitations, future directions, and conclusions are included. 
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Findings 

Covariate Predictors of Young Adult Drinking 

The proposed hypotheses were based on the association between participants’ 

adolescent drinking and their young adult drinking. Previous findings indicate that 

individuals continue to drink from adolescence into young adulthood (Donovan et al., 

1983; Temple & Fillmore, 1986). Young adult drinking was associated with various 

control variables that helped explain 41% of the variance in individuals’ alcohol use in 

young adulthood. Although the study did not test predictors of continuance from 

adolescence to young adulthood, it did test correlates of adolescent drinking as predictors 

of young adult drinking. The reasons for young adult drinking may be due to parental 

history of alcohol use, a personality trait (such as sensation seeking), peer alcohol use, 

and enrollment in college. In this study, these various factors were found to be associated 

with young adult drinking.  

Sensation seeking has been identified as a predictor of young adult alcohol use 

(Magid et al., 2007). The theory of sensation seeking in explaining alcohol use was 

identified by Zuckerman (1979): those who are high on sensation seeking have a strong 

need for varied and intense stimulations, such as alcohol consumption. Alcohol often 

increases positive arousal (Connors & Sobell, 1986), and those who are motivated to 

consume alcohol may achieve an optimal level of stimulation (Magid et al., 2007). 

Sensation seeking was related to both adolescent drinking and young adult drinking in 

zero order correlations in this study. Thus, sensation seeking could be a factor in the 

continuity of drinking as it is related to drinking at both times. 
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Similar to previous research, this study found that the more alcohol parents’ 

reported drinking during the child’s adolescent years, the greater association for the 

child’s young adult drinking (Fromme & Ruela, 1994). An individual’s first experience 

with alcohol is likely to be within the context of the family where family members serve 

as role models for how to drink, what occasions are appropriate to drink, and for what 

reasons alcohol is consumed (Barnes, 1990; Collins et al., 1990). Using social learning 

theory, when adolescents are in drinking situations or given opportunities to drink, they 

may follow patterns of alcohol use they recall from their parents (Thompson & Wilsnack, 

1987). Parents may influence individuals’ alcohol use directly (e.g., through modeling 

alcohol use) and indirectly (e.g., through individuals’ perceptions about their parents’ 

drinking) (Graham et al., 1991). This study found that parental drinking was related to 

both adolescent and young adult drinking in zero order correlations, thus parental 

drinking could be an important factor in the continuity of drinking as well. 

Research also indicates that when the early family environment of the child is 

relatively stable and when parents are warm and attentive, the child is more likely to 

experience more satisfying romantic relationships in adolescence and beyond (Karney, 

Beckett, Collins, & Shaw, 2007). In contrast, when the early family environment is 

characterized by distress or disruption, the child is at greater risk for experiencing 

relationship problems (Newcomb & Rickards, 1995). This may suggest that parents shape 

the ideas and beliefs about relationships that young people use to guide choices in their 

own romantic relationships.  
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Along with parents, peer alcohol use was associated with individuals’ alcohol use 

in young adulthood. This study’s findings are similar to previous research that finds that 

friend's drinking is a significant predictor of individuals’ alcohol use (Borsari & Carey, 

2001; Reifman et al., 1998). Adolescents and young adults may be especially vulnerable 

to the influence of peers because of their need to make new friendships. And they may 

increase their drinking in order to gain acceptance by peers. Borsari and Carey (2001) 

contend that peer influence is exerted directly (in the form of drink offers or urges to 

drink) and indirectly (by modeling perceived social norms). Thus, many studies argue 

that drinking is subject to substantial peer effects by documenting a positive association 

between individuals’ substance use and substance use among their peers, controlling for 

other factors (e.g., Botvin, Malgady, Griffin, Scheier, & Epstein, 1998; Brook & Brook, 

1990; Cumsille, Sayer, & Graham, 2000; Leibsohn, 1994; Reis & Riley, 2000; Wechsler, 

Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995). However, it is difficult to empirically determine 

from this study whether a correlation between individuals and peers' drinking was due to 

peer effects, to self-selection of similar peers, or to common factors affecting the peer 

group. Future research would benefit by examining the selection and socialization effects 

of both peers and romantic partners as antecedents of young adults’ drinking. 

In addition, adolescents may develop their ideas about romantic relationships 

through their observation of and interaction with parents and peers (Rose & Frieze, 

1989). In support of this idea, Simon and colleagues (1992) observed that adolescents’ 

normative beliefs about how one should feel and behave in a romantic relationship 

developed through repeated discussions with their peers. Other studies also suggest that 
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peers reinforce the importance of romantic relationships, especially among girls (Douvan 

& Adelson, 1966). Thus, the contribution of peers, parents, and romantic partners is 

essential in understanding the context in which young adults’ consume alcohol. 

Lastly, being enrolled in college was significantly associated with young adults’ 

alcohol consumption. The initiation of alcohol use often occurs during the college years. 

Unfortunately, problem drinking behaviors are most prevalent in younger adults 

(Kozicki, 1986) and approximately 2 out of 5 college students are binge drinkers 

(O’Malley & Johnston, 2002; Sun, Maurer, Ho, 2003; Wechsler, Lee, Kuo, & Lee, 2000; 

Wechsler, Lee, & Kuo, 2002).  Research concludes that the college environment may 

contribute to individual vulnerability to peer influence on alcohol use for several reasons: 

Alcohol is often used by upperclass students as a key element in acculturating and 

controlling newcomers (see Arnold & Kuh, 1992; Kuh & Arnold, 1993) and newcomers 

would be more than willing to conform because they “are anxious to be accepted into the 

group” (Creeden, 1990, p. 466). Thus, peer pressure may be the common factor in 

explaining why peer alcohol use and the college environment were associated with young 

adults’ alcohol use. 

Transitioning from adolescence to adulthood can also be problematic for college 

students (Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 2000). Moving to college may be associated 

with higher stress than remaining in the parental home during the transition to adulthood. 

College students are often undergoing tremendous change – such as moving away from 

home, living in close quarters with other students, and experiencing reduced adult 

supervision for the first time. Students who reside in new physical and social 
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environments, such as college parties, may foster heavy alcohol use (Windle, 2003). 

Individuals who enter college drink alcohol, binge drink, and get drunk more than those 

who do not enter college (Johnston et al., 2000; Slutske et al., 2004). Most students have 

consumed some alcohol prior to entering college (Johnston et al., 2000), as found in the 

current study, but many view college as a place to drink excessively (Borsari & Carey, 

2001).  

In sum, the contribution of these control variables was important in understanding 

young adult alcohol use. Although the correlates were found to be important additive 

main effects, future research should look at how each correlate contributes by interacting 

with other terms, such as adolescent drinking or partner drinking in predicting young 

adult alcohol use. There may be possible patterns for different relationship types (married 

vs nonmarried) as well as gender differences that explain young adult drinking. 

Examining the interaction effects of these control variables with other moderating effects 

could identify which correlates impact whom.  

Based on the current study and previous research, individuals start drinking 

during adolescence and increase the amounts of drinking into their early twenties 

(Bachman, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 2002). Although this study demonstrated a positive 

association between adolescent and young adult drinking in both zero order correlations 

and in regression analyses that controlled for other factors, there was room for variation 

in the linear association. Many young people establish continuous lifelong patterns of 

alcohol use (or nonuse) during this period, whereas others may take a different trajectory 

of engaging in a particular pattern during late adolescence and changing the pattern in 
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young adulthood (Maggs & Schulenberg, 2005). And it is clear that individuals shape 

their own development by choosing certain contexts (Lerner, 1992; Scarr & McCartney, 

1983), such as hanging out with drinking peer groups or by choosing romantic partners 

who consume alcohol. Discussion of findings with respect to selection, socialization, 

relationship type, and biological sex follow. 

Selection Effect 

The proposed hypothesis predicting the association between individuals’ 

adolescent drinking and their romantic partners’ drinking during young adulthood was 

supported. The main selection effect of adolescent drinking significantly predicting 

romantic partners’ drinking over and beyond control variables suggests that participants 

select similar drinking partners in young adulthood. Given that six years transpired 

between adolescent measures and young adult measures, this significant association 

suggests that drinking behaviors may be important when choosing a potential romantic 

partner, even beyond demographic and personality traits. Although demographic 

similarities, parental drinking, peer drinking, sensation seeking, and the college 

environment explained 16% of the variance in young adult drinking, individuals were 

also selecting partners based on their drinking in young adulthood that explained an 

additional 4% of the variance. 

In addition, young adults’ drinking was associated with their romantic partners’ 

drinking during young adulthood. The findings could be due to mutual selection, whereby 

individuals and partners seek each other out depending on drinking behaviors, even after 

controlling for demographic factors. This study was not able to test if individuals’ chose 
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their partners or whether partners’ selected the individuals – thus, selection appeared to 

be best described as mutual. Perhaps individuals and partners are selecting each other 

based on similarity in drinking, not of demographic similarities.  

Similar to previous research, this study found that individuals tended to seek out 

partners who were similar in both demographics and alcohol use behaviors (Kandel et al., 

1990). Perhaps, these individuals selected their romantic partners as a way to increase 

their own self-validation. Validation may be a type of social reinforcer or reward that 

contributes to individuals feeling that they are normal and just like other young adults – 

an indirect way of feeling accepted. In addition, couple similarity may also predict 

greater relationship satisfaction (Acitelli et al., 2001; Russell & Wells, 1991) and also 

initial attraction to a romantic partner (Klohnen & Luo, 2003). Perceiving a partner to be 

more similar to oneself is associated with increased feelings of being understood in a 

relationship and overall satisfaction (Acitelli et al., 2001; Gattis et al., 2004; Murray et 

al., 2002). In addition, if drinking individuals perceive potential romantic partners as 

drinking, this is an indirect form of approval for consuming alcohol and portrays to the 

individual that there is a similar interest in drinking. Finally, similarity is validating to 

both partners because each perceives that his or her own attitudes or behaviors (regarding 

alcohol) are shared by an important other (Gonzaga et al., 2007). Because of these 

different forms of validation or rewards, individuals will be more likely to select each 

other. 

Another issue that has been looked at in previous research with couple behaviors 

is the idea of homophily. The influence between friends or romantic partners may result 

http://web.ebscohost.com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/ehost/detail?vid=4&hid=2&sid=a9704c2c-ad72-43c9-ad9b-69a89f4a51b4%40SRCSM1#c2�
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in homophily or social contagion, which is the existence of similarity on certain 

characteristics among persons who affiliate with one another. For example, Kandel 

(1978) found that homophily characterized adolescent friends who shared certain 

common attributes and it further increased as time passed with the continuous association 

between the friends. In this study, homophily was not testable because data on romantic 

partners were collected at only one time. However, social contagion could explain, in 

part, couple members’ correlation in drinking behaviors. 

The overall finding of a selection effect is similar to previous research that has 

found that individuals choose peer groups who match their own tendencies to use alcohol 

(Bullers et al., 2001; Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Fisher & Bauman, 1988; Kandel, 1978; 

McCabe et al., 2005; Parra et al., 2007; Reifman et al., 2006). It is unsurprising to see this 

selection effect include a special type of peer group – namely, romantic partners. Partners 

are probably even more influential than other peers because of the closeness that two 

romantic members share in a relationship. In addition, the current finding of an alcohol-

based selection effect for a nationally representative sample of young adults supports 

previous research that finds an assortative pairing effect for couples who share similar 

drug and alcohol behaviors (Black et al., 1986; Boye-Beaman et al., 1991; Hall et al., 

1983; Han et al., 2003; Jacob & Bremer, 1986; Leonard & Eiden, 1999; Merline, 

Schulenberg, O’Malley, Bachman, & Johnston, 2008; Olmsted et al., 2003; Schuckit et 

al., 1994; Stallings et al., 1997; Windle, 1997; Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1993;). Previous 

research and the current study on drinking among couples find that there is an assortative 

pairing effect whereby people tend to select similar drinking partners. This study goes 
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beyond past concurrent selection effects by demonstrating that a prospective measure of 

adolescent drinking is also a significant predictor of young adult partner drinking even 

after controlling for covariates of both. Thus, individuals’ drinking during adolescence 

may set the stage for later drinking because they pair up with drinking romantic partners. 

Theories of self-selection suggest that individuals pick environments and 

companions who are compatible and are supportive of individuals’ own behavior (Cairns 

et al., 1988; Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). By choosing 

compatible partners, individuals’ behaviors may be reinforced and maintained (Caspi & 

Herbener, 1990; Quinton et al., 1993). Partners’ own behavior may promote the 

initiation, maintenance, or exacerbation of consuming alcohol for individuals. Thus, 

under selection there is a similarity between romantic partners that preexists before the 

relationship and becomes a factor in the formation of the romantic relationship. Perhaps, 

drinking can develop as adolescents associate with young adolescent peers who drink. 

These drinking peer groups may lead to a new pool of romantic partners who also 

consume alcohol. Thus, engaging in drinking during adolescence may lead to partnering 

with others who drink, which in turn may place individuals at high risk for continued 

involvement in this behavior.  

Assortative pairing may be influenced by family background and genetic 

predispositions to alcohol abuse. For example, adolescents may seek out romantic 

partners with similar drinking habits because of a genetic predisposition. Adolescents 

may choose partners who reinforce their own genetic predispositions to alcohol use. This 

may lead to partners becoming phenotypically similar because of the resemblance in 
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alcohol use among matched partners (Bauman & Chenoweth

The hypothesis that there would be an association between partners’ drinking and 

the participants’ young adult drinking was supported. There were significant main effects 

, 1984; Kandel, 1978). These 

individuals may continue this cycle by pairing up with future alcohol-using partners, 

which in turn produces children who may have a genetic predisposition, and the cycle 

continues into future generations of adolescents. 

The use of alcohol in adolescence can be an indicator of problems. For example, 

adolescents with early risky drinking have more alcohol problems later on (Peele, 2006). 

A history of alcohol problems may lead to an increased likelihood of marrying a similar 

drinking partner or even an alcoholic partner (Boye-Beaman et al., 1991; Windle, 1997). 

When assortatively paired parents produce children, they transmit both genes and 

environments to their offspring. This may produce a “double-whammy” effect (Scarr & 

McCartney, 1983). Thus, children are transmitted heritable vulnerabilities to alcohol and 

are also reared in a home where alcohol is highly consumed. Children born to alcohol-

abusing parents may be at an increased risk of abusing alcohol as well. A genetic 

predisposition of alcohol abuse may make adolescents more vulnerable to the risks of an 

alcohol-enriched environment (Scarr & McCartney, 1983). They are receiving a dose of 

genes and a dose of environment that contribute additively to alcohol abuse. If both 

parents abuse alcohol, then the children may receive a “double dose” of the genes of the 

parents (Krueger, Moffitt, Caspi, Bleske, & Silva, 1998). Thus, the cycle of pairing up 

with drinking partners may continue through families (Boye-Beaman et al., 1991).  

Socialization effect 
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of adolescent drinking and young adult partner drinking, just not an interaction of the two 

in testing the social amplification effect. Partner drinking was related to young adult 

drinking independent of adolescent drinking and explained 4% of the variance. In 

addition, adolescent drinking related to young adult drinking independent of partner 

drinking. Although these both are important elements in understanding why young adults 

drink, they may not interact. Instead, this study demonstrated additive effects of 

socialization. Both adolescent drinking and partner drinking helped to explain 

individuals’ drinking. Thus, the process of socialization of people influencing an 

individual (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) was found in the current study because 

partners’ drinking was associated with young adults’ drinking. Future research should 

examine additional ways to test socialization effects.   

The social amplification hypothesis that there would be an association between 

individuals’ adolescent drinking interacting with their romantic partners’ drinking to 

predict individuals’ young adult drinking was unsupported. Moreover, this interaction 

term was unmodified by relationship type or sex of the individual. Thus, social 

amplification effects were not found in the current study. Longitudinal designs have 

tested for convergence in problem behavior, such as alcohol use, and have found that, on 

average, couples do not converge on these behaviors over time (Caspi & Herbener, 1993; 

Luo & Klohnen, 2005; Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1997). One possibility to take into 

consideration is that these couples are young adults, between the ages of 18 and 26, a 

period of time when young adults are experimenting with relationships and with alcohol. 

For some, settling on a partner or type of behavior, such as alcohol use, may not begin to 
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occur for many years. Thus, participants, even married participants, may not have been in 

their relationships long enough for amplification effects to be seen as hypothesized.  

Relationship type 

The hypothesis that there would be socialization and social amplification effects 

based on relationship type was partially supported. Within romantic relationships it was 

evident that the type of relationship may be an important element in understanding young 

adults’ alcohol use. Relationship type did interact with partners’ drinking in predicting 

individuals’ young adult drinking. Only nonmarried partners’ drinking was significantly 

associated with participants’ young adult drinking, whereas there was no association for 

married couples.  

In terms of the findings, an unmarried drinking young adult may be dating or 

“playing the field” by pairing up with different types of partners. Thus, the participants’ 

own drinking may be affected by who they are hanging out with, such as drinking peers 

or drinking partners. If partners are consuming alcohol, then it is likely the participants 

will also be consuming alcohol. Another possibility for this finding could be that during 

dating relationships, there may be more perceived pressure to be with a drinking partner 

out of fear of losing that partner. And once a couple is married, the pressure may 

dissipate whereby drinking is no longer a pressure. It was surprising to find that married 

couples were not influenced by their partners’ drinking as compared to nonmarried 

couples. The social amplification effect proposed in this study rested in part on the idea 

that the longer people are together, the more closely they would resemble each other. 

Perhaps there are other factors that occur in marriage to counteract the effects of 
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socialization over time. One explanation could be that after young adults marry, they are 

no longer consuming alcohol together, as compared to dating individuals. Research finds 

that individuals who married lowered their alcohol consumption compared to nonmarried 

individuals, suggesting that there is a decline in alcohol consumption immediately 

following marriage (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1996; Leonard & Mudar, 2003; 

Merline et al., 2008; Miller-Tutzauer et al., 1991; Temple, Fillmore, & Hartka, 1991). 

Thus, partners’ drinking may not be associated with participants’ drinking in married 

relationships because the couple is no longer drinking as heavily. Lastly, even though 

relationship type was not a main effect, relationship type did interact with participants' 

sex and participants’ adolescent drinking in a 3-way interaction, discussed later. 

Sex Differences 

The hypothesis that there would be an association between individuals’ biological 

sex, individuals’ adolescent drinking, and the romantic partners’ drinking to predict 

individuals’ young adult drinking was partially supported. When examining young 

adults’ drinking, it was not evident that participants’ sex was an important element in 

understanding how partners’ socialize the participants’ drinking in terms of social 

amplification. There was not a significant 3-way interaction between participants’ sex, 

participants’ adolescent drinking, and their partners’ young adult drinking. Thus, it seems 

that females and males are socialized in terms of amplification similarly by their partners’ 

drinking, or perhaps they are not socialized at all during young adulthood. Previous 

research findings are contradictory in that some conclude only males are influenced (e.g., 

Cronkite & Moos, 1984; Wilsnack et al., 1984), and others’ conclude only females are 
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influenced by their partners’ drinking (Glantz-Wright et al., 2004; Hammer & Vaglum, 

1989; Jacob & Selhamer, 1982; Leonard & Eiden, 1999; Leonard & Mudar, 2003; Moffit 

et al., 2001).  

There were two significant two-way interactions, the first being a significant sex 

and partner drinking effect on young adult drinking. In the follow-up analysis, both 

females and males had positive associations between partners’ and their young adult 

drinking, but this association was significantly stronger for males. That is, the more the 

men’s female partner drank, the more he drank, more so than was found for women with 

their male partners. Cronkite and Moos (1984) examined spousal drinking behaviors over 

a one year period and concluded that wives’ alcohol consumption was a predictor of 

husbands’ subsequent drinking one year later, but there was no effect for husbands’ 

drinking predicting wives’ drinking. Additionally, Wilsnack and colleagues (1987) found 

that the association between current drinking and spouses’ perceived drinking levels were 

stronger for men than women; thus men were more influenced by their female partners’ 

drinking. Because these past studies were done with married couples who were in their 

late forties and the average length of marriage was 19 years, future research should 

examine couples in their mid-twenties, both married and nonmarried, to fully understand 

gender differences in regards to partners’ drinking on individuals’ drinking. Based on this 

study, these differences would appear to emerge early in relationships, married and 

unmarried. 

 There was also a significant interaction between participants’ sex and their own 

adolescent drinking on young adult drinking. Thus, participants’ sex is an important 
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factor in understanding young adults’ drinking. Based on these gender differences, only 

males’ adolescent drinking was predictive of their young adult drinking, whereas it was 

not for females. This finding was found above and beyond control variables, such as 

sensation seeking, peer drinking, parental drinking, and the college environment. Thus, 

perhaps for these male participants’ other contributions or variables were explaining their 

young adult drinking. The sex difference is important as men are much more likely than 

women to drink in ways that are harmful. As shown in a recent national survey of 19- to 

30-year-olds, 45 percent of men and 26.7 percent of women reported heavy drinking 

(defined in that study as five or more drinks on one occasion) in the past 2 weeks, and 7.4 

percent of men and 3 percent of women reported daily drinking (Chen, 

Other explanations that were not tested in the current study may include being 

employed or military service. Being employed full-time after high school was associated 

with a slight increase in current drinking. Unemployed men, but not women, especially 

Dufour, & Yi, 

2004).  

One potential explanation for males’ adolescent drinking as a predictor of their 

young adult drinking may be alcohol expectancies. Positive alcohol expectancies or the 

belief that drinking will lead to positive, pleasurable experiences play a key role in the 

drinking behavior of young adults. What a person expects from drinking not only predicts 

when drinking will begin, but also how much alcohol will be consumed throughout 

young adulthood. As people age through adolescence and into young adulthood, they 

increasingly expect benefits from drinking and become less convinced of the risks 

(Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002; Smith, Goldman, Greenbaum, & Christiansen, 1995).  
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tended to reduce their drinking (Bachman, Wadsworth, & O’Malley, 1997). In addition, 

young adults in the military are more likely to drink heavily (i.e., consume five or more 

drinks per typical drinking occasion at least once a week). In 2002, 27 percent of adults 

ages 18 to 25 in the military reported heavy drinking, compared with only 8.9 percent of 

those ages 26 to 55 (Bray, Bae, & Federman, 2005). The reasons for heavy drinking rates 

in the military include a workplace culture that supports alcohol use and the increased 

availability of alcohol both in and around military bases (Ames & Cunradi, 2004).  

Lastly, an additional explanation that was not tested in this study was men’s 

addiction to alcohol. Perhaps an explanation for this finding of continued drinking into 

young adulthood for males is a history of problematic alcohol use. Perhaps, these males 

are initially problem drinkers, which may include a family history of alcoholism. Above 

and beyond the influences of peers, parents, or personality, it could be the need for 

alcohol that explains young adult males’ drinking.  

In conclusion, there may have been other correlates of young adult drinking that 

were not measured to fully understand why males’ adolescent drinking predicted their 

young adult drinking. However, no matter how many controls are included in an 

analytical model, there is always the possibility that some relevant or valid predictor 

variables may be omitted that explain alcohol use (Madon et al., 2006). Future research 

should examine additional relevant correlates that may further explain the variance in 

young adult drinking. 
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Relationship Type and Sex Differences 

As for the final hypothesis, the current study explored the joint effects of both 

relationship type and participants’ biological sex as predictors of young adults’ alcohol 

use. It was predicted that females within married relationships would be more socialized 

by their partners’ drinking and that social amplification would be more important 

meaning that their adolescent drinking and partners’ young adult drinking would explain 

their own young adult drinking. Although the overall 4-way interaction between 

relationship type, participants’ biological sex, participants’ adolescent drinking, and their 

partners’ drinking was not significant, there was a significant interaction of relationship 

type, participants’ biological sex, and participants’ adolescent drinking as correlates of 

participants’ young adult drinking. The final hypothesis was not supported. However, for 

the final hypothesis, the interaction of relationship type, sex differences, and adolescent 

drinking were important statistical predictors. 

Follow-up analyses used relationship type and gender groups to further 

understand adolescent drinking as a predictor of young adult drinking. Married females 

were significantly different from unmarried females and married males in that their 

young adult drinking was explained by their own adolescent drinking, even after 

controlling for factors such as peer alcohol use, parental alcohol use, sensation seeking, 

and college enrollment. The description of slopes finds men (both unmarried and 

married) sharing similar slopes: adolescent higher drinking was accompanied by parallel 

and very modest rises in young adult drinking. Unmarried women showed a shallow 

decline in young adult drinking for every unit increase in adolescent drinking. None of 
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these slopes were significantly different from each other. But married women showed a 

different pattern, namely, a steeper increase in young adult drinking for every unit 

increase in adolescent drinking. Taken in conjunction with the very low intercept (-.41, p 

< .001), unmarried women’s drinking remained very low when her adolescent drinking 

was low. But her drinking increased significantly (and significantly more than the other 

groups: unmarried women and men, married men) when her adolescent drinking was 

higher. Thus, what is it about marriage for young women that may explain this pattern? 

Just as explained earlier, it may be that marriage means a person does not have to match a 

partners’ drinking to keep the partner. Perhaps, marriage means not having to deny one’s 

drinking preferences to keep a partner, and adolescent drinking emerges as a predictor of 

young adult drinking.   

An explanation for this finding of correlated drinking patterns into young 

adulthood for these married females could be that the study lacks additional correlates, 

such as those discussed earlier with respect to males’ drinking. These correlates could 

include alcohol expectancies, being employed full time, employed in the military, and 

having a history of problematic alcohol use. Above and beyond peers, parents, or 

personality, perhaps it is other correlates, such as a need for alcohol that explains these 

married females’ drinking for those who continue to drink. Perhaps, marriage means not 

having to deny one’s drinking preference to keep a partner, whereas nonmarried 

individuals may be at greater risk to keep their relationship by drinking. 
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Commentary 

Theoretical Implications 

 This study contributes to the growing literature of potential influences on 

individuals’ alcohol use. By following individuals into adulthood, this study charts a 

developmental course for over five years to examine the processes of selection and 

socialization of drinking in romantic relationships. The results from the study are also 

consistent with classical peer group studies on alcohol use (see Kandel, 1978) that 

illustrate principles proposed by Bandura’s social learning theory.  

Based on social learning theory principles, selecting into a certain partnership 

may be rewarding for individuals if they enjoy drinking with their romantic partner, 

which may then reinforce both couple members’ drinking behavior. Rewards for the 

individual may include acceptance in this new drinking partnership, approval of drinking, 

and having the same interest in drinking. In addition, based on a balance system theory 

(or AB-X Model as described earlier), balanced states are preferred over imbalanced 

states, and imbalanced states lead to activities to change them to balanced states. For 

example, individuals’ perceived similarity between themselves and their partners’ 

drinking is probably much more preferred than if they perceive dissimilarity with partners 

on drinking. When individuals enter into relationships, they may hope to obtain rewards 

and benefits, such as similarity in drinking with another person. If a similar behavior 

between couple members is perceived as rewarding for an individual, attraction should 

increase (e.g., balance). However, if a behavior is dissimilar between couple members, 

this may not be perceived as a reward for the individual because they no longer feel 
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validated in their own behavior (e.g., imbalance). Thus, the degree of liking or being 

attracted to someone is higher when there are a variety of similarities between two people 

on attitudes, values, or personality traits (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954; Newcomb, 1961). 

Clearly, if both the individual (A) and the romantic partner (B) like alcohol (X), then they 

will drink alcohol together. This mutual attraction is based upon mutual participation in 

rewarding activities and on compatible behaviors and attitudes. 

All of these may be important in explaining why individuals continue to drink 

into young adulthood because now they feel validated, their drinking is acceptable, 

normal and appropriate for this new partnership. Thus, rewards for desired behavior, such 

as partner drinking, may reinforce individuals’ drinking behavior. For example, an 

individual who drinks in adolescence and continues into young adulthood may go to bars 

with friends hoping to find a similar drinking romantic partner. Drinking individuals are 

much more likely to be attending parties or going to bars to meet potential mates. Within 

this propinquity and drinking context, it is likely that two drinking partners will meet and 

enjoy each other’s company as well as the drinking behavior that both already enjoy. And 

if both couple members enjoy drinking and each other’s company when consuming 

alcohol, then they will be more likely to select each other as a romantic partner. Selection 

effects for drinking were supported in this study. This new partner could become an 

important influence in the individual’s life. A new drinking partner can eventually 

become a model in which the individual is likely to imitate the observed romantic 

partner’s drinking, which may then increase the individual’s own drinking. The results of 

this study support a more limited view on socialization in that partners’ drinking was a 
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main effect on young adult drinking, but it did not interact with adolescent drinking to 

support social amplification.  

In other contexts, such as college environments, individuals are developing and 

learning about their own identity within a largely alcohol-enriched environment. Young 

adult college students who are nondrinkers may feel obligated to drink in this new and 

exciting lifestyle with other college students who consume alcohol. Drinking on the 

weekends may become a socialized event that individuals come to enjoy, leading them to 

meet and possibly partner up with other drinkers. Thus, it may not only be individuals’ 

own desires and behaviors regarding alcohol, but an alcohol-enriched environment like a 

college environment that may play a role in presenting the context for which people 

select other drinking partners. College enrollment was a significant factor in young adult 

drinking. Perhaps, it was the drinking environment which led these young adults to pair 

up with similar drinking partners. 

Relationship type. Social learning theory is also helpful in explaining why 

partners’ drinking may be more important for unmarried couples’ drinking as compared 

to married couples as found in this study. The idea of feeling validated and accepted 

within a romantic relationship may be more prevalent if the relationship is beginning to 

develop. Consistent with the notion above, partners who are unmarried may be in an 

“evaluation mode” (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong; 1995; Knee, 1998) because they are deciding 

whether to take their relationship to the next step. For example, dating individuals may 

adapt their drinking to a potential important partner. A dating individual who has selected 

a similar drinking partner and decides to take the relationship into a higher level of 
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commitment, may be more likely to change their drinking to that of the romantic 

partners’ drinking behavior.  

For married couples, Swann and colleagues (1994) argue that there is a “marriage 

shift.” When people get married, they are no longer in evaluation mode; these couples 

have now re-defined themselves by creating and sharing new roles, all of which are 

important for a couples’ identity: “I” now becomes “we.” Married couples typically 

define themselves as a “couple” and may begin identifying themselves as a “partnership.” 

And to the extent that that an individual has incorporated aspects of a partner’s drinking, 

the relationship becomes an important aspect of self-regulation and affirmation. Thus, 

having a drinking partnership identity that is tied to the relationship (e.g., couple identity) 

goes hand-in-hand with thinking positive thoughts about the relationship. This study 

found that unmarried partners’ drinking was associated with young adults’ drinking, thus 

perhaps the unmarried participants were identifying themselves in a drinking partnership 

by selecting similar drinking partners. And when people self-evaluate their partner with a 

positive evaluation, this makes an individual feel good about one self (see Niedenthal & 

Beike, 1997). If a person thinks good thoughts about a relationship, then a person thinks 

good thoughts about one’s self – the idea of rewards and reinforcement according to 

social learning theory.   

With respect to unmarried partners, individuals whose views are regarded as 

credible and valuable may have more influence than others on people’s views 

(Rosenberg, 1973). When two people partner into a new relationship, individuals’ may 

adapt or change their role to that of their new partners’ (Wells & Stryker, 1988). During 
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these new transitions, individuals may be overwhelmed and uncertain of how to act, thus, 

they may be particularly influenced by their new romantic partner. And partners are much 

more likely to be influential because of the amount of time spent together and because 

they are now working on creating a new shared reality of each other (Blumstein, 1991). 

For example, drinking individuals in nonmarried relationships may be more influenced 

by their new partners’ drinking because they are trying to form a new couple identity, that 

being a “drinking partnership.” If individuals see themselves as drinkers, they will prefer 

to seek a partner who is similar and who confirms this drinking image. And by interacting 

with those who are similar in drinking, individuals will achieve more predictability and 

sense of control over their environment (Cast, Stets, & Burke, 1999). In conclusion, one 

of the basic tenants from this theory and from the current study is that individuals can be 

identified in terms of drinking partnerships. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The current research study possessed both strengths and limitations. One of the 

biggest strengths of this study was the nationally representative sample. Because of the 

meticulous sample selection procedures of the Add Health, the sample was nationally 

representative for the adolescent/young adult participants and their romantic partners. 

This allows for generalizability of the findings and the implications to this population 

with little reservation. Another strength was the longitudinal design that measured 

alcohol use beyond adolescence. The Add Health followed the same individuals from 

adolescence (ages 11-18) into young adulthood (ages 18-26), which allowed for the 

current study to examine the processes of selection and socialization of individuals’ 
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drinking in romantic relationships. Along with this, the data used came from two 

important informants – participants and their romantic partners. Thus, both couple 

members reported on their own drinking. Multiple respondents protects from biased 

accounts of drinking.   

An additional and important strength of this study was using other control 

variables to understand young adult drinking, rather than only looking at partner drinking. 

Finding that partners’ drinking was an important predictor of young adults’ drinking 

above and beyond other control predictors (i.e., sensation seeking, peer and parent 

drinking) may further the understanding of why young adults continue drinking. 

Lastly, the use of propensity scores was an important component in this study. 

Even though the propensity scores analysis was similar to using the control variables 

analysis, this study was able to confirm that the findings were not biased and based only 

on group differences of drinkers versus nondrinkers. Thus, this study was able to avoid a 

“selection bias” in group membership, that is, adolescent/young adult drinkers and 

nondrinkers may be initially different due to other influences. As well, individuals may 

choose drinking partners or nondrinking partners for different reasons. By using the 

propensity score in an additional model, this study effectively matched for any group 

differences attributable to the potential differentiating variables (e.g., personality, parent 

and peer drinking, attending college). Because of the largely similar results, the results 

and discussion were based on the analyses with the larger sample size, the analyses that 

used control variables individually. However, there were two nonsignificant interaction 

terms in the propensity score analyses that were significant in the control variable 
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approach. A reason for this could be because the propensity score approach dramatically 

reduces the sample size as compared to the control variable approach.  

Although firmly based on a large and representative sample of young adult 

couples, the present findings possess some limitations. First, participants in the study did 

not report on who initiated the relationship and therefore this study can not make direct 

claims regarding the motivations behind selecting or choosing romantic partners. Instead, 

the current study focuses on the context in which drinking in relationships likely occurs. 

Second, the data collection included partners’ reports of drinking in only the third wave, 

rather than over the five year course of data collection. It is important for future research 

on selection and socialization of drinking to take into account multiple data collections 

for both couple members’ reports on drinking and their relationship.  

A third limitation is that this sample initially selected American adolescents in the 

context of school settings. It would be very hard to generalize results from this study to 

experiences of young adult romantic relationships and drinking behaviors in different 

cultural contexts with different educational systems and different social challenges. 

Fourth, the current study focuses only on heterosexual young adult relationships. Fifth, 

although the study was longitudinal, it did not have information about childhood 

experiences, which may have shaped the adolescents’ developmental trajectories. For 

example, there was no information about family alcoholism faced by the participants and 

partners growing up. Finally, since this study used a secondary dataset, measurement 

validity may be problematic. For example, not all relevant variables were present in the 

survey. Thus, this study may have not included all relevant variables that may explain the 
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continuity of drinking for young adults. Additional variables, such as alcohol 

expectations, would have enriched the understanding of drinking in the context of 

romantic relationships. For the purposes of this study, one question that would have been 

informative was how the participants and partners met initially in their romantic 

relationships. In addition, the measure to assess peer alcohol use could have been 

problematic for this study’s findings – for example, to measure peer alcohol use, 

participants were asked to mark how many of their closest friends were drinkers. These 

“friends” could have also included their romantic partners, thus peers and partners may 

have been overlapping individuals in these young adults’ reports. Asking participants to 

report on their closest “non-romantic” friends’ drinking and their “romantic” partners’ 

drinking separately would be beneficial in future research.  

Future Research 

 This study’s findings led to more questions about the processes of selection and 

socialization for young adults’ romantic relationships and alcohol. As a result, future 

research could benefit from the limitations of this study to better understand young adult 

drinking. First, future research must develop a way to identify who initiates the romantic 

relationship – that being the participant or the partner, and reasons for being in the 

relationship. With such information, research could make direct claims regarding the 

motivations behind selecting or choosing romantic partners based on social learning 

theory and the AB-X model on understanding couples and alcohol. As discussed in this 

study’s limitations, it is important for future research to examine the longitudinal 

trajectories of alcohol use from early adolescence and its relation to selection and 
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socialization processes by taking into account multiple data collections from both couple 

members’ reports on drinking and on the romantic relationship. Following Niehuis, 

Huston and Rosenband’s (2006) recommendations, researchers need to link constructs 

across individual, couple, social-network, and cultural levels, because each level is 

thought of as providing the context for the others. Qualitative methods could also help 

researchers gain an in-depth understanding of the meaning premarital processes have for 

both partners and the response these processes elicit in family and friends. Thus, if future 

researchers change the way they conceptualize, assess, and analyze premarital and 

marital data, then the field will benefit from a deeper and more holistic understanding of 

the processes of marriage outcomes over time. 

In addition, future research should investigate the dynamics and motivations for 

pairing up with similar drinking partners within same-sex couples and also within 

adolescent-only couples. Following a similar design to Kandel’s (1978) study of peer 

groups, a future project would benefit from examining adolescents’ romantic partners and 

alcohol consumption, along with the selection and deselection effects of partnering. 

Future research should use Kandel’s ideas to focus on the pairing of romantic partners 

throughout adolescence and into young adulthood and beyond to further understand the 

processes of selection and socialization. 

 Other control variables should be incorporated into future studies to more fully 

understand the context in which drinking occurs. By including more correlates, such as 

alcohol expectancies, employment and military services, and a history of alcohol abuse, 

additional variance in young adults’ drinking could be explained. Testing for other 
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moderating effects beyond sex and relationship type could help in understanding more 

clearly the ideas behind this study’s hypotheses. For example, one study found that 

perceptions about friends' alcohol use mediated the strong correlation between student 

and friend drinking, whereas perceived similarity to parents, but not perceived similarity 

to friends, moderated the relation between students' alcohol use and their perceptions 

about the alcohol use of significant others (see Fromme & Ruela, 1994). Thus, examining 

the degree to which individuals perceive their romantic partners’ drinking, in addition to 

actual drinking, may have implications for increased drinking for those individuals.  

Future research should examine the direct relation between parental drinking and 

future romantic partner drinking. Certain characteristics of families may affect 

individuals’ decision to choose romantic partners based on certain behaviors, such as 

alcohol consumption. Thus, parenting behaviors may serve as a moderator between 

romantic relationships and drinking patterns among these couples. Studies have focused 

on assortative mating among children of alcoholics (Olmsted et al., 2003; Schuckit et al., 

1994; Windle, 1997; Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1993), thus future research needs to address a 

general population of people who consume alcohol. Now that alcohol consumption is 

becoming widespread across the U.S. during adolescence and young adulthood, it is 

important that research examines all types of drinking behaviors, not just alcoholism. In 

addition, it would be beneficial for future research to examine the parental influences of 

drinking rules and norms and how that may be manifested in romantic partner rules and 

norms. For example, drinking rules and norms may include decisions that are made about 

where (e.g., home, bar, sporting event) and how much alcohol will be consumed.  
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There may be other factors that influence drinking partnerships, besides the 

mentioned factors in this study. For example, future studies should examine motives for 

choosing partners from personal narratives, situational factors such as decision making, 

dating and drinking norms, personality, and genetic factors. In terms of heritability, how 

likely are genes a factor in determining the similarity in drinking among individuals? 

Behavioral-genetic designs need to be utilized in terms of parental drinking, young adult 

drinking, and future partners’ drinking, and how these are related. Behavioral genetics 

could potentially understand why and how partners match up on a phenotype, such as 

drinking.  

Conclusion 

This study explored and answered questions pertaining to young adults’ alcohol 

use. First, this study addressed predictors of young adult drinking. Drinking was 

explained by multiple factors, such as sensation seeking, peer drinking, parental drinking, 

and romantic partners’ drinking. Drinking seems to be more prevalent for individuals if 

they are high in sensation seeking and for those who hang around peers who drink.  

Investigation of the partnering or selection effect was the first goal. The findings 

demonstrated that individuals’ alcohol use was associated with having a drinking 

romantic partner during young adulthood, even after 5 years had transpired. Selecting 

partners who are drinkers may be embedded in the selection of peers who drink, resulting 

in problematic increases in individuals’ drinking. The current findings highlight that 

individuals choose romantic partners who drink within young adult relationships.  
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These associations underscore the need to identify and understand other facets 

and developmental functions of romantic relationships during adolescence that may play 

important roles in substance use in young adulthood. Romantic relationships serve as one 

important context for playing out a variety of behaviors perceived as “adult,” and 

therefore have implications for broad aspects of adolescent and young adult development. 

Research has only recently begun to examine adolescent and young adult romantic 

relationships in terms of alcohol use, but findings could inform parents, educators, and 

researchers about more effective ways to monitor romantic experiences surrounding 

alcohol, and to guide adolescents and young adults safely through new romantic 

territories. 

As for the socialization and social amplification effects (i.e., the second goal of 

the study), this was partially supported in that the test of the interaction effect was 

nonsignificant. However, it seems that relationship type and biological sex may be 

moderating effects behind partners influencing or socializing one another’s behavior. The 

implications from this study may spill over into other areas or behaviors for young adults, 

not just drinking, but drug use, criminal activity, and couple likes and dislikes. For 

example, when an individual pairs up with a partner with whom they are attracted, they 

may be more likely to adapt their own behaviors or beliefs similar to their partners’ 

because they want to feel validated in the relationship. And to feel like a couple (i.e., 

“we-ness”), both couple members will do this activity together. Future research should 

investigate areas beyond alcohol consumption to identify socialization effects. 
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 As for relationship type and sex differences (i.e., third, fourth, and fifth goals), 

together relationship type and participants’ sex were significant moderating effects of 

adolescent drinking on young adult drinking. Partners’ drinking was statistically more 

significant in understanding young adults’ drinking in unmarried relationships compared 

to married ones. Additionally, sex was a significant moderator of partner drinking effects 

on young adult drinking, whereby males’ partners’ drinking had a stronger association 

with their young adult drinking. Thus, female drinking is important in explaining male 

partners’ drinking in young adulthood. Research finds that women are drinking at 

increased levels every year (e.g., Wechsler & Kuo, 2000), thus this may help in 

understanding why men drink at consistently high levels of alcohol use. Males’ 

reluctance to protect themselves from harm when drinking could stem from their greater 

risk-taking attitudes relative to selecting drinking women as romantic partners. Gender is 

therefore an important variable when considering factors that are related to understanding 

young adult couples’ drinking. Lastly, there were differences between males and females 

within married and unmarried relationships – married females’ drinking during 

adolescence was associated with their young adult drinking while it was not for males or 

unmarried females. Therefore, understanding the risk factors that may predict young adult 

drinking for women is a growin

In conclusion, this study adds to the growing literature on drinking in young adult 

relationships. There is support for divergent explanations for young adults’ drinking by 

identifying two processes for this association – selection and socialization. Together, 

these two highlight the importance of understanding the contribution of assortative 

g concern. 
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partnering on young adults’ continued use of drinking. The findings of both selection and 

socialization processes replicate research that individuals’ already consuming alcohol 

during adolescence may be more likely to select or pair up with drinking romantic 

relationships during young adulthood. By partnering with a drinking partner, individuals 

are at a higher risk of continuing to drink during young adulthood. There are also 

implications for female and male individuals who are in nonmarried relationships and 

marital relationships. Nonmarried individuals may be at risk for continuing to drink if 

they pair up with drinking partners, especially among males. Once two people pair up, 

their mutual identity of either a “drinking” or “nondrinking” partnership may be 

associated with individuals’ drinking. And because individuals may increase their 

drinking in order to gain acceptance, romantic partners may play a bigger role in making 

individuals vulnerable to consuming alcohol because of the need to make and form new 

romantic relationships. Marriage may provide individuals with a setting that allows them 

to be “themselves,” particularly for women. If nondrinking, then marriage can allow 

partners to refrain from drinking without worrying about losing a partner. Thus, there are 

a number of questions and follow-ups to this study’s questions that can be pursued in the 

future to increase the understanding of young adult drinking partnerships. 
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Appendix A 
 
Table 1. Selection hypothesis with Adolescent and Young Adult Propensity Scores (Models 1c, 1d) 
Model 1c (n=829)       
Step 1: Intercept         .24 .09   2.80** 14.82*** .135 
            Difference in Age -.02 .01 -.04 -1.25   
            Difference in Race -.03 .03 -.03 -0.97   
            Difference in Education -.01 .02 -.01 -0.30   
            Relationship Type -.19 .04 -.15 -4.51***   
            Sex  .51 .07  .26  7.50***   
            Adolescent Drinking Propensity Scores -.46 .14 -.11 -3.36***   
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking  .10 .05  .08   2.00* 2.17 .003 
R2  = .138  F(7, 569) = 13.04, p < .001               
       
Model 1d (n=577)       
Step 1: Intercept  .36 .10   3.77*** 11.90*** .085 
            Difference in Age -.01 .01 -.03 -0.84   
            Difference in Race  .03 .04  .03  0.84   
            Difference in Education -.01 .03 -.02 -0.44   
            Relationship Type -.10 .05 -.08 -2.00*   
            Sex  .54 .08  .28  6.87***   
            Young Adult Drinking Propensity Scores -1.39 .21 -.26 -6.53***   
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking  .06 .04  .06  1.47 6.94** .008 
Step 3: Participant Young Adult Drinking  .29 .05  .27   6.40*** 40.28*** .045 
R2  = .139  F(8, 765) = 15.40, p < .001      
 * p < .05  ** p < .01 *** p < .001       
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Appendix B 
 

Table 2. Hierarchical Linear Models of Socialization Hypotheses (DV=Participants’ Young Adult Drinking) With Propensity 
Scores 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 1p (baseline, n=583)       
Step 1: Intercept 1.22 .14   8.76*** 13.12*** .178 
            Difference in Age   .02 .01  .05  1.23   
            Difference in Race     .001 .04   .001    .03   
            Difference in Education   -.02 .03 -.03 -0.83   
            Relationship Type   -.05 .04 -.04 -1.08   
            Sex    -.24 .07 -.13 -3.40***   
            Adolescent Drinking Propensity Scores   -.54 .15 -.14 -3.52***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -3.22 .36 -.36 -8.91***   
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking   .12 .05  .10  2.32*      .02 .000 
Step 3: Partner Young Adult Drinking   .17 .04  .18  4.77*** 24.23*** .045 
Step 4: Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking  -.08 .05 -.06 -1.50 .03 .000 
R2  = .222  F(10, 422) = 12.07, p < .001      
       
Model 2p (n=583)       
Step 1: Intercept 1.22 .14   8.76*** 13.12*** .178 
            Difference in Age   .02 .01  .05  1.23   
            Difference in Race     .001 .04   .001    .03   
            Difference in Education   -.02 .03 -.03 -0.83   
            Relationship Type   -.05 .04 -.04 -1.08   
            Sex   -.24 .07 -.13 -3.40***   
            Adolescent Drinking Propensity Scores   -.54 .15 -.14 -3.52***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -3.22 .36 -.36 -8.91***   
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Table 2.1. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking   .11 .05  .09  2.21* 12.12*** .045 
            Partner Young Adult Drinking   .17 .04  .18  4.77***   
Step 3: Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking  -.08 .05 -.06 -1.52 .69 .004 
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .06 .06  .05  1.12   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking   -.05 .04 -.05 -1.21   
Step 4: Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner 

Young Adult Drinking 
  -.06 .06 -.04 

 

-0.93 .35 .001 

R2  = .227  F(13, 419) = 9.45, p < .001      
 

Model 3p (n=583) 

      

Step 1: Intercept  1.22 .14    8.76*** 13.12*** .178 
            Difference in Age    .02 .01 .05   1.23   
            Difference in Race      .001 .04 .001     .03   
            Difference in Education   -.02 .03 -.03 -0.83   
            Relationship Type   -.05 .04 -.04 -1.08   
            Sex    -.24 .07 -.13 -3.40***   
            Adolescent Drinking Propensity Scores   -.54 .15 -.14 -3.52***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -3.22 .36 -.36 -8.91***   
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking    .11 .05 .09   2.21* 12.12*** .045 
            Partner Young Adult Drinking    .17 .04 .18   4.77***   
Step 3: Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.09 .05 -.07 -1.66 2.59* .014 
            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking  -.01 .09 -.01 -0.15   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking  -.18 .07 -.09 -2.33*   
Step 4: Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner YA Drinking   .04 .11 .02    .41  .27 .000 
R2  = .237  F(13, 419) = 10.01, p < .001      
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Table 2.2. Continued 
 B SE (B) β t ΔF ΔR2 
Model 4p (n=583)       
Step 1: Intercept  1.22 .14   8.76*** 13.12*** .178 
            Difference in Age    .02 .01 .05  1.23   
            Difference in Race      .001 .04 .001    .03   
            Difference in Education   -.02 .03 -.03 -0.83   
            Relationship Type   -.05 .04 -.04 -1.08   
            Sex   -.24 .07 -.13 -3.40***   
            Adolescent Drinking Propensity Scores   -.54 .15 -.14 -3.52***   
            Partner Drinking Propensity Scores -3.22 .36 -.36 -8.91***   
Step 2: Participant Adolescent Drinking   .11 .05 .09  2.21* 12.12*** .045 
            Partner Young Adult Drinking   .17 .04 .18  4.77***   
Step 3: Participant Adolescent Drinking x Partner Young Adult Drinking  -.10 .05 -.07 -1.79 2.65* .029 
            Relationship Type x Sex -.22 .09 -.10 -2.53**   
            Relationship Type x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .06 .06 .04   1.01   
            Relationship Type x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.001 .05 -.001 -0.02   
            Sex x Participant Adolescent Drinking  .03 .10 .02     .36   
            Sex x Partner Young Adult Drinking -.21 .08 -.11 -2.62**   
Step 4: Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking -.10 .07 -.07 -1.55  .96 .003 
            Relationship Type x Sex x Partner YA Drinking  .01 .11 .01    .12   
Step 5: Relationship Type x Sex x Participant Adol. Drinking x Partner 

YA Drinking 
-.003 .12 -.001 -0.03  .02 .000 

R2  = .254  F(18, 414) = 7.85, p < .001      
* p < .05  **  p < .01 p < .001 
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