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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Background: Research suggests that enhancement, conformity, social, coping-with-anxiety, and copingwith-depression drinking motives are linked to speciﬁc drinking outcomes in a theoretically expected
manner. Social learning theory suggests that people who spend more time together emulate each other’s
behavior to acquire reinforcing outcomes. The present study sought to integrate drinking motives theory
and social learning theory to investigate similarity in drinking behaviors and drinking motives in romantic
couples. We hypothesized that couples would be more similar than chance in their drinking behaviors and
motives. We also hypothesized that demographics reﬂecting time around and interactions with romantic
partners (e.g., days spent drinking together) would positively correlate with similarity in drinking behaviors
and motivations. Methods: The present study tested hypotheses in 203 romantic couples. Participants
completed a Timeline Follow-Back measure and the Modiﬁed Drinking Motives Questionnaire—Revised to
track their alcohol use and drinking motives. Similarity proﬁles were calculated using McCrae’s (J Pers
Assess. 2008;90:105–109) coefﬁcient of proﬁle agreement, rpa. Results: Couples were more similar in their
drinking behavioral and motivational proﬁles than could be explained by chance. Days spent drinking
together and days with face-to-face contact predicted increased similarity in drinking behavior proﬁles,
but not similarity in drinking motives proﬁles. Conclusions: Results are partially consistent with social
learning theory and suggest that social inﬂuences within couples could be important intervention targets
to prevent escalations in drinking.
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Introduction
Drinking motives theory suggests that individuals drink to
achieve desired outcomes, and each of the 5 drinking motives
(i.e., social, conformity, enhancement, coping-with-anxiety,
and coping-with-depression) predict different patterns of alcohol use and alcohol-related problems.1,2 Although research
links drinking motives to alcohol use and problems,3 few studies have examined drinking motives within a social context.4
We examined the impact romantic partners have on both
drinking behavior and motives.
Romantic couples are similar in many different domains.5–7
One of the processes that inﬂuences similarity within a couple
is socialization, where individuals become more similar to
others in their social network over time. Socialization can be
explained by social learning theory; when we observe the motivations and behaviors of others that are reinforced, we adopt
those motivations and behaviors ourselves.8,9 The more time
members of a couple spend together, the more likely they are to
emulate their partner’s behavior.5,6,10 Roberts and Leonard11
suggest that couples engage in a “drinking partnership,” where
one partner’s drinking levels affect the other’s in a reciprocal
fashion. As evidence of this, romantic partners inﬂuence each
others’ heavy episodic drinking over periods up to 3 years,

suggesting that heavy drinking should be considered a couples’
issue instead of just an individual issue.12 Drinking partnerships have also been associated with relationship satisfaction,
with heavy drinking couples typically reporting less satisfaction13 and increased intimate partner violence.14 Moreover, discrepancy in drinking within couples is associated with more
alcohol-related problems and consequences over time.15
Although socialization seems to inﬂuence drinking behaviors among couples,7 the inﬂuence of romantic relationships on
emerging adults’ drinking motives is unstudied. One study of
peer inﬂuence found that drinking motives (enhancement, conformity, coping, and social) in 12- to 18-year-old students were
positively associated with classmates’ motives,16 suggesting
transmission via peer social inﬂuence. Drinking motives are
theorized to be the most proximal inﬂuence on drinking behavior and are the route by which other more distal inﬂuences
(e.g., peers) predict alcohol consumption.1,17 It is important to
investigate how motives can be inﬂuenced by others, since they
have a direct impact on heavy drinking behavior and alcoholrelated problems. If similar drinking motives are found within
couples, this would suggest that risky drinking motives should
be targeted in treatment at the couple level instead of only at
the individual level.
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Given previous research showing the importance of drinking
behavior in romantic couples,11,13–15 we investigated whether
couples are similar in drinking behaviors and as well as drinking motivations. Although drinking behavior similarity has
been investigated in couples, prior research largely focuses on
the outcomes associated with increased similarity (e.g.,
increased relationship satisfaction)18 and less on predictors of
couples’ similarity. Four variables reﬂecting time spent together
were explored as predictors of similarity: cohabitation status,
relationship length, days/week with face-to-face contact, and
days/week spent drinking together. Based on social learning
theory, we hypothesized that romantic partners would be more
similar to each other in their drinking behaviors and drinking
motivations than expected by chance. Further, we hypothesized
that the predictors listed above would be positively related to
couples’ drinking behavior and motive similarity. Finally, we
predicted that similarity in drinking motives and drinking
behaviors would be positively related, given that arguments
that social inﬂuences on behavior may be mediated through
social inﬂuences on motives.9

Methods
Participants
Romantic dyads were recruited in 2 samples (N1 D 101 couples; N2 D 102 couples), both recruited from the community
and via the university’s psychology research pool using similar recruitment strategies. Data from both samples were
combined. The combined sample consisted of 203 couples
(187 [92%] heterosexual, 14 [7%] same-sex female, 2 [1%]
same-sex male). Participants’ mean age was 22.6 (SD D 5.5)
years. Most were students (59.2%) and Caucasian (83.5%).
Couples were in a relationship for an average of 2.3 years
(SD D 2.4) and had frequent face-to-face contact with their
partner (M D 6.2, SD D 1.4 days/week); 91.6% were dating
and 8.4% were married. Two research papers have been published from this data set. One examined dyadic conﬂict, coping, and alcohol-related problems.19 The other examined
perfectionism, conﬂict, and well-being.20
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Self-administered Timeline Follow-Back (STLFB)
Alcohol consumption was measured using the STLFB once a
week for 4 weeks.21 The STLFB is a self-report calendar used to
track alcohol intake over the past 7 days. Participants indicated
the days they drank, how many standard alcoholic beverages
(i.e., 14 g pure alcohol)22 they had that day, and with whom
they drank. STLFB data were used to calculate quantity of
drinks consumed per occasion, number of drinking days, and
days spent drinking with their partner.
Binge drinking
Binge drinking was measured once a week for 4 weeks in a
manner consistent with published recommendations.23 The
scale, which has been used previously,24 asked: “During the
past 7 days, how often did you have 5 (men)/4 (women) or
more drinks containing any kind of alcohol within a 2-hour
period?”
Procedure
All procedures were approved by a university research ethics
board. Sample 1 participants completed paper and pencil questionnaires in the laboratory; Sample 2 participants completed
all follow-up surveys online at home. The change in methodology from Sample 1 to Sample 2 was implemented to increase
retention. Both samples were recruited from the community
via posters, online advertisements, and the psychology research
participant pool. Couples were recruited for both samples only
if (a) they were in a current romantic relationship and (b) each
partner drank at least 12 alcoholic drinks in the past year. These
criteria were used to ensure that all couples were engaging in
drinking behavior and were actively in a relationship.20 Participants recruited in Sample 2 were also required to have regular
Internet access at home to complete the follow-up surveys
online. Couples provided informed consent and completed
questionnaires online or in the laboratory once a week over 4
consecutive weeks. Retention rates were high across waves 2
(89.2%), 3 (82.7%), and 4 (82.1%), with 81.8% of participants
completing all 4 waves. At study completion, participants were
debriefed and provided course credit or monetary
compensation.

Materials
Demographic questionnaire
This questionnaire assessed participants’ demographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex) and details about their relationship
length, whether they were cohabitating (yes/no), and how
many days they had face-to-face contact with their partner
over the past week.
Modiﬁed Drinking Motives Questionnaire—Revised
(Modiﬁed DMQ-R)
Drinking motives were measured once a week for 4 weeks using
the 28-item Modiﬁed DMQ-R, 7-day version.19 The DMQ-R is
a self-report measure with 5 subscales: coping-with-anxiety,
coping-with-depression, enhancement, conformity, and social
motives. When averaged across all 4 weeks, internal consistencies (as) ranged from good to excellent (.80 [coping-with-anxiety] to .95 [coping-with-depression]).

Data analytic strategy
Due to the short, 1-week time lags, we did not expect much
change in drinking behavior or motivations over time. All analyses utilized variables that were aggregated across the 4 study
weeks. Thus, although we did not assess longitudinal changes,
we did use all available data to reduce measurement error. Similarity proﬁles were calculated for drinking behavior and
motives using the coefﬁcient of proﬁle agreement rpa,25 which
is sensitive to the distance between 2 scores and the extremeness of their means.25–27 This coefﬁcient allows researchers to
create a proﬁle of similarity where multiple variables are combined into an overall similarity construct. The rpa proﬁle values
can range from ¡1 to C1, with positive numbers indicating
that couples are more similar and negative numbers indicating
that they are less similar. Two separate similarity proﬁles were
calculated for each dyad. The ﬁrst proﬁle was composed
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alcohol consumption similarity in couples.7,28,29 Our study
employed a novel measurement of drinking behavior similarity
that combined binge drinking, alcohol quantity, and frequency
of drinking days into a single drinking proﬁle. Conversely,
other studies that found discrepant drinking among partners
only used drinks consumed.29 Individuals may be more likely
to adopt the overall drinking pattern their partner is modeling
instead of their alcohol quantity speciﬁcally. Couples were also
more similar than chance in their drinking motives. This result
contributes to the drinking motives literature by drawing attention to social, rather than individual (e.g., personality), determinants of drinking motives. Thus, our study adds to the
emerging literature on social inﬂuence in drinking motives16,30
and suggests that couples are similar not only in their drinking
behaviors, but also in their reasons for drinking.
Drinking behavior similarity was positively correlated with
both days spent drinking together and days spent with face-toface contact, but not with cohabitation status or relationship
length. This is partially consistent with predictions, as the more
time couples spent in contexts where they could observe one
another’s drinking, the more similar they were in their overall
drinking behaviors.9 Unexpectedly, drinking behavior similarity was not associated with drinking motive similarity. Thus,
the inﬂuence partners have on each other’s drinking behavior
patterns is likely context driven (i.e., time spent drinking
together as a drinking context) and not motivationally driven.
Although couples were similar in their drinking motive proﬁles,
drinking motive similarity was not signiﬁcantly correlated with
any predictor. It is possible that there are social learning inﬂuences on speciﬁc motives (e.g., external, rather than internal
motives).1 This distinction is not captured with our overall
motives similarity proﬁle—and, indeed, is not possible to examine with this approach. Future research should investigate similarity in speciﬁc motives to better examine this possibility.
Further, although the correlational results are inconsistent with
a social learning explanation for similarity in couples’ drinking
motive proﬁles, it is possible that individuals may have selected
a partner with similar drinking motives at the onset of their
relationship.
We were unable to tease apart socialization versus selection
effects (i.e., the process whereby individuals choose others who
match their own individual characteristics) because we did not
assess drinking motives or drinking behaviors in individuals
prior to their relationship formation.6 We also did not model
change over time, so we could not speak to issues of causality.
However, we improved on typical cross-sectional designs by
using repeated-measures to reduce measurement error. Finally,

of 3 measurements of drinking behavior: Frequency of days
spent drinking, quantity of alcohol consumed, and frequency
of binge drinking. The second proﬁle was composed of subscale
totals for all 5 drinking motives. Bivariate correlations were calculated to test potential predictors of similarity within couples.
One-sample t tests were calculated in order to test if similarity
proﬁles were greater than expected by chance (i.e., 0). Robust
95% conﬁdence intervals (CIs) were calculated for t tests and
correlations using bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrapping
with 5000 resamples using SPSS 22 software (IBM, Armonk,
NY).
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Results
After averaging across 4 weeks, 2 variables had missing data:
drinking motive similarity (9.85%) and relationship length
(5.42%). Missing data were handled with listwise deletion,
resulting in 183 couples for the 1-sample t tests and 175 couples
for the bivariate correlations. One-sample t tests demonstrated
that couples were more similar in their drinking motivations
and behaviors than expected by chance. The similarity proﬁle
for drinking behavior was positive (M D .52, SD D .25) and signiﬁcantly greater than zero, t(182) D 28.23, P < .001, 95% CI
rpa [.48, .55], d D 2.09. The drinking motive similarity proﬁle
was also positive (M D .25, SD D .36) and signiﬁcantly greater
than zero, t(182) D 9.58, P < .001, 95% CI rpa [.20, .30],
d D 0.71. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations
appear in Table 1. Supplementary Table 1 contains detailed
descriptive statistics and may be accessed online. Most variables
were correlated in the expected manner. All 4 predictors were
signiﬁcantly correlated with one another, save days spent
drinking together with relationship length. Partially consistent
with hypotheses, drinking behavior similarity was correlated
with both days spent drinking together and days with face-toface contact. Contrary to hypotheses, drinking motive similarity was unrelated to all 4 predictors. Also contrary to expectation, drinking motive similarity was unrelated to drinking
behavior similarity.

Discussion
Given previous research on the importance of alcohol consumption in romantic relationships,11,13–15 the present study
sought to investigate similarity of both drinking behavior and
drinking motivations in romantic couples. Results suggested
that couples are more similar in their drinking behavior proﬁles
than expected by chance, consistent with prior research on
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations.
Variable
1. Drinking behavior similarity
2. Drinking motive similarity
3. Days spent drinking together
4. Days with face-to-face contact
5. Relationship length (years)
6. Cohabitation status

M

SD

Possible range

1

2

3

4

5

6

0.52
0.25
1.30
6.02
2.37
0.47

0.24
0.36
1.17
1.31
2.45
0.50

¡1–1
¡1–1
0–7
0–7
—
0 or 1

—

.11 [¡.04, .25]
—

.29 [.16, .40]
.10 [¡.05, .24]
—

.17 [.03, .32]
¡.04 [¡.17, .10]
.31 [.21, .40]
—

.02 [¡.14, .17]
.03 [¡.11, .15]
.09 [¡.06, .25]
.22 [.12, .31]
—

.06 [¡.09, .21]
¡.03 [¡.18, .12]
.24 [.10, .37]
.55 [.45, .64]
.32 [.23, .42]
—

Note. Cohabitation status was coded as “0” indicating no cohabitation and “1” indicating cohabitation, with the presented mean indicating the proportion of couples that
were cohabitating (i.e., married or dating and cohabitating). All correlations were performed using Pearson’s r. Conﬁdence intervals are based on 5000 bootstrapped
resamples. Bolded correlations are signiﬁcant (i.e., do not contain zero within their conﬁdence interval).
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our sample mainly consisted of young, dating, student couples,
so results may not generalize to other dyads (e.g., older married
couples, peer dyads).
The similarity found in couples’ drinking behavior and
motive proﬁles highlights the importance for clinicians to
address alcohol use concerns within couples as well as
within the individual. Behavioral couples therapy has been
shown to improve relationship functioning and produce
greater abstinence from alcohol than individual-based treatment.31 Our results further highlight the importance of
addressing an individual’s social network when attempting
to lower risky drinking behavior and motives. Overall, our
results provide novel evidence of similarity in drinking
motive proﬁles within romantic couples and provide incentive for research clarifying the mechanisms and consequences of such motives similarity in dyads.
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