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Abstract

 Background—Although the majority of research on partner drinking styles has examined 

married couples, dating partners may influence one another's problem behaviors including alcohol 

use.

 Objectives—This study identified patterns of at-risk alcohol use in college women and their 

dating partners using a person-centered statistical approach (i.e., latent profile analysis).

 Methods—Participants were 286 college student women in dating relationships. They 

completed questionnaires regarding their own and their partners’ drinking, alcohol use severity, 

intimate partner violence (IPV), relationship satisfaction, and relationship-specific alcohol 

expectancies. Data were collected in 2012 through 2013.

 Results—Results revealed three distinct, latent classes based on both partners’ alcohol 

outcomes. The “Low-Risk” group (58%) consisted of non-heavy drinking partners. In the “High-

Risk – Higher Men” class (27%), men drank more than women; however, both men and women 

were high-risk drinkers. The “High-Risk – Higher Women” group (15%) consisted of high-risk 

drinking partners but women consumed more alcohol than men. Both high-risk couple groups 

were more dissatisfied in their relationships and experienced more IPV, but held stronger beliefs 

about how alcohol influenced their relationship.

 Conclusions/Importance—Findings indicate that there are several distinct classes of dating 

couples that differ in relationship problems and beliefs about alcohol’s impact on their 

relationship. Riskier couples differ in behaviors and alcohol-related beliefs from low-risk couples. 

Correspondence to: Cathy Lau-Barraco, cbarraco@odu.edu.
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These findings may inform the development of more efficacious alcohol interventions tailored 

toward high-risk drinking dating couples.

Keywords

Dating couples; alcohol use; intimate partner violence; relationship satisfaction; alcohol 
expectancies

Hazardous alcohol consumption is associated with relationship problems (e.g., conflicts, 

relationship dissatisfaction, and intimate partner violence; see Fischer & Wiersma, 2012 for 

a review). However, there is research to suggest that a couple’s drinking style may be a more 

salient predictor of relationship outcomes than mere heavy drinking (e.g., Homish & 

Leonard, 2007; Homish, Leonard, Kozlowski, & Cornelius, 2009). A gap in this area of 

research, though, is that the majority of research focusing on partner drinking styles has 

been based on married couples. It is possible that dating partners’ drinking styles, 

particularly college students, may also be associated with relationship-specific alcohol 

expectancies that are associated with greater alcohol use and relationship problems such as 

intimate partner violence. Consequently, the aim of the present study was to understand 

relationship functioning and alcohol expectancies as a function of dating couples’ drinking-

related risk profiles.

 Drinking Similarity among Married Couples and Relationship Adjustment

Research examining alcohol use among married couples has demonstrated that couples who 

drink similarly tend to experience more favorable relationship outcomes than couples who 

drink dissimilarly. Specifically, as compared to couples in which only one partner is a heavy 

drinker, those in which both partners are heavy or light drinkers report higher marital 

satisfaction (Homish & Leonard, 2007; Homish et al., 2009; Leonard, Smith, & Homish, 

2014; Mudar, Leonard, & Soltysinski, 2001) and lower odds of intimate partner violence 

(IPV; Leadley, Clark, & Caetano, 2000; Quigley & Leonard, 2000). Couples in which both 

partners have an alcohol use disorder reported less conflict within their marriage than 

couples in which only one partner has an alcohol use disorder (Floyd, Cranford, Klotz 

Daugherty, Fitzgerald, & Zucker, 2006). These findings suggest that a mismatch in drinking 

within the relationship may heighten couples’ risk for experiencing marital dissatisfaction 

and IPV.

 Drinking Similarity among Dating Couples

While many studies have focused on drinking styles among married couples, little research 

has focused on drinking patterns in college student dating couples. During college, many 

individuals experience greater independence, develop new social networks, and make 

progress toward long-term education and employment goals (Arnett, 2000; Arnett, 2005). 

Also during this time, heavy drinking rates peak (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2014), with approximately 44% of students engaging 

in heavy episodic drinking (Wechsler & Nelson, 2008). The college milieu and the overall 

experience of this developmental stage, combined with the elevated rates of heavy drinking, 

may pose certain alcohol-related risks. For example, college students tend to drink at bars 
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and parties (Wechsler, Kuo, Lee, & Dowdall, 2000), which can promote heavy drinking 

behavior (Rossow, 1996; Single & Wortley, 1993). The social environment is salient to 

students’ drinking behavior, such that most college students drink around others (e.g., 

O’Hare, 1990) and perceptions of peer drinking are associated with their own consumption 

(Neighbors, Lee, Lewis, Fossos, & Larimer, 2007). Romantic relationships in particular 

become an increasingly significant part of a college student’s social life during this time 

(Arnett, 2005). Given their importance and research evidence suggesting their ability to 

impact one’s problem behavior (e.g., Collins, 2003), it is possible that dating partners may 

influence one another’s alcohol consumption (see Rhule-Louie & McMahon, 2007 for a 

review).

Though limited, research examining college students indicates that dating partners have 

strong mutual influences on one another’s heavy episodic drinking (Mushquash, Stewart, 

Sherry, Mackinnon, Antony, & Sherry, 2013). In addition to heavy episodic drinking being 

more common among college-aged adults than any other age group, this similarity in heavy 

drinking may be related to one’s relationship stage. That is, in an attempt to feel more secure 

within the relationship (see Fischer & Wiersma, 2012), dating partners in the early stages of 

a romantic relationship may experience a socialization effect whereby they tend to conform 

to their partner’s drinking (e.g., Wiersma, Fischer, Cleveland, Reifman, & Harris, 2011). In 

contrast, older adults whose drinking behavior may be more established (Moos, Schutte, 

Brennan, & Moos, 2010) or those in committed relationships may be less influenced by their 

partners’ drinking behavior. Given these potential risk factors, college student dating 

partners may be at risk for reciprocal heavy drinking.

Dating partners may also influence one another’s alcohol-related risk. Of note, Testa and 

colleagues (2012) found that similarity in high-risk or problematic levels of alcohol use was 

more informative regarding relationship outcomes than quantity and frequency of drinking. 

In this vein, O’Leary and Schumacher (2003) found a threshold effect such that only high-

risk levels of alcohol use, rather than linear increases in quantity or frequency, were able to 

detect differences in IPV. Thus, it may not be the amount of alcohol consumed, per se, but 

whether an individual is a high-risk drinker that contributes to partner violence. Determining 

whether an individual exceeds daily and weekly drinking guidelines (National Institutes of 

Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism [NIAAA], 2009) is one empirically supported way to define 

adults (Dawson, 2000; Dawson, Grant, & Li, 2005) and college students (Hoeppner, 

Paskausky, Jackson, & Barnett, 2013) as high-risk drinkers. The Alcohol Use Disorder 

Identification Test (AUDIT; Saunders, Aasland, Babor, de la Fuente, & Grant, 1993) is 

another method that can be used to provide additional information regarding symptoms of 

alcohol dependence, beyond the amount of alcohol typically consumed. Thus, in studying 

high-risk drinking, it may be important to examine one’s level of drinking severity and 

symptoms of alcohol dependence.

Few studies have examined relationship problems associated with similarity in drinking 

among dating partners. For example, Rapoza and Drake (2009) examined clusters of dating 

couples based on factors such as level of emotional commitment, heavy alcohol use, and 

beliefs about the effects of alcohol. Couples in which both partners were heavy drinkers and 

had stronger positive beliefs about the effects of alcohol were more likely to report male-to-
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female perpetration of sexual aggression. Furthermore, Wiersma and Fischer (2014) found 

that young adult dating couples who drank heavily consumed more alcohol and were more 

likely to experience separation/divorce at ages 26 – 35. Thus, these results suggest that 

heavy drinking dating couples are at greater risk for relationship harms, such as relationship 

dissatisfaction and IPV, presently and prospectively.

 Relationship-Specific Alcohol Expectancies

One line of research has investigated factors that may impact the association between 

couples’ drinking style and drinking outcomes. More positive alcohol expectancies, or an 

individual’s beliefs about the effects of alcohol, predict heavier alcohol consumption (see 

Jones, Corbin, & Fromme, 2001 for a review; Leonard & Homish, 2008). Relationship-

specific alcohol expectancies address one’s beliefs about the effects of drinking on their 

romantic relationship (e.g., Derrick, Leonard, Quigley, Houston, Testa, & Kubiak, 2010; 

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

types of expectancies include believing that drinking will lead to greater intimacy/openness, 

social pleasure/fun, sexual enhancement, or power/assertion in their relationship. 

Researchers have investigated the extent to which these relationship-specific alcohol 

expectancies predict relationship-drinking contexts. Of note is that couples tend to have 

more positive expectancies (e.g., feeling closer to one’s partner) when drinking together and 

more unfavorable expectancies (i.e., feeling more in control and powerful over one’s 

partner) when drinking apart (Levitt & Leonard, 2013). Moreover, research suggests that 

wives’ relationship-specific alcohol expectancies are a stronger determinant of drinking 

behavior within the relationship than husbands’ expectancies (Leonard & Mudar, 2004). 

However, Derrick and colleagues (2010) found that as opposed to low-drinking couples or 

couples in which only one member drank heavily, among couples in which both partners 

drank heavily, wives had greater relationship-specific alcohol expectancies. Collectively, 

these findings indicate that relationship-specific alcohol expectancies are an important factor 

contributing to the structure of romantic relationships. The association between drinking and 

relationship-specific alcohol expectancies has not yet been tested among college student 

dating couples.

 Current Study

Considering the potential harms experienced by at-risk drinking dating couples and the 

limited studies in this area of investigation, research classifying and comparing types of 

dating partners on various relationship factors may further our understanding of drinking 

configurations within this population. Consequently, the present study aimed to identify 

patterns of drinking-related risk as reported by women for themselves and for their dating 

partner using a person-centered statistical approach (i.e., latent profile analysis [LPA]). 

Similar clustering techniques have been used in previous studies to identify drinking 

partnerships, but these have either been based on married couples (Roberts & Leonard, 

1998), have primarily considered one’s level of quantity and frequency of drinking in 

deriving groups (Wiersma, Cleveland, Herrera, & Fischer, 2010; Wiersma & Fischer, 2014; 

Wiersma, Fischer, & Fitzpatrick, 2009), and have used arguably less statistically advanced 

approaches to determine groups (i.e., cluster analysis). Given support for using problematic 
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levels of alcohol use as drinking partnership indicators (Moos et al., 2010; Testa et al., 

2012), we used empirically supported (Dawson, 2000; Dawson et al., 2005) drinking 

guidelines to identify couples based on their similarity in high-risk drinking behavior. 

Further, we compared these groups of couples on relationship functioning (i.e., relationship 

satisfaction, IPV) and relationship-specific alcohol expectancies. We hypothesized that there 

would be distinct subgroups of drinking couples based on their level of risk. In addition, 

couples in which both partners engage in high-risk alcohol use would report the poorest 

relationship functioning and hold stronger positive alcohol-related relationship expectancies 

(i.e., intimacy, social pleasure/fun, sexual enhancement) and fewer negative expectancies 

(i.e., power/assertion) than other couple types.

 Method

 Participants and Procedures

Participants were 286 college women recruited from an undergraduate psychology research 

pool at a mid-size public university in the southeastern United States. To be eligible, women 

must have (1) reported consuming at least one alcoholic beverage in the past 30 days, (2) 

been between 18 and 25 years, (3) never been married, and (4) been involved in a dating 

relationship with a male partner for at least one month at the time of the study. Average age 

was 20.24 (SD = 1.84) years. Participants were primarily Caucasian (46.7%) or African 

American (34.7%); others were Hispanic (7.0%), Asian (3.2%), Native Hawaiian or other 

Pacific Islander (1.1%), American Indian or Alaskan (0.4%), or self-identified as “other” 

(7.0%). Year in college was as follows: freshmen (32%), junior (25.7%), sophomore 

(21.1%), and senior (21.1%).

Data collection was conducted via an online assessment. Following informed consent, 

participants were provided with self-report questionnaires that took approximately one hour 

to complete. For measures of alcohol consumption and use severity, participants reported on 

their own and their perception of their partners’ drinking behavior. Participants were given 

research credit as compensation for their participation. This study was IRB-approved and 

was conducted in accordance to APA ethical guidelines (APA, 2002).

 Measures

 Alcohol consumption—Alcohol use was assessed using the Daily Drinking 

Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985). Participants reported the number of 

drinks they consumed each day during a typical week averaged over the past three months. 

Respondents completed reports regarding both their own and their perceptions of their 

partners’ alcohol use.

 Alcohol use severity—The AUDIT (Saunders et al., 1993) was used to measure 

alcohol use severity. The AUDIT is a 10-item questionnaire regarding alcohol use, 

symptoms of alcohol dependence, and alcohol-related problems experienced (e.g., “How 

often during the last year have you had a feeling of guilt or remorse after drinking?”). 

Participants completed a version to assess their own alcohol use severity and their perception 

of their partner’s alcohol use severity. Response options on the first eight items used a 5-
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point Likert scale ranging from 0 (none) to 4 (more than five times); the last two items were 

scored using a scale of 0 (no), 2 (yes, but not in the last year), and 4 (yes, during the last 
year). Higher scores represent more severe alcohol use patterns. Recent research suggests 

that five or higher for women and eight or higher for men indicates hazardous drinking 

behavior (Neumann et al., 2004; Reinert & Allen, 2007). In the present study, α = .82 for 

self and .83 for partner use severity.

 Relationship satisfaction—Satisfaction within the current relationship was measured 

using the relationship satisfaction subscale from the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, 

Martz, & Agnew, 1998). The subscale consists of 5 items in which participants indicate the 

degree to which they agree with statements such as “I feel satisfied with our relationship” on 

a 0 (do not agree at all) to 8 (agree completely) response scale. In the present study, α = .97.

 Intimate partner violence—Self- and partner-perpetrated violence over the last year 

was assessed using the 24-item physical aggression subscale of the revised Conflict Tactics 

Scale (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). Participants reported the 

frequency in which they and/or their partner engaged in 12 violent acts (e.g., “My partner 

slapped me”; “I slapped my partner”). Response options ranged from never (0) to more than 
20 times (7). Similar to previous research (e.g., Testa et al., 2012) in order to account for the 

lack of variance of IPV and the high correlation between the victimization and perpetration 

subscales, r(279) = .946, p < .001, we created an overall IPV score by combining both 

subscales. In the present study, α = .97.

 Relationship-specific alcohol expectancies—The Relationship Alcohol 

Expectancies Scale (Leonard & Mudar, 2004) is a 21-item measure assessing beliefs or 

expectations about how participants feel and act when drinking in the presence of their 

partner. The scale consists of four subscales: intimacy (e.g., “Feel more loving and accepting 

of your partner”; α = .88), social pleasure/fun (e.g., “Behave in a playful or fun-loving way 

with your partner”; α = .91), sexual enhancement (e.g., “Feel more desire for sex with your 

partner”; α = .91), and power/assertion (e.g., “Feel confident, powerful, or in control with 

your partner”; α = .87). These individual subscales were used in analyses.

 Classification of Drinking Styles

We first identified the patterns of drinking configurations for women and their partners and 

then determined if each partner within the couple group engaged in high- or low-risk 

drinking. Specifically, the raw scores of the women’s and partners’ alcohol outcomes were 

entered into the LPA model and were then classified as similar or dissimilar high- or low-

risk drinkers based on whether or not they exceeded drinking guidelines set forth by the 

NIAAA (2009) and gender-specific AUDIT cutoff scores for hazardous drinking (Neumann 

et al., 2004; Reinert & Allen, 2007). That is, a woman was classified as high-risk if she 

consumed an average of three or more drinks per drinking day, consumed seven or more 

drinks per week, and had an AUDIT score of five or higher. Male partners were classified as 

high-risk drinkers if they were reported consuming four or more drinks per drinking day, 

consuming 14 or more drinks per week, and having an AUDIT score of eight or higher.
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 Results

 Data Analytic Strategy

Prior to conducting analyses, data were cleaned and assumptions were addressed. Missing 

data ranged from 0% to 7.9% across all variables. Twelve outliers were Winsorized to match 

the next highest data point (Barnett & Lewis, 1994). LPA was conducted using Mplus 

version 6.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2008) and both multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA) and analysis of variance (ANOVA) models were calculated using SPSS version 

20. Dating couple typologies based on the female participants’ reports of her and her 

partner’s alcohol use quantity (“weekly drinking”), drinks per drinking day (“daily 

drinking”), and alcohol use severity were identified using LPA. LPA is a type of latent 

variable mixture model in which the latent variable is categorical and the indicator variables 

are continuous. LPA identifies classes of individuals that are similar on the indicator 

variables.

Within LPA, several models are estimated indicating different numbers of classes. The 

optimal number is determined using model comparison criteria. Model fit criteria included 

the Akaike Information Criteria (AIC), Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC), and sample 

size adjusted BIC (SSA-BIC), with lower values indicating improved model fit (Nylund, 

Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007). The Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR) likelihood ratio test also was 

used to assess if the current number of classes (k) is a better fitting model than a model with 

one fewer class (k – 1; Wang & Wang, 2012). Lastly, relative entropy values were used to 

evaluate classification accuracy, which range from 0.0 to 1.0 in which higher values indicate 

greater accuracy. An entropy value of 0.80 is considered high, 0.60 is medium, and 0.40 is 

low (Clark, 2010). After establishing the ideal number of latent classes, ANOVA and 

MANOVA models were used to determine if the classes differed on relationship satisfaction, 

IPV, and relationship-specific alcohol expectancies.

 Latent Profile Models

Models with a 1-, 2-, 3-, and 4-class solution were examined. Regarding fit statistics, 

although the AIC and SSA-BIC decreased across the models tested, the LMR likelihood 

ratio test indicated that a 3-class solution was ideal (see Table 1). Furthermore, the 3-class 

model had an entropy value of .855, indicating a high level of classification accuracy. As 

shown in Figure 1, Class 1 was characterized by low-risk alcohol use (5.82 and 4.53 drinks 

per week for women/men; 2.67 and 2.04 drinks per drinking day for women/men) and use 

severity as determined by the AUDIT (4.07 and 3.46 for women/men), representing 58.0% 

(n = 166) of the sample. Among participants in Class 1, women consumed significantly 

more alcohol than men. This class was labeled as the “Low-Risk” group. Both male and 

female partners in Class 2 (26.6%; n = 76) were classified as high-risk drinkers, as they 

exceeded NIAAA (2009) guidelines (8.56 and 15.48 drinks per week for women/men; 3.42 

and 5.02 drinks per drinking day for women/men) and cutoff criteria on the AUDIT (7.36 

and 12.04 for women/men); however, men in these couples drank significantly more than 

women. Thus, this class was labeled as the “High-Risk – Higher Men” group. Lastly, both 

partners in Class 3 (15.4%; n = 44) were characterized as high-risk drinkers as they 

exceeded NIAAA guidelines (20.44 and 16.69 drinks per week; 6.72 and 5.33 drinks per day 
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for women/men) and cutoff criteria for the AUDIT (12.78 and 10.87 for women/men); 

however, women drank significantly more than men in these couples. This class was labeled 

as the “High-Risk – Higher Women” group.1

 Group Comparisons

After determining latent classes, ANOVA models and pairwise comparisons were conducted 

to identify differences in relationship satisfaction and IPV between classes. As shown in 

Table 2, couples in the Low-Risk group (Class 1) experienced higher relationship 

satisfaction and lower frequencies of IPV as compared to other classes.

A MANOVA model was conducted to determine significant differences between classes 

regarding relationship-specific alcohol expectancies. The overall multivariate effect was 

significant, Pillai’s Trace (V) = 0.10, F(8, 512) = 3.27, p = .001, partial 2 = .049. The follow-

up ANOVA model indicated that the latent classes differed based on all dependent variables 

(see Table 2). Pairwise comparisons indicated that the High-Risk – Higher Women group 

(Class 3) had stronger intimacy/openness expectancies and sexual enhancement expectancies 

than other classes. The High-Risk – Higher Women group also reported stronger social 

pleasure/fun expectancies than the Low-Risk group. Lastly, the High-Risk – Higher Women 

group reported stronger assertion/power expectancies than other classes. The High-Risk – 

Higher Men group (Class 2) had higher assertion/power expectancies than the Low-Risk 

group.

 Discussion

The current study sought to better understand the configuration of drinking-related risk 

among college student women in a dating relationship. In particular, we empirically derived 

profiles or latent groupings based on self-reported risky drinking behaviors as well as their 

reports of their partners’ engagement in high-risk drinking. Latent groups were compared on 

relationship constructs including relationship satisfaction, IPV, and relationship-specific 

alcohol expectancies. Three distinct subgroups of dating couples emerged; all couples were 

classified as similar in that both partners were high/low-risk drinkers. The first group (“Low-

Risk”) were low-risk drinking women in a relationship with a low-risk drinking partner. The 

second group (“High-Risk – Higher Men”) was comprised of couples in which both partners 

were high-risk drinkers but men consumed more alcohol than women. Lastly, the third group 

(“High-Risk – Higher Women”) consisted of heavy drinking couples in which the women 

drank more than the men.

Prior research on married (Roberts & Leonard, 1998; Wiersma et al., 2010) and dating 

(Wiersma et al., 2009; Wiersma et al., 2010) couples has derived types of drinking couples 

based on both partners’ reports of quantity and frequency of alcohol use. Further, these 

earlier studies have found four (Wiersma et al., 2010; Wiersma & Fischer, 2014) or five 

(Roberts & Leonard, 1998; Wiersma et al., 2009) drinking classes. In contrast to earlier 

research, which has shown more dissimilarity in partner alcohol use/risk, we found more 

similarity in alcohol risk. The discrepancy between our findings and that of previous 

1No differences with regard to ethnicity were found among latent classes.
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research may reflect the analytic technique (i.e., cluster analysis versus LPA) used, or that 

we specifically examined alcohol-related risk rather than solely consumption patterns. 

Another reason may be that the greater alcohol use and the social contexts afforded by 

college may result in less disparity in alcohol risk between partners at this stage in 

development.

An alternative explanation for the discrepancy between our findings and that of married 

couples (Roberts & Leonard, 1998) is that this developmental period and college, more 

generally, may create a culture in which high-risk alcohol use is normative (e.g., Park, 

Mulve, Adams, Brindis, & Irwin, 2006). Moreover, the social contexts in which college 

students often drink (e.g., pre-gaming parties, bars; O’Hare, 1990; Wechsler et al., 2000) 

may result in additional risk for similarity in high levels of partner alcohol use. For instance, 

in the present sample, 42% of dating partners reported binge drinking on a typical drinking 

occasion. Our findings are similar to Wiersma and colleagues (2010) who found 46% of 

dating couples reported similarity in frequency and quantity of moderate to heavy levels of 

drinking. In contrast, only 4% of married couples were similar in heavy and frequent alcohol 

consumption. A second explanation may be that a socialization effect may occur in which 

dating partners in particular may drink similarly to their partner (e.g., Wiersma et al., 2011). 

This may reflect that drinking similarly makes dating couples feel more compatible 

(Wiersma & Fischer, 2014) and secure (Fischer & Wiersma, 2012). Relatedly, once partners 

have stronger levels of commitment in their partnership, they may feel less of a need to 

conform to their partners’ drinking (Fischer & Wiersma, 2012). Thus, married couples who 

are in more long-term, committed relationships may feel less pressure to drink similarly to 

their partner as compared to dating couples. Conversely, some research suggests that 

socialization effects may only occur in dating or cohabiting young adult couples, as opposed 

to young adult married couples (Wiersma et al., 2011), though other evidence suggests that 

socialization effects do occur for married couples in general (e.g., Leonard & Mudar, 2004). 

Relatedly, a third explanation may be that because our sample consisted of college students 

who tend to drink more in general, it is possible that dating couples were high-risk drinkers 

at the start of the relationship (i.e., selection) rather than co-creating a high-risk drinking 

environment throughout the relationship (i.e., socialization). Prior investigations support 

both selection and socialization effects among young adult dating couples (Wiersma et al., 

2011). Prospective, dyadic research is needed to delineate selection effects from 

socialization effects in this population. Lastly, married couples may be protected against 

heavy drinking more so than dating couples. Some research evidence supports that heavier 

substance use is negatively associated with relationship stage; married couples experience 

the strongest negative associations to substance use as compared to other relationship 

statuses and thus may not drink as heavily as other couple types (Fleming, White, & 

Catalano, 2010). It is important to note that some discrepancies between our study findings 

and those of prior research may be due to the participants sampled. Specifically, whereas the 

majority of prior research collected data from both partners (i.e., dyadic data), we collected 

data from only the female partners and their reports of their partners’ behaviors. 

Participants’ reports of their partners’ drinking may not be reflective of actual drinking 

behavior. Additional, true dyadic data is needed to replicate our study findings with dating 

couples.
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The latent groups were compared on several measures of relationship functioning as to 

examine risks associated with various configurations of dating couples’ drinking styles. 

Findings revealed that both high-risk groups had significantly lower satisfaction and higher 

self- and partner-perpetrated IPV than the Low-Risk class. The high-risk groups did not 

differ on their relationship satisfaction or frequency of IPV. When only considering the 

quantity of alcohol consumed, our findings are in contrast with previous research examining 

daily reports of dating couples’ drinking (Levitt & Cooper, 2010). Specifically, Levitt and 

Cooper found that couples experienced adverse relationship events (e.g., feeling incompetent 

or stupid after experiencing a problem with their partner) after occasions in which one 

partner drank heavily. This association was reduced, however, when the couples drank 

together and drank similar amounts. Moreover, on days in which the female partner 

consumed more alcohol than her partner, more negative events occurred than when the male 

partner out consumed his partner. These findings suggest that drinking comparable amounts 

as one’s partner is related to better relationship outcomes than drinking different amounts. 

Our findings, on the other hand, indicate that similarity in high levels of alcohol 

consumption is related to worse relationship functioning. These results may differ from 

Levitt and Cooper given that we assessed our groups based on level of risk, rather than 

number of drinks consumed. A threshold effect, rather than a linear effect, has been shown 

to occur when examining the effect of alcohol use on certain relationship factors (e.g., IPV; 

O’Leary & Schumacher, 2003). It is possible that couples experience similar levels of 

relationship dissatisfaction and IPV if they surpass a “high-risk threshold”, regardless of the 

extent to which they exceeded drinking guidelines.

Regarding relationship satisfaction specifically, our results are somewhat inconsistent with 

similar study findings from married couples. Although prior researchers studied alcohol 

consumption rather than risk level, similar levels of heavy drinking were not associated with 

poor relationship outcomes (e.g., marital separation, divorce; Leonard et al., 2014) but rather 

that heavy alcohol use was only predictive of relationship problems when only one partner 

engaged in heavier alcohol use (e.g., Floyd et al., 2006; Homish & Leonard, 2007). In fact, 

Homish and Leonard found that discrepant drinking was associated with lower marital 

satisfaction even after taking into account heavy drinking. Although couples did not drink 

dissimilarly in our sample, we found that mutual heavy drinking was associated with poor 

relationship satisfaction. In concert with our findings and prior evidence that couples who 

engaged in heavy drinking as young adult dating couples reported higher levels of 

separation/divorce as adults (Wiersma & Fischer, 2014), high-risk drinking appears to be a 

unique risk factor for relationship dissatisfaction among those in the dating stage.

In terms of IPV, we found that regardless of which partner drinks more, high-risk drinking 

dating partners experience poorer relationship functioning than couples characterized by 

lower-risk alcohol consumption. Previous literature on this topic is inconsistent. Specifically, 

Leadley and colleagues have found that dissimilar levels of drinking is associated with 

greater odds of experiencing IPV concurrently (Leadley et al., 2000) and longitudinally 

(Quigley & Leonard, 2000). Other researchers have found that heavier drinking and 

dependence symptoms were stronger predictors of IPV than drinking discrepantly from 

one’s partner (Testa et al., 2012). In addition, Wiersma and colleagues (2010) found no 

differences in frequency of IPV experienced based on relationship stage (i.e., dating, 
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cohabitating, married). One line of thought suggests that IPV may be more prevalent in 

married couples because they are likely to be more committed to one another and have been 

in a relationship longer, but in accordance with Wiersma and colleagues, it is suggested that 

high-risk drinking is a risk factor for IPV in dating couples. Moreover, despite findings from 

the married couples’ literature that the male partner’s alcohol use may be more influential of 

IPV frequency than the female partner’s use (Testa et al., 2012), we found that IPV 

frequency was similar within our two high-risk couple groups (i.e., in which both partners 

exceeded NIAAA guidelines), irrespective of whether the woman or the man consumed 

more than the other. It is important to note that IPV often increases throughout the duration 

of the relationship (Stets & Pirog-Good, 1987); therefore, IPV prevention or intervention 

efforts may be warranted for high-risk drinking couples.

Distinct patterns were noted between class types on alcohol-related relationship 

expectancies. Specifically, the high-risk couples in which women drank more than the dating 

partners (i.e., High-Risk – Higher Women class) had stronger intimacy/openness, sexual 

enhancement, and assertion/power expectancies than women in other classes. This class also 

reported stronger expectancies around social pleasure/fun beliefs as compared to women in 

the Low-Risk group. Women in the High-Risk – Higher Men class had stronger sexual 

enhancement and assertion/power expectancies than the Low-Risk class. The findings that 

positive expectancies, such as beliefs that drinking together will increase intimacy, are 

similar to that of prior marital research that women in mutually heavy drinking couples have 

stronger relationship-specific alcohol expectancies than concordant light-drinking couples 

(Derrick et al., 2010). However, increased power/assertiveness expectancies were not 

hypothesized to be stronger in high-risk couple types. Based on research suggesting that 

power in a relationship is often associated with higher levels of conflict (e.g., Roberts, 2006) 

and that power expectancies were related to married couples drinking apart (Levitt & 

Leonard, 2013), our findings that high-risk couples had stronger positive and negative 

relationship-specific alcohol expectancies is unexpected. This discrepancy may be due to our 

findings that couples who were high-risk drinkers did experience more negative relationship 

problems than low-risk drinkers. These findings support alcohol expectancy theory (Brown, 

Goldman, & Christiansen, 1985; Goldman, Brown, Christiansen, & Smith, 1991; Maisto, 

Carey, & Bradizza, 1999), which posits that our beliefs about alcohol can influence our 

drinking patterns. Heavier drinkers tend to have more favorable expectations about the 

effects of alcohol, but because they drink more, they tend to experience more problems and 

thus hold unfavorable beliefs about alcohol as well (see Jones et al., 2001 for a review). 

These findings may be evidenced in relationships as well, such that high-risk drinking 

couples have a wide range of beliefs about the effects of alcohol that may both maintain 

their relationship, such as feeling close to their partner (e.g., intimacy/openness 

expectancies, social pleasure/fun) and be based in reality regarding their poor relationship 

functioning, such as feeling powerful and in control with their partner (i.e., power/assertion 

expectancies).

It is interesting to note that although the high-risk drinking couples were characterized by 

stronger, positive relationship-specific alcohol expectancies, these couples also were the 

most dissatisfied in their relationships and experienced the most IPV. Several explanations 

for these findings may be gleaned from prior research. First, it may be that women drink to 
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regulate a lack of intimacy within the relationship, but that this can predict future 

relationship problems. Levitt and Cooper (2010) found that women felt more intimate after 

drinking with their partners, yet drinking to regulate these feelings was, however, associated 

with more adverse relationship outcomes when women drank heavily or consumed heavier 

amounts than their male partner. A second explanation is that couples may not make a 

connection between heavy drinking and relationship problems, and instead focus on the 

positive effects that drinking has on their relationship. Past research has found that dating 

couples who mutually engaged in frequent or heavy drinking reported similar levels of 

relationship quality as lighter drinking couples, yet simultaneously reported higher levels of 

relationship dissolution and alcohol-related problems (Wiersma et al., 2009; Wiersma & 

Fischer, 2014). This disconnect is evidenced in past research that found binge drinking was 

associated with relationship problems (e.g., disagreements, less positive tone) overall, but 

binge drinking did not predict these same problems the next day (Fischer, Fitzpatrick, 

Cleveland, Lee, McKnight, & Miller, 2005). It is possible that couples may drink heavily 

together as a common interest that enhances feelings of compatibility (see Wiersma & 

Fischer, 2014), and these feelings of compatibility may strengthen positive perceptions of 

the effects of alcohol on one’s relationship. However, ultimately, heavy drinking is 

associated with unfavorable outcomes, including IPV. It is important to note that although 

the smallest group (15%) in our sample, high-risk couples in which women consume more 

alcohol than men may be the most at-risk given that they have the most positive expectancies 

in most regards yet similarly poor levels of IPV and relationship satisfaction as the other 

high-risk couple group. A similar group was found in Wiersma and Fischer (2014), with 

findings indicating that women in heavy drinking partnerships were at the greatest risk for 

alcohol and relationship problems longitudinally. Further research investigating this at-risk 

group of women in particular is warranted. Collectively, these findings may partially explain 

why heavier drinking couples experienced worse relationship functioning yet reported more 

positive expectations of how alcohol impacts their relationship.

The results from our study have implications for future research. Given differences in 

relationship composition and outcomes of prior findings with married couples versus dating 

couples reflected in our study, it may be useful to study couples’ drinking behavior as they 

transition from dating to cohabitating or married status using longitudinal designs. For 

instance, because our study findings indicated that all couples were classified as similar in 

their level of risk and the marital couple literature has shown that some couples drink 

discrepantly (e.g., Homish & Leonard, 2007; Homish et al., 2009), it may be that couples 

tend to drink more similarly in the dating stage of their relationship (see Fischer & Wiersma, 

2012). While the current cross-sectional study only found couples who had similar levels of 

risk, future research is needed to determine if and under what conditions dating couples may 

deviate in their level of drinking in the future. As drinking discrepantly is shown to predict 

adverse relationship consequences in marriages (e.g., Leonard et al., 2014), researchers may 

benefit from a better understanding of the way in which this pattern starts to emerge. Future 

research investigating romantic dating partners would benefit specifically from targeting 

college students. The rates of heavy episodic drinking are the highest in this age group than 

other age groups (SAMHSA, 2014) and the college context can be an at-risk environment 

(Wechsler et al., 2000). Given that heavy drinking young adult couples were at greater risk 
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for relationship and alcohol problems as adults than other young adult couple groups 

(Wiersma & Fischer, 2014), research is needed to specifically follow college student dating 

couples over time in order to determine potential mediators and moderators of relationship 

functioning and alcohol outcomes.

Future research also may benefit from examining gender differences within dating and 

married relationships. Based on prior research, one partner’s drinking can have an impact on 

different aspects of the relationship. For example, as noted above, negative relationship 

events are more likely to have occurred when women consumed more alcohol than their 

male partners (Levitt et al., 2010). As posited by Levitt and colleagues, this gender 

difference may reflect societal norms suggesting that women drinking heavily is regarded as 

less appropriate than men drinking heavily. Additionally, women may drink to regulate 

feelings of emotional closeness (Levitt et al., 2010), which in concert with our study 

findings, may suggest that women have a different set of expectancies than their male 

partners. Given the impact that gender roles and drinking may have on various aspects of 

relationship functioning, additional research is needed to assess differences in expectations 

regarding drinking and its influence on one’s relationship for both the male and female 

partner.

Given the potential harms associated with heavy drinking partnerships and that nearly half of 

the college student dating couples in our sample exceeded NIAAA recommended guidelines 

for hazardous alcohol use (e.g., NIAAA, 2009) and reached harmful levels of alcohol use as 

determined by the AUDIT (Saunders et al., 1993), our findings suggest the importance of 

couple-based alcohol interventions for college students. Extant couples-based treatments 

have demonstrated efficacy in reducing alcohol use among couples where one or both 

partners misused alcohol (McCrady, 2012; McCrady, Epstein, Cook, Jenson, & Hildebrandt, 

2009; O’Farrell & Clements, 2012). This research has, however, primarily focused on 

alcohol dependent drinkers and those who are married or cohabitating. Consequently, these 

treatments may not generalize to college students who are non-alcohol dependent or non-

married. Given that heavy drinking college student couples are at risk for experiencing 

harms such as IPV and poor relationship satisfaction and that partners appear to 

bidirectionally influence one another’s drinking behavior (Mushquash et al., 2013), alcohol 

interventions could be enhanced by including dating partners as to capitalize on the 

influence one’s partner has on individual drinking. For instance, partners could be provided 

with information regarding how heavy drinking can reinforce their own and their partner’s 

alcohol consumption, as well as increase the likelihood of experiencing relationship 

problems (e.g., relationship dissatisfaction, IPV). Such interventions may also emphasize 

relationship-specific alcohol expectancies, as they may promote heavier alcohol 

consumption within a relationship. As mentioned, although heavy drinking women reported 

stronger beliefs about alcohol’s effect on the relationship, they tended to experience more 

adverse consequences. According to Levitt and Cooper (2010), on occasions in which 

women did not consume heavy amounts of alcohol or consume more than their partner, they 

actually experienced more positive relationship outcomes than days where the reverse 

occurred. Providing information that more favorable alcohol outcomes may occur at lower, 

rather than higher levels of drinking may correct their expectancies and, in turn reduce heavy 

drinking within the relationship.
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There are several limitations that should be noted. First, the cross-sectional nature of our 

study does not allow us to determine causal relationships. Longitudinal or daily diary reports 

of women and their partner’s drinking may help decipher the directionality of associations. 

Longitudinal models could clarify the influence of drinking patterns on later dyadic 

functioning versus dyadic functioning impacting consequent partner drinking patterns. 

Second, our study utilized self-report measures, which may be biased due to social 

desirability. Third, as mentioned previously, because the current study was part of a larger 

study investigating women’s reasons for choosing certain dating partners, we only obtained 

women’s reports of their partner’s alcohol use and related study variables (i.e., expectancies, 

IPV, relationship satisfaction). Although some research supports that collateral reports of 

partners’ substance use is valid (Kedia & Relyea, 2008), both partner reports are needed in 

order to assess true dyadic relationships among all study variables. Finally, it is important to 

note that in Classes 1 and 3, women reported higher levels of alcohol consumption than their 

male partners. These findings are in contrast with research demonstrating that men tend to 

drink more than women (e.g., Chen, Dufour, & Yi, 2004/2005; O’Donnell, Wardle, Dantzer, 

& Steptoe, 2006). However, this discrepancy may reflect research findings that women are 

starting to drink more similarly to men (e.g., Keyes, Grant, & Hasin, 2008; O’Malley & 

Johnston, 2002; Pedersen & LaBrie, 2007) and that women exceeded NIAAA (2009) weekly 

drinking guidelines more often than their male counterparts (Hoeppner et al., 2013).

The current study findings contribute to the limited body of research on high-risk drinking 

among college student dating couples. We demonstrated that there are several distinct 

classes of dating couples that differ in relationship problems and beliefs about alcohol’s 

impact on their relationship. In concert with findings from past research, our results support 

that romantic partners at this stage may share in one another’s drinking behaviors. The 

divergent results from our study and that of the married couple literature suggests that more 

research is needed to further explore factors that contribute to poorer relationship 

functioning among college student dating partners. Findings may inform the development of 

interventions that target high-risk drinking dating couples.
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 Glossary

Relationship-specific alcohol expectancies
Beliefs about the effects of drinking on one's romantic relationship

Latent Profile Analysis
A latent variable mixture model in which the latent variable is categorical and the indicator 

variables are continuous. This person-centered statistical approach can be used to identify 

subgroups of individuals based on their similarities on indicator variables
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Figure 1. 
Estimated means for 3-class latent profile model. Quantity = number of drinks consumed per 

week. Drinks/drinking day = average number of drinks consumed on each day the 

participant reported drinking. Problems = Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test score.
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