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Beer Goggles

College… drinking… sex… these words are often closely associated with each other.  Most studies indicate that at least half of all college students drink, and approximately two-thirds of college students have had sex recently (within three months).  Not too surprisingly, alcohol consumption is strongly related to the decision to have sex, including various forms of risky sexual behaviors (e.g., multiple partners, sex with strangers; Cooper, 2002).  Among college students, drinking games are significantly related to engaging in sexual experiences (Johnson & Stahl, 2004).  Overall, college students are more likely to “hook up” (engage in casual or anonymous intimate sexual behaviors) as their alcohol use increases (Owen, Rhoades, Stanley, & Fincham, 2010).   

Beer goggles may best be described by a clever and popular saying: “Beauty is in the eye of the beer-holder.”  Most students understand that the term beer goggles refers to perceiving others as more attractive when under the influence.  Beer goggles can lead to hooking up with someone who would not typically be a desirable partner when sober.  It would be easiest to conclude that alcohol impairs judgment, but is it really the alcohol, or is it the expectation of relaxed social standards while drinking alcohol?  In one study of men (age 21-35), no alcohol was administered but half of the men were told their drinks contained alcohol and the other half were told they were drinking non-alcoholic beverages (George, Stoner, Norris, Lopez, & Lehman, 2000).  The expectation that they were drinking alcohol resulted in significant increases in both subjective ratings of sexual arousal and objective physiological arousal measurements compared to the men with no alcohol expectation.  Male and female perceptions of sex while drinking may be different, however. George et al. (2006) found that men perceived women more sexually than women perceived men, and drinkers were perceived more sexually than non-drinkers.  The authors also note that men may overuse a woman’s drinking status as a cue to judge her reciprocal sexual interest.

Arguably the best way to study the effect of alcohol expectancy on sexual behavior is to use the Balanced Placebo Design, which involves varying both expectations of drinking (telling half of the participants they are drinking alcohol, the other half they are not drinking alcohol), and actual drinking (providing half of each of the expectancy groups with alcohol and half with no alcohol).  Using this design, cumulative evidence reviewed by George and Stoner (2000) indicated that male expectations of alcohol increased both physiological and subjective arousal, whereas female expectations of alcohol decreased physiological arousal but increased subjective arousal.  There are two of explanations for this placebo effect, both of which have some empirical support (George & Stoner, 2000).  The self-fulfilling prophecy explanation indicates that greater belief in alcohol’s ability to increase arousal leads to greater actual arousal.  Therefore, self-fulfilling prophecy may help explain the placebo effect of alcohol on physiological responsiveness during sexual behavior.  The deviance-disavowal explanation indicates that expectations may provide a believable excuse for sexually related behaviors (this is especially likely for more deviant behaviors).  Therefore, this approach may help explain how alcohol expectancy may be used to excuse otherwise unacceptable sexual behaviors.  

Although the role of alcohol expectations has been thoroughly documented in the literature, and newer studies in sex research are examining the social phenomenon of beer goggles, no literature yet indicates whether the beer goggle effect occurs simply due to the physiological effects of alcohol, or (more likely) at least partially due to the social expectations associated with alcohol consumption.  Therefore, the current study focused on the effects of expectations on ratings of attractiveness among college men and women.  
Method

Thirty participants were randomly assigned to one of two groups. Participants in the placebo group (15 women and three men) were told they were drinking alcohol, although they consumed only non-alcoholic beverages.  Participants in the non-placebo group (three women and eight men) were correctly told they were drinking non-alcoholic beverages.  
Participants drank three beverages over the course of an hour, and they watched the investigator prepare the drinks from what appeared to be a full bottle of vodka (but was actually water) and tonic water with lime.  During the hour-long study, participants played cards and drinking games and listened to popular music.  They were then given a questionnaire that asked a series of questions about their drinking habits, their perceptions of acceptable sexual activities, and, for the placebo group who thought they were drinking alcohol, how affected they were by the alcohol on a scale from 1(sober) to 10 (drunk).  All participants were also asked to rate the attractiveness of 22 people (11 male, 11 female) from photographs.  

The choice of photographs for the study was based on clearly perceived attractiveness (i.e., low variability in attractiveness ratings) during pilot presentation sessions to a convenience sample of students (n = 10).  None of the students from the pilot sessions participated in the actual study. Perceptions of attractiveness for each photograph were recorded on a scale from 1 (very unattractive) to 10 (very attractive).
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Research Design Questions
1. Identify an aspect of drinking among college students that may be important to study (e.g., effects on memory or eyewitness testimony).  Identify literature on this topic and how you might further investigate it by designing your own study.
2. What is a placebo effect?  Why is it important to understand the potential impact of a placebo?
3. What is a confound?  Identify at least one potential confound in the current study.  (Hint: it may help to look at the descriptive statistics before answering this question.)
4. What is the Balanced Placebo Design?  What are the potential benefits and drawbacks of using this design to study alcohol consumption?  Identify a topic unrelated to alcohol and sex where the use of this design might be important.
5. What controls were used in the study described above?  What additional controls might be important?
6. What are some of the applications of a better understanding of alcohol consumption and sexual behavior among college students? 
7. What is social learning theory?  How do the potential explanations for alcohol expectancy relate to social learning theory? 
8. What are disinhibition theory and alcohol myopia theory and how might they explain the relationship between alcohol use and risky behaviors?
Statistics Questions
The experimental group (“expected alcohol”) is referred to as the placebo group in the data file.
1. Provide the appropriate descriptive statistics to answer the following questions:

a. What percentages of participants were male and female?

b. What were the average age and the modal academic year for participants?

c. What percentage of students were in a Greek organization?  Were sexually active?  Believed their sexual behavior was “risky”?

d. Provide a general summary for the survey’s “how acceptable” questions and “how often” questions. (See SPSS variable labels.)

e. What percentage of participants had heard the term beer goggles? What percentage had used the term to describe himself or herself or heard the term used to describe someone else?

2. Among the expected alcohol group (only), what percentage of participants rated their level of intoxication above 1?  What does this indicate?
3. What is the appropriate statistical analysis (and why) to analyze the attractiveness ratings of the two groups (expected alcohol, expected no alcohol)?  Run the analysis and state your conclusions in APA style.
4. Create a bar graph of the two expectancy groups, clustering the bars by sex (male/female).  What can you infer from this graph?  What implications might this have for the conclusions of the study (comparing the two groups)? 
5. Statistically, how can you test to see whether sex distribution between expectancy groups may have influenced the intended study’s conclusions (attractiveness ratings between groups)?  Run this/these test(s) and state your conclusions.

Answers to Research Design Questions

1. Students can learn to use literature databases such as PsychInfo and Medline by searching for related topics.  Discussion can include design of new experiments, controls to be implemented, or any other desired focus of research design.
2. Knowing they are in an experiment may change some participants’ behavior or outcome measures.  Without a comparison to a placebo group, success in the experimental condition may or may not be due to the actual independent variable (IV).  Searches of the following topics provide good examples of the consequences of ignoring the potential impact of placebo effects: arthroscopic knee surgery, healing touch, facilitated communication for children with autism.

3. A confound is a variable that consistently varies with the IV, affecting the outcome (dependent variable, [DV]) measurement.  The effects of the IV and the confound cannot be separated. In this study, more females were in the control group and more males were in the experimental group, so differences in ratings between the groups could be due to either sex differences (males ratings are different from female ratings) or the IV (whether participants were told they were drinking alcohol or no alcohol).

4. The Balanced Placebo Design manipulates both the IV treatment and the expectation of treatment by having four groups: Expect-Treatment-Get-Treatment; Expect-Treatment-Get-No-Treatment; Expect-No-Treatment-Get-Treatment; and Expect-No-Treatment-Get No-Treatment.  The primary benefit of this design is it is the only way to truly understand the influence of expectations on the DV measurement, in this case ratings of attractiveness.  An important drawback of this approach is that it employs deception, an important ethical topic.  Research areas of importance may include a variety of drug and cognitive therapies and medical treatments.
5. Some controls include using tonic water and lime to mask the presence or absence of alcohol, using a Vodka bottle filled with water to ensure the perception of alcohol being added to the drink, and using music and drinking games to mimic a party atmosphere. Also, all participants rated the attractiveness of all the male and female photographs. Since sexuality can be complicated beyond the scope and intended purpose of this study, having all participants rate all individuals eliminated the possibility of compromising anonymity in such a small study, or the necessity of separating out the sex(es) to which each individual may or may not have been most attracted. Some additional controls that could also be included are having consistency in time of day and week of participation, matching pre-existing drinking habits between groups, using equal numbers of men and women in each group, and having groups that actually received alcohol with and without the expectation of receiving it.
6. There could be many applications, such as providing Safe Ride options to students, better sexual assault awareness programs, pregnancy and STD prevention.

7. [Bandura’s] Social learning Theory proposes that people learn from each other through observation and imitation in their social environments.  In other words we learn what is acceptable in specific situations by watching how others act in those situations.  Alcohol expectations, therefore, can be powerful drinking motivators and are often reinforced through one’s own experiences while drinking. 
8. Disinhibition theory indicates that alcohol reduces inhibitions.  An example would be beliefs that alcohol is a social lubricant, making someone more interesting and talkative in a social setting.  Also, people tend to expect that control over aggression, risk-taking, or other typically inhibited behavior is reduced.  Alcohol myopia theory proposes alcohol limits cognitive capacity, leaving intoxicated individuals to focus more exclusively on more salient or obvious environmental stimuli, while ignoring less salient information.  An example may be if cues regarding familiarity or attractiveness influenced risky sexual behavior (e.g., unprotected sex) while intoxicated, when typically that particular behavior would be considered unacceptable by both sober and intoxicated persons.
Answers to Statistics Questions
1. Based on Frequencies and Descriptives:
a. 36.7% male (n = 11) and 63.3% female (n = 19)

b. mean age was 19 and the mode for class rank was freshman

c. 20% were in a fraternity/sorority; 73.3% were sexually active, and only 3.3% believed their sexual behavior was risky

d. Because the “how acceptable” questions were based on a 7-point scale and the “how often” questions were based on a 5-point scale, looking at the descriptive statistics for the range (or minimum and maximum) and the mean provides a good general idea of how participants answered these questions.  Mid-range scores with lots of variability (wide range) were most common for the acceptability of the following items: casual sex after binge drinking, having multiple sex partners, and using inebriation as an excuse for behavior.  Participants found pre-gaming (drinking before going out) relatively acceptable.  Participants rated that they infrequently participated in the following behaviors: drinking to get drunk, making regrettable decisions while drunk, doing things they wouldn’t do sober, finding people more attractive, and having increased sexual desire while drinking.  Participants also infrequently abstained from drinking while in a drinking atmosphere.  In sum, participants generally found most behaviors inquired about acceptable among college students but did not claim to engage in many of the drinking- and sex-related behaviors inquired about.
e. 87% of students had heard the term beer goggles, 13% had used the term to describe their own behavior, and 47% had heard someone else use the term to explain behavior.
2. The easiest way to summarize these statistics is to use the select cases feature in SPSS to select only the experimental/placebo group and then run the frequency analysis. Although the perceived intoxication levels were low, 88% of participants in the expected alcohol (placebo) group rated their intoxication above a 1 (sober).  This result indicates that most of the group’s participants believed the experimental manipulation (that they were drinking alcohol) and their expectations associated with drinking altered the physiological responses.
3. An independent t test should be used to analyze attractiveness ratings between the two expectancy groups, because it is a comparison of two groups of different individuals (between subjects design).  The independent t test indicates there was a significant difference between the alcohol expectancy groups on their ratings of attractiveness, t(27) = 2.902, p = .007.  Participants in the placebo group (expected alcohol) provided significantly higher ratings of attractiveness (M = 83.33, SD = 14.30) compared to the group that did not expect they were drinking alcohol (M = 67.00, SD = 15.37).  This result may indicate that the perception of drinking alcohol influenced how attractive participants thought others were.  (Note: This is especially interesting since they had indicated they seldom found others more attractive when drinking.)
4. The bar graph indicates that there were more women in the experimental group and more men in the control group.  This may be a confound because sex distribution is a variable other than the IV (expectations) that varies between the two groups.  If sex has a significant impact on attractiveness ratings, the higher ratings in the experimental group may because (a) the experimental manipulation worked and participants relaxed their attractiveness standards due to the perception they had been drinking, and/or (b) women gave higher ratings of attractiveness compared to men. 
5. Testing for a sex difference in ratings (i.e., running a t test comparing men and women) results in a marginally significant difference (p = .046).  A second approach to the problem may be to add sex as a second independent variable and run a two-way between-subjects ANOVA (expectation group x sex), keeping in mind that a significant interaction between the variables would be important.  Running the two-way ANOVA results in borderline significance for an expectations group effect (p = .068), no significant effect of sex, and no significant interaction.

Means/Summary Statistics

The full data set is available in a separate file.  The descriptive statistics needed to answer Questions 1 & 2 above are not included in the summary statistics below, although there should be enough information to answer Questions 3-5.

	Sex

	
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Male
	11
	36.7
	36.7
	36.7

	
	Female
	19
	63.3
	63.3
	100.0

	
	Total
	30
	100.0
	100.0
	

	Group Statistics

	
	in placebo group
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Std. Error Mean

	attractive rating
	yes
	18
	83.33
	14.299
	3.370

	
	no
	11
	67.00
	15.369
	4.634
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