CHAPTER 7
Basic Psychological Processes
Summary
A variety of methods, naturalistic and experimental, have been used to test hypotheses about the effects of alcohol and other drugs. With experiments, it is possible to “separate” effects of drug use from the influence of beliefs about drug use’s effects to determine how much each factor contributes to the observed behavior. An experiment can also help rule out self-selection biases such as when observed differences are not caused by drug use but merely reflect the possibility that those who tend to use drugs more may also differ in other important respects from those who use them less or not at all. 

But on the negative side, experiments are usually limited to legal drugs. Experimental situations are artificial, and the behavior may not be reflective of behavior outside the laboratory. Sampling is limited to a small number of participants as well as to unrepresentative samples of the general population; observations are of short duration, and participants know their behavior is being observed. In laboratory settings, participants may be administered drugs, quite unlike the situation in real life when the person decides when or whether to take a drug.

The balanced placebo design is one method aimed at examining the combined as well as the separate influences of the expectancy of consuming alcohol and the pharmacological factor. Studies using this paradigm have shown that for light to moderate drinkers, many behaviors are altered by the belief or expectancy that they have consumed alcohol.

However, the method is limited to the study of acute effects of small doses of alcohol due to ethical problems as well as to issues of credibility. Outside the laboratory and its controlled experiments, expectancy and pharmacological effects are inseparable and may even reinforce each other.

In laboratory experiments, opportunity for alcohol consumption is determined on a random basis by the researcher. But under naturalistic circumstances, individual psychological and physiological factors determine who may be more disposed to use as well as abuse alcohol. Consequently, the reactions to alcohol consumption may differ for light and heavy drinkers, even before drinking problems develop. Thus, the psychological effects of alcohol cannot be fully understood without including consideration of other differences among individuals who differ in their voluntary levels of alcohol consumption.
The psychological effects of a given amount of alcohol for chronic abusers and alcoholics differ from those for light to moderate drinkers. Depending on the extent of alcohol abuse, chronic use may have produced tolerance, organic damage, and nutritional deficits. Also, the psychosocial deterioration associated with alcoholism may alter the expectancies and motives for drinking. Such differences should lead to different behavioral and experiential consequences of alcohol consumption for those who are alcohol dependent versus those who are not.

Use of alcohol and other drugs is often motivated by the desire to reduce some prevailing undesired moods such as depression and boredom or to enhance some positive moods such as pleasure and joy. Many drugs such as alcohol, nicotine, and marijuana can serve both functions, depending on the dose, the situation, the user, and the intended effect on the user. Other drugs such as benzodiazepines are generally used in the belief that they can lower negative affective or mood states such as anxiety and tension. For other drugs such as cocaine and amphetamines, the primary goal is to increase arousal or produce positive or pleasurable moods. Even though the goals for using different drugs are markedly different, it is clear that a primary goal in use of all drugs is to influence affective feelings or mood states, changing negative states to less negative or to positive ones, at least for the moment.
Alcohol and many other drugs affect cognitive functions such as memory, verbal skills, and visual-spatial-motor coordination. These skills, like sensory motor skills, are more easily studied in controlled laboratory experiments than are mood states. Some examples of controlled studies were examined regarding the effects of alcohol and other drugs on these functions, and explanations were proposed for the effects of both short-term or acute and long-term or chronic use.

We hope to ultimately understand real-life drug use, but too many uncontrollable variables impede our comprehension. Laboratory studies afford a more precise form of observation but at the cost of reduced generalizability. Using evidence from both methods may enable us to gradually refine our models and derive more valid conclusions from our observations.

