CHAPTER 8
Interpersonal Processes
Summary
Alcohol is popularly viewed as a disinhibitor, so it is not surprising that its use is associated with behaviors that are ordinarily inhibited or restrained in most circumstances, such as violence or sexual intimacy. Incidents of natural aggression are difficult to interpret due to many uncontrolled variables. Much of the evidence is retrospective recall and not easily validated. The number of incidents that are available for researchers to study is relatively infrequent and may not involve random samples. Evidence from studies of prison inmates convicted of violent crimes, which suggest that use of alcohol and other drugs may have played a role in these crimes, may not be generalizable to the general population.
Laboratory studies allow for controlled observation to help rule out alternative explanations for the correlation between alcohol use and aggression. Alcohol generally releases aggression in laboratory studies, although the situation is also an important factor. The more conflict involved in the situation, the more likely alcohol will produce higher aggression.
Depending on the dose, different effects may occur. At levels that produce intoxication, some drinkers may perceive certain situations as more threatening and therefore may react in ways that either evoke or provoke aggression. Cues such as anxiety, which ordinarily would inhibit an individual from aggressive behavior, might not be noticed when intoxication occurs, so these inhibitors no longer function to keep violence under control. Or if a person is more likely to become angered when drinking, the likelihood that he or she may initiate aggression may increase in certain circumstances.

Control of aggressive tendencies may be less effective after drinking occurs because alcohol may restrict attention and reduce the salience of inhibiting cues. Higher cognitive controls in the forms of self- and social criticism that ordinarily restrain behaviors also may be weakened under the influence of alcohol.

Sexual intimacy can be affected by alcohol and other drugs. Cues and behaviors during interactions that might lead to sexual relations may be interpreted differently when one or both parties are under the influence of alcohol than when they are not. These differences have implications for how an individual reacts to sexual overtures or signals from potential sexual partners. Anxiety, fear, and guilt, which might inhibit sexual behavior, might be reduced by alcohol consumption. Alcohol use also can serve as an excuse later if sexual activities are condemned. Risky sexual practices associated with potential HIV infection are higher for those with more alcohol involvement. Among alcoholics, alcohol use has been found to be associated with sexual dysfunction.

Due to the correlational nature of the evidence on alcohol and sex, however, it is unclear if—and how—alcohol use affects sexual conduct or vice versa. It is difficult, if not impossible, to separate the pharmacological and psychological effects in natural circumstances, so researchers turn to controlled experiments to determine their relative contributions.  Laboratory studies of the effects of alcohol on sexual arousal are limited to relatively small doses given on single occasions to a select group of college students who are willing to volunteer for studies that most students might not. Although the generalizability to real life sexual behavior is questionable, these studies demonstrate the influence of alcohol expectancies on sexual arousal, apart from any pharmacological effect.

Aggression and sexual intimacy are similar in that they are both often highly restricted behaviors. When alcohol is consumed at levels and in circumstances that narrow the attention of the drinker, these inhibitors are less effective in restraining either of these behaviors. Both pharmacological and psychological factors may affect how people behave when they consume alcohol and other drugs.

Alcohol or other drugs per se may not be the primary factor responsible when their use is associated with incidents having negative outcomes. Instead, some combination of the personality of the transgressor and the use of alcohol may be responsible. To blame alcohol or other drugs, without considering the characteristics of the user who commits the crime, is to scapegoat the substance.
