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Abstract

Dating several people in emerging adulthood has been associated with higher alcohol use 

compared to being single or being in an exclusive relationship. As a follow-up to that report, we 

examined whether romantic relationship status is part of a pathway of risk between antecedent 

alcohol use risk factors and subsequent alcohol outcomes. Participants were 4,410 emerging adults 

assessed at two time-points during their first year of college. We found that a parental history of 

alcohol problems was indirectly related to dating several people via two modestly correlated 

pathways. The first pathway was through conduct problems. The second pathway was through 

positive urgency (i.e., a positive emotion-based predisposition to rash action). In turn, dating 

several people was associated with higher alcohol use. Our results suggest that these familial and 

individual-level alcohol risk factors are related to emerging adults' selection into subsequent 

romantic relationship experiences that are associated with higher alcohol use. These findings have 
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implications for how romantic relationship experiences may fit into developmental models of the 

etiology of alcohol use.
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The role of romantic relationship status in pathways of risk for emerging 

adult alcohol use

Exploration and experimentation in romantic relationships are important components of 

social development in emerging adulthood (Shulman, Scharf, Livne, & Barr, 2013). 

Romantic experiences during this period of the lifespan are also associated with behavioral 

health outcomes, including alcohol use and misuse (Braithwaite, Delevi, & Fincham, 2010). 

Emerging adults in cohabiting relationships engage in less heavy drinking compared to 

singles (Fleming, White, & Catalano, 2010), and college students in committed relationships 

drink less often, are less likely to engage in heavy episodic drinking (Braithwaite et al., 

2010), and are less likely to have alcohol problems (Whitton, Weitbrecht, Kuryluk, & 

Bruner, 2013) compared to singles. In a more recent report, first year college students who 

were single or in an exclusive relationship had lower alcohol use and fewer alcohol problems 

compared to those dating several people (Salvatore, Kendler, & Dick, 2014).

One question that has not been addressed in this literature concerns whether and how 

romantic relationship status in emerging adulthood fits into broader etiological models of 

alcohol use and alcohol use disorder (Sher, Grekin, & Williams, 2005). This is an important 

gap in our understanding of whether risk factors for alcohol use are also associated with 

romantic relationship status during this period, and whether romantic relationship status is 

part of a pathway of risk between antecedent alcohol use risk factors and subsequent alcohol 

outcomes. Jessor and Jessor's (1977) Problem-Behavior Theory (PBT) provides a useful 

conceptual backdrop for answering this question. PBT is a systems-based perspective that 

views one's proneness to deviant behavior as a cumulative process that has its roots in 

familial and socialization risk factors. It is hypothesized that that these antecedent-

background factors predict subsequent psychosocial factors (i.e., personality and perceptions 

of the environment) that promote or discourage a constellation of deviant behaviors (e.g., 

conduct problems, underage or risky drinking, unprotected intercourse, etc.) that can 

undermine individuals' health and safety. Previous research informed by PBT found that 

psychosocial factors in adolescence accounted for a substantial proportion of the variance (> 

50%) in problem drinking in emerging adulthood (ages 23-27) (Jessor, 1987)

Although romantic relationship status is not explicitly addressed in PBT, there is theoretical 

reason to examine it as part of a broader set of psychosocial risk factors for alcohol use and 

problems in emerging adulthood. From a developmental perspective, romantic relationships 

in emerging adulthood are an important context for intimacy and for experimentation in 

different types of relationships, typically without the pressure of marital commitment 

(Arnett, 2000). There is variability in emerging adults' participation in and commitment to 
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romantic relationships, and this variability is linked to antecedent psychosocial factors. For 

example, those with lower self-efficacy, immature dependency (wishing to be cared for 

while also fearing abandonment, akin to “dinginess”), and lower parental support are more 

likely to be in non-stable or non-intimately committed romantic relationships seven years 

later in emerging adulthood (Shulman et al., 2013). Thus, emerging adult romantic 

relationship participation appears to have meaningful associations with earlier psychosocial 

factors.

With respect to alcohol, a number of studies show that alcohol use and problems are lower 

for emerging adults in committed or cohabiting romantic relationships (Braithwaite et al., 

2010; Fleming et al., 2010; Whitton et al., 2013). Despite these associations, there has been 

little attention paid to how romantic relationship status in emerging adulthood fits into a 

broader set of psychosocial and behavioral risk factors for alcohol use. We were particularly 

interested in pursuing the recent finding that dating several people is distinctly associated 

with higher alcohol use compared to being single or being in an exclusive relationship in 

emerging adulthood (Salvatore et al., 2014). Our goal here was to examine how psychosocial 

and behavioral risk factors for alcohol use were related to dating several people and, in turn, 

alcohol use. Our conceptual model is shown in Figure 1. In the sections below, we elaborate 

on the hypothesized pathways linking parental alcohol problems, intermediate psychosocial 

and behavioral outcomes, romantic relationship status, and alcohol use.

Parental Alcohol Problems, Romantic Relationship Status, and Alcohol Use

Parental alcohol use disorder confers environmental and genetic risk for alcohol problems in 

offspring (Kendler et al., 2015b) and also puts individuals at risk for more problematic and 

less stable and satisfying romantic relationships (Kearns-Bodkin & Leonard, 2008; Larson, 

Taggart-Reedy, & Wilson, 2001). Young adult children with a parental history of alcohol use 

disorder express more negative views about marriage and a desire to wait longer to commit 

(Larson & Thayne, 1999), but also tend to marry earlier than those without a parental history 

of alcohol use disorder (Dawson, Grant, & Harford, 1992). Furthermore, parental alcohol 

use disorder is also associated with insecure romantic attachment (Cash, Grant, Kelley, 

Miles, & Santos, 2004; Jackson, Parra, Sher, & Vungkhanching, 2004). Attachment 

avoidance, where individuals minimize their needs for emotional intimacy out of concerns of 

abandonment, has previously been linked to “hooking up” (i.e., sexual interactions outside 

of a committed relationship; Epstein, Calzo, Smiler, & Ward, 2009) (Fielder, Walsh, Carey, 

& Carey, 2013). In short, emerging adults with a parental history of alcohol use disorder 

appear to have mixed feelings and behaviors toward exclusive romantic relationships. This 

ambivalence and their tendency to avoid intimacy may manifest in emerging adulthood as a 

higher likelihood of participating in multiple non-exclusive romantic relationships.

Above and beyond these direct effects, parental alcohol use disorder or problems are also 

hypothesized to have indirect effects on offspring romantic relationship status and 

subsequent alcohol use. As shown in Figure 1, we consider two potential pathways for 

understanding the links from parental alcohol problems to romantic relationship status and 

eventually alcohol use: a deviance proneness pathway, and a positive affect regulation 
pathway (Sher et al., 2005). We selected these two etiological pathways for the present study 
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over two others described by Sher et al. (2005) (i.e., the negative affect regulation pathway 
and the pharmacological vulnerability pathway) in view of their potential relevance for 

understanding how romantic relationship status may be related to alcohol risk factors and 

subsequent alcohol use in an emerging adult sample. As detailed in the next two sections, we 

selected conduct problems and positive urgency as markers of the deviance proneness and 

positive affect regulation pathways, respectively.

Deviance Proneness Pathway from Parental Alcohol Problems to Romantic 
Relationship Status and Alcohol Use—The deviance proneness pathway refers to 

one's predisposition toward impulse control problems and disinhibited behavior, including 

antisocial behavior and substance use/misuse (Kendler, Prescott, Myers, & Neale, 2003; 

Krueger et al., 2002), and is historically one of the most well-studied and robust etiological 

pathways for alcohol misuse (Sher et al., 2005). The central premise is that alcohol misuse 

reflects a long-standing susceptibility to disinhibited behavior that begins to manifest as 

deviant behavior in childhood and adolescence (Zucker & Lisansky Gomberg, 1986). This 

broadband predisposition appears to largely reflect familial risk (Hicks, Krueger, Iacono, 

McGue, & Patrick, 2004); for example, parental alcohol use disorder has a well-replicated 

association with deviant behavior in offspring (Haber et al., 2010; Sher, Walitzer, Wood, & 

Brent, 1991). Deviant behavior and conduct problems in adolescence are, in turn, a well-

known risk factor for risky alcohol use outcomes later on, including higher alcohol use 

(Lynskey & Fergusson, 1995) and the probability of developing an alcohol use disorder 

(Slutske et al., 1998).

We further hypothesize that there may be an indirect effect of parental alcohol problems on 

alcohol use via adolescent conduct problems and romantic relationship involvement. 

Specifically, there is evidence that conduct problems earlier in development appear to be a 

barrier to the formation of harmonious romantic relationships later on (Quinton, Pickles, 

Maughan, & Rutter, 1993). Horn et al. (2013) found that those who were married or 

cohabiting with a romantic partner in early adulthood had fewer conduct problems compared 

to unpartnered individuals, and that this reduced prevalence existed prior to the initiation of 

the cohabiting or marital relationship. Similarly, men with fewer conduct problems early in 

life were more likely than men with conduct problems to marry in adulthood (Jaffee, 

Lombardi, & Coley, 2013). In short, individuals who are prone to deviant behavior may be 

less likely to form exclusive, committed romantic relationships later in life. Thus, we expect 

there to be continuity between individuals' history of deviant behavior, their romantic 

relationship involvement, and their alcohol use.

Positive Affect Regulation Pathway from Parental Alcohol Problems to 
Romantic Relationship Status and Alcohol Use—The positive affect regulation 
pathway refers to emotionality characteristics that are associated with the use of alcohol for 

its positive reinforcement effects (i.e., feeling good) (Mezquita et al., 2015), and is closely 

tied to traits associated with perceiving alcohol use as rewarding (Sher et al., 2005). One of 

these traits is positive urgency, which is a positive emotion-based predisposition to rash 

action (Cyders & Smith, 2008; Cyders et al., 2007). Although the association between 

parental alcohol use disorder and positive urgency has not been explicitly examined in the 
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past, there is evidence that parental alcohol use disorder is associated with deactivation in 

the fronto-parietal region in the context of an emotional Go-NoGo inhibitory task 

(Cservenka, Fair, & Nagel, 2014). This provides reason to believe that a parental history of 

alcohol problems might also predict difficulty controlling one's self in the context of positive 

emotions (i.e., higher levels of positive urgency). Positive urgency is a distinctive risk factor 

for alcohol use in emerging adulthood (Cyders et al., 2007), and there is longitudinal 

evidence that it predicts alcohol use above and beyond other indicators of non-emotion 

based impulsivity such as sensation seeking (Cyders & Smith, 2010). Positive urgency 

appears to be an especially useful trait for understanding alcohol use in emerging adult 

college students, whose drinking typically is associated with celebratory events and positive 

moods (Del Boca, Darkes, Greenbaum, & Goldman, 2004).

We hypothesize that positive urgency may also be related to emerging adults' romantic 

relationship status. Involvement in romantic relationships becomes increasingly normative 

during emerging adulthood (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003; Shulman et al., 2013), and is 

associated with positive emotionality (Shiner, Masten, & Tellegen, 2002). The mesolimbic 

dopamine pathway is also implicated in social bonding (Burkett & Young, 2012), suggesting 

that exploration and experimentation in romantic relationships may be rewarding, in part, 

because these novel social experiences tap into relevant neurocircuitry. On the basis of these 

lines of evidence, we would expect there to be continuity between individuals' positive 

urgency, their romantic relationship involvement, and their alcohol use.

Current Study and Hypotheses

We were interested in mapping the direct and indirect effects of parental alcohol problems 

on romantic relationship involvement and alcohol use at the beginning of emerging 

adulthood. We tested whether three alcohol-related risk factors (parental history of alcohol 

problems, conduct problems, and positive urgency) were associated with romantic 

relationship status and alcohol use in a sample of 4,410 individuals at the beginning of 

emerging adulthood. We tested a model informed by the deviance proneness and positive 

affect regulation pathways as well as the results from an earlier report (based on n = 2,056; 

Salvatore et al., 2014) that dating several people is distinctly associated with higher alcohol 

use compared to being single or being in an exclusive relationship. We had three primary 

hypotheses:

• Hypothesis 1: A parental history of alcohol problems would predict a higher 

likelihood of dating several people.

• Hypothesis 2: A parental history of alcohol problems would have indirect effects on 

the likelihood of dating several people via elevations in conduct problems and 

positive urgency.

• Hypothesis 3: These alcohol risk factors would have indirect effects on alcohol use 

via dating several people.

In supplemental exploratory analyses, we examined whether there were sex differences in 

these hypothesized effects.
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Materials and Methods

Participants

Participants came from a large, on-going longitudinal study of the behavioral and emotional 

health of college students at a public university in the mid-Atlantic (Dick et al., 2014). The 

present report uses data from the August 2014 project data release. Baseline and follow-up 

data were collected on three consecutive cohorts during the fall and the spring, respectively, 

of participants' first year of college via on-line surveys administered using REDCap software 

(Harris et al., 2009). For the baseline assessment, incoming first-year students 18 years of 

age or older were invited via email to complete the survey starting one week before their 

arrival on-campus up until the tenth week of the fall semester. Of the 10,497 individuals who 

were eligible to complete the study's baseline fall assessment, 6,120 participated (58% 

response rate, cohort 1 n = 2055, cohort 2 n = 2038, cohort 3 n = 2027. Of these, 38% were 

male, 61% were female, 1% declined to identify sex. The sample reflected the population 

from which it was drawn: 51% White, 19% African-American, 16% Asian, 6% Hispanic/

Latino, 8% other/multi-race/unknown/declined to respond. The average age at assessment 

was 18.42 years.

Those who completed the baseline survey were subsequently invited via email to complete a 

follow-up assessment between weeks 7 and 14 of the spring semester of their freshman year. 

Of those who completed the baseline assessment and who were still enrolled at the 

University (5,893 participants), 4,410 also completed the follow-up assessment (75% 

retention). This study was approved by the Virginia Commonwealth University Institutional 

Review Board. Participants read through an on-line consent document and indicated that 

they understood the potential risks and benefits of participating, and were paid $10 for each 

survey.

Measures

Parental history of alcohol problems (baseline)—Participants reported whether they 

believed their biological mother or father ever had a drinking problem (Yes or No). For our 

analyses, we created a composite parental history of alcohol problems measure indexing 

whether either parent had an alcohol problem. Participants who indicated that neither parent 

had an alcohol problem were assigned a score of 0 and those who indicated that either parent 

had an alcohol problem were assigned a score of 1. Further details regarding the 

development and predictive validity of these brief family history screening items can be 

found in Kendler et al. (2015a).

High school conduct problems (baseline)—Participants were asked six items about 

how frequently they engaged in a range of problem behaviors as teenagers (e.g., skipping 

school, stealing) on a four-point scale coded 0 (Never), 1 (1-2 times), 2 (3-5 times), 3 (6 or 
more times). Items were adapted from the Conduct Disorder section of the Semi-Structured 

Assessment for the Genetics of Alcoholism (Bucholz et al., 1994). Sum scores were 

calculated for use in analyses.
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Positive urgency (follow-up)—Participants were asked three positive urgency items 

from the abbreviated positive urgency subscale of the UPPS-P (Lynam, Smith, Whiteside, & 

Cyders, 2006). These items asked each participant to indicate the degree to which he or she 

tends to lose control when in a great mood; the degree to which others are shocked or 

worried about the things the participant does when he or she is feeling very excited; and the 

degree to which the participant tends to act without thinking when he or she is really excited. 

Responses were made on a four-point scale with the following possible response options: 1 

(Disagree strongly), 2 (Disagree a little), 3 (Agree a little), 4 (Agree strongly). Cronbach's 

alpha for these items was 0.75, and mean scores were calculated for use in analyses.

Relationship status (follow-up)—At follow-up, participants reported which of the 

following best described their current relationship status: not dating, dating several people, 

dating one person exclusively, engaged, married, married but separated, divorced, or 

widowed.

Alcohol use (baseline and follow-up)—Frequency and quantity information were used 

to calculate separate “grams of ethanol consumed per month” alcohol use variables for the 

baseline and follow-up assessments. At the baseline assessment for the first cohort, 

participants reported on their alcohol use on continuous measures. The continuous alcohol 

frequency question was, “During the past 30 days, on how many days did you drink one or 

more drinks of an alcoholic beverage?” with response options 0 through 30 at one day 

intervals, I choose not to answer and Don't know. The continuous alcohol quantity question 

was, “On the days that you drank during the past 30 days, how many drinks did you usually 

have each day?” with response options 1 through 20 at one drink intervals, more than 20, I 
choose not to answer and Don't know.

Participants who responded “0” to the alcohol frequency question were not asked the alcohol 

quantity question, and were thus coded as 0 for alcohol quantity. Participants who selected I 
choose not to answer or Don't know to either the frequency or quantity question were coded 

as missing. The “grams of ethanol consumed” alcohol use variable was calculated by 

multiplying the product of frequency and quantity by 14 (the standard alcoholic drink 

contains 14 grams of ethanol per serving; i.e., Frequency × Quantity × 14).

For the second and third cohorts' baseline assessments, and for all cohorts' follow-up 

assessments, participants reported on their recent alcohol use with ordinal frequency and 

quantity items from the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (Bush, Kivlahan, 

McDonell, Fihn, & Bradley, 1998). Frequency of alcohol use was assessed with the question 

“How often do you have a drink containing alcohol?” and the response options were never, 
monthly or less, 2 to 4 times a month, 2 to 3 times a week, 4 or more times a week, and I 
choose not to answer. Quantity of alcohol use was assessed with the question “How many 

drinks containing alcohol do you have on a typical day when you are drinking?” with 

response options 1 or 2, 3 or 4, 5 or 6, 7, 8 or 9, 10 or more, and I choose not to answer.

These ordinal frequency and quantity items were combined to create a single “grams of 

ethanol consumed per month” alcohol use variable using a method previously reported in 

Dawson (2000). 1 This involved first converting the categorical response options for 
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frequency and quantity to the midpoints of the range for each option, and then multiplying 

the product of these conversions by 14 (i.e., Frequency × Quantity × 14). The frequency 

conversions (shown in parentheses) were based on a month with 30 days and were: never 
(0), monthly or less (0.5), 2 to 4 times a month (3), 2 to 3 times a week (10.7), 4 or more 
times a week (23.54). The quantity conversions (shown in parentheses) were: 1 (1.5) or 2, 3 
or 4 (3.5), 5 or 6 (5.5), 7, 8 or 9 (8), 10 or more (15.5; the upper bound for this category was 

defined as 21 to match the upper bound of the continuous alcohol quantity question 

administered to the first cohort). Participants who responded “0” to the alcohol frequency 

question were not asked the alcohol quantity question, and were thus coded as 0 for alcohol 

quantity. Participants who selected I choose not to answer to either the frequency or quantity 

question were coded as missing.

Covariates—Covariates included sex and race. Sex was coded 0 (female) and 1 (male). 

Race was coded with two dummy variables to indicate self-identification in the two largest 

racial/ethnic minority groups in the sample. Race1 was coded 0 (not black) and 1 (black); 

Race2 was coded 0 (not Asian) and 1 (Asian).

Analytic Plan

We first examined all continuous variables for normality, and applied appropriate statistical 

transformations so that the skew for all variables in our path model was less than |1|. A 

logarithm (base 10) transformation was applied to variables that were positively skewed. The 

logarithm of zero is undefined. In instances where a skewed variable had zero as a possible 

score, we added “1” as a constant prior to taking the logarithm [e.g., log10(alcohol use + 1) 

in order to retain these individuals in our analyses.

Following these preliminary analyses, we fit our theoretically informed path model in Mplus 

version 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2011). As shown in Figure 1, this model tests whether 

parental alcohol problems have direct and indirect effects on follow-up romantic relationship 

status, and whether romantic relationship status is part of an indirect pathway linking these 

alcohol risk factors and alcohol use. In addition to these paths of primary interest, we also 

statistically controlled for the direct effects of all variables and covariates on alcohol use. 

This allowed us to examine whether our hypothesized indirect paths of interest were 

significant above and beyond the direct paths from parental alcohol problems, conduct 

problems, and positive urgency on alcohol use, as well as the indirect paths from parental 

alcohol problems→conduct problems→alcohol use and from parental alcohol 

problems→positive urgency→ alcohol use.

We chose to focus on dating several people as the romantic relationship status of interest in 

this model in view of earlier findings in this same sample that dating several people was 

distinctively associated with higher alcohol use and problems compared to being single or 

being in an exclusive relationship (Salvatore et al., 2014). 2 Accordingly, relationship status 

was dummy coded “Dating Several People” as 0 (Not dating several people: single, 
exclusive, engaged, married) or 1 (Dating several people). For our alcohol use outcome, we 

used a residualized change score (i.e., the saved residuals from a regression of follow-up 

alcohol use on baseline alcohol use). By using a residualized change score as our alcohol 
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outcome, we reduce the potential confound that observed associations (e.g., between reports 

of parental alcohol problems and follow-up alcohol use) are purely attributable to the 

stability in alcohol use across the baseline and follow-up assessments, r(3736) = 0.69, p < 

0.01. Covariates included sex and two dummy-coded race variables. Owing to the fact that 

our binary relationship status variable was a mediator in our model, we employed a robust 

weighted least squares estimator (WLSMV) and THETA parameterization. Indirect effects 

in Mplus are estimated using the product of coefficients approach. The assumption that this 

product is normally distributed is often violated (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 

2004). Thus, in keeping with best practices proposed by MacKinnon et al. (2004), we used a 

bias-corrected bootstrap (n = 5000) in order to calculate 95% confidence intervals for the 

indirect effects.

Following this primary analysis, we also conducted an exploratory analysis to examine 

potential sex differences in any observed effects. To do this, we ran the model shown in 

Figure 1 for males and females as part of a multi-group model. We then examined whether 

the paths could be equated across the male and female models in an omnibus test (df = 10).

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for the study variables are shown for the 

sample in Table 1. Preliminary analyses indicated that the high school conduct problems and 

baseline and follow-up alcohol use variables were positively skewed (skew = 1.63, 5.34, and 

5.40, respectively). As described above, logarithm transformations were applied in order to 

normalize variables so that their skew was less than |1| prior to running any analyses. All 

variables were positively intercorrelated (rs = 0.06 – 0.69), with the exception that the 

tetrachoric correlation between parental alcohol problems and dating several people was 

non-significant.

With respect to parental history of alcohol problems, 510 (8%) and 1281 (21%) participants 

reported that their mother and father, respectively, had an alcohol problem. In total, 3761 

(61%) of participants indicated that neither parent had an alcohol problem, 1583 (26%) 

indicated that one or both parents had an alcohol problem. Participants who did not know or 

declined to respond for both parents [234 (4%)], or who did not know or declined to respond 

for one parent and indicated that the other parent did not have a suspected drinking problem 

[542 (9%)] were coded as missing, as it cannot be assumed that a parent for whom there is 

missing information would be unaffected. With respect to romantic relationship status, 2345 

(53%) participants were single; 250 (6%) were dating several people; 1701 (39%) were in an 

exclusive relationship (dating one person exclusively, engaged, married, or partnered); and 

the remaining 114 (2%) were married but separated (n = 3) or declined to respond (n = 111). 

The latter two groups were coded as missing for the analyses.

Cohort effects and attrition analyses

We ran a series of analyses to examine whether there were any cohort effects for the focal 

study variables and whether those who did not complete the follow-up assessment (n = 

1710, 755 male, 951 female, 4 missing sex) differed from those who did complete the 

follow-up assessment. There was no evidence for cohort effects for any of the focal study 
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variables (parental alcohol problems, conduct problems, positive urgency, dating several 

people, or alcohol use; all p-values > 0.09; full results available upon request from the first 

author). The attrition analyses indicated that males were more likely to miss the follow-up 

assessment than females (OR = 1.42, p < 0.01), that black participants were less likely to 

miss the follow-up compared to non-black participants (OR = 0.68, p < 0.01), and that Asian 

participants were less likely to miss the follow-up compared to non-Asian participants (OR 

= 0.75, p < 0.01). Those with higher conduct problems (OR = 1.22, p = 0.04) and baseline 

alcohol use (OR = 1.11, p < 0.01) were more likely to miss the follow-up assessment. Those 

who completed the follow-up assessment did not differ from those who did not complete the 

follow-up in terms of parental alcohol problems (OR = 1.10, p = 0.16) or positive urgency 

(OR=1.00, p = 1.00).

Path modeling results

Figure 1 summarizes the results of the path analysis. The full results are shown in Table 2, 

which includes the coefficients, 95% confidence intervals (CIs), and p-values for the paths 

shown in Figure 1. This model provided an adequate fit to the data (RMSEA = 0.045) 

according to the criteria described by Hu and Bentler (1999). We specify the significance 

associated with each mediational pathway in the boxes inside of the respective mediators in 

Figure 1. When a variable was a mediator for multiple pathways, the pathway referred to is 

denoted by superscript.

Contrary to our hypothesis, parental alcohol problems did not have a direct association with 

the likelihood of dating several people (p = 0.78). However, parental alcohol problems did 

have indirect effects on the likelihood of dating several people via the deviance proneness 

pathway (indirect effect: B = 0.06, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.035, 0.093]). As hypothesized, 

parental alcohol problems predicted higher levels of conduct problems (p < 0.01), and higher 

conduct problems predicted a higher likelihood of dating several people (p < 0.01). 

Furthermore, dating several people was associated with higher alcohol use (p < 0.01), and 

was part of an indirect effect from parental alcohol problems to alcohol use via the deviance 

proneness pathway (indirect effect: B = 0.006, p = 0.01, 95% CI [0.002, 0.012]). Parental 

alcohol problems also had an indirect effect on the likelihood of dating several people via 

the positive affect regulation pathway (indirect effect: B = 0.02, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.009, 

0.039]). Parental alcohol problems predicted higher positive urgency (p < 0.01), and higher 

positive urgency predicted a higher likelihood of dating several people (p < 0.01). 

Furthermore, dating several people was part of an indirect effect from parental alcohol 

problems to alcohol use via the positive affect regulation pathway (indirect effect: B = 0.002, 

p = 0.05, 95% CI [0.001, 0.005]). 3

In addition to these hypothesized indirect effects via dating several people, we also 

statistically controlled for and examined additional direct and indirect effects. Conduct 

problems and positive urgency had direct effects on alcohol use (p ≤ 0.01), but parental 

alcohol problems did not (p = 0.85). There was a significant indirect effect from parental 

alcohol problems→conduct problems→alcohol use (indirect effect: B = 0.02, p < 0.01, 95% 

CI [0.005, 0.028]) and from parental alcohol problems→positive urgency →alcohol use 

(indirect effect: B = 0.008, p = 0.02, 95% CI [0.002, 0.015]). In an exploratory analysis we 
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examined potential sex differences using an omnibus test of whether the path coefficients 

could be equated across males and females. The result of our omnibus test of sex differences 

was not significant (Wald test of parameter constraints: χ2 (10) = 12.78, p = 0.24). Thus, 

there did not appear to be sex differences in the effects.

Discussion

The main goals of the current study were to examine whether romantic relationship 

experiences in emerging adulthood reflect, in part, risk factors for alcohol use and misuse, 

and whether romantic relationship status accounted for, in part, the associations between 

these risk factors and subsequent alcohol use. Contrary to our expectations, a parental 

history of alcohol problems did not have a direct association with dating several people. 

However, as hypothesized, there was an indirect effect of parental alcohol problems on 

dating several people via a deviance proneness pathway. Participants whose parents had a 

history of alcohol problems reported more conduct problems, and in turn higher conduct 

problems was associated with a greater likelihood of dating several people. These findings 

are consistent with previous research showing that parental alcohol use disorder is associated 

with offspring conduct problems (Haber et al., 2010; Sher et al., 1991) as well as previous 

research that suggests that conduct problems are associated with lower likelihood of 

involvement in exclusive relationships (Horn et al., 2013; Jaffee et al., 2013).

We also found that romantic relationship status (specifically, dating several people) 

accounted for, in part, the associations between the deviance proneness pathway variables 

and subsequent alcohol use. Notably, this effect through romantic relationship status held 

even after we statistically controlled for the direct effects of parental alcohol problems and 

conduct problems on alcohol use, as well as the indirect effect of parental alcohol 

problems→conduct problems→alcohol use. In an earlier report based on the same sample, 

dating several people was uniquely associated with higher alcohol use and problems 

compared to being single or being in an exclusive relationship (Salvatore et al., 2014). The 

current study goes beyond this earlier finding to suggest that this association may be driven, 

in part, by the fact that individuals on a deviance proneness pathway are also likely to select 

into romantic relationship experiences associated with increased alcohol use. One 

implication of this is that it may be important to revisit Zucker and Gomberg's (1986) 

suggestion to explicitly incorporate salient socioemotional experiences into etiological 

models of alcohol use and misuse. This is likely to be particularly relevant for understanding 

continuity in behavior during the emerging adulthood period as individuals move out of the 

family home and have more autonomy to select into or create social environments that 

complement their behaviorally disinhibited predispositions (Newman, Caspi, Moffitt, & 

Silva, 1997; Quinton et al., 1993).

We also found evidence for the positive affect regulation pathway. Participants whose 

parents had a history of alcohol problems reported higher positive urgency, and in turn 

higher positive urgency predicted a greater likelihood of dating several people. Our finding 

that parental alcohol problems is associated with greater positive urgency is consistent with 

earlier findings from the neuroimaging literature that suggest that impulse control processes 

may be compromised in the context of heightened emotions for youth with a family history 
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of alcohol use disorder (Cservenka et al., 2014). Furthermore, our finding that positive 

urgency is associated with a higher likelihood of dating several people similarly maps onto 

previous findings linking positive emotionality, reward-related neurobiology, and 

involvement in romantic relationships (Burkett & Young, 2012; Shiner et al., 2002). Finally, 

dating several people was part of an indirect pathway between the positive affect regulation 

variables and subsequent alcohol use. Notably, this indirect effect held even after we 

statistically controlled for the direct effects of parental alcohol problems and positive 

urgency on alcohol use, as well as the indirect effect of parental alcohol problems→positive 

urgency→alcohol use.

When considered together, our deviance proneness pathway and positive affect regulation 

pathway findings provide an interesting example of equifinality (von Bertalanffy, 1968) 

when it comes to understanding how romantic relationship status fits into etiological models 

of alcohol use. Equifinality is the idea that the same “state” (in this case, dating several 

people) can be reached through multiple means. We observe equifinality in that parental 

alcohol problems appears to indirectly increase the likelihood that one will date several 

partners via individual differences in conduct problems and positive urgency that are only 

modestly correlated. Said another way, it appears likely that there are individuals who 

“arrive” at dating several people via the deviance proneness pathway while others are likely 

to “arrive” via the positive urgency pathway. This underscores the diverse alcohol-related 

pathways to this particular romantic relationship status.

Limitations, Implications, and Future Directions

Our results should be interpreted in the context of four main limitations. First, although our 

sample is racially diverse, it is a college sample, and the results may not generalize to non-

college attending emerging adults. For example, college-attending young adults tend to be 

lower on dimensions of impulsivity (Fromme & Quinn, 2011) but tend to drink more 

(Slutske et al., 2004) than their non-college attending peers, suggesting that individuals who 

select into a college environment may differ from the larger population of emerging adults. 

Second, we rely on self-report, and in some cases, retrospective, measures. The results may 

be different if independent sources of information (e.g., parents' own reports of their alcohol 

problems) were available. However, we note that the rates of parental alcohol problems 

reported by participants using our one-item measures (26%) map well to those reported in 

the 2001-2002 National Epidemiological Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions 

(NESARC) (21%), which used the highly reliable parental history module of the Alcohol 

Use Disorder and Associated Disabilities Interview Schedule (Thompson, Lizardi, Keyes, & 

Hasin, 2008). Third, although our sample as a whole is demographically representative of 

the diverse undergraduate population from which it is drawn, there was some evidence that 

individuals with higher levels of conduct problems and alcohol use were less likely to 

participate in the follow-up. Finally, although our design capitalizes on data collected at two 

time-points, we do not make causal claims about whether dating several people causes 

individuals to drink more. Instead, we believe that dating several people lies in pathways of 

risk for alcohol use in this age group. In other words, we conceptualize dating several people 

as marker of risk for elevated alcohol use, rather than as part of a causal chain per se.
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The results from this work have implications on both theoretical and practical levels. On a 

theoretical level, our results indicate that romantic relationship status may be important to 

consider in models of alcohol use, similar to the way that Jessor and Jessor's (1977) PBT 

considers peer factors. Our results indicate that involvement with multiple dating partners is 

associated with one's proneness to deviant behavior and increases in alcohol use. 

Furthermore, the indirect effects from parental alcohol problems to dating several people and 

alcohol use via deviance proneness and positive affect regulation pathways can be 

capitalized on in prevention and intervention efforts. Knowing that there are these distinct 

pathways may be important for tailoring preventive interventions that address the diverse 

etiologies that may contribute to individuals' selection into (or creation of) environments that 

are related to higher alcohol use.

Future research aimed at understanding what it means to date several people would increase 

our understanding of why this particular romantic relationship status is associated with 

higher alcohol use. For instance, ecological momentary assessment data could be collected 

to test competing hypotheses about how alcohol is used in the context of dating several 

people. Do individuals use alcohol to facilitate interactions with their partners? Or do 

individuals who use more alcohol find themselves exposed to more potential dating partners, 

and thus see less value in forming an exclusive relationship? Additionally, a conceptual 

analysis of what emerging adults mean when they indicate that they are dating several 

people would be valuable for understanding how this relationship status is different from or 

similar to other romantic relationship experiences outside of commitment/exclusivity 

(Claxton & van Dulmen, 2013). For example, dating several people may also be associated 

with sexual hookups. A recent study showed that emerging adult females who report 

hooking up also tend to be higher in impulsivity and sensation-seeking (Fielder et al., 2013), 

which are traits also known to be related to higher alcohol use and problems (Magid & 

Colder, 2007).

Conclusions

In summary, the present study integrates romantic relationship status into extant etiological 

models of alcohol use/misuse. We examined whether alcohol-related risk factors predicted 

whether emerging adults' were dating several people, and whether dating several people was 

in turn related to alcohol use using short-term longitudinal data from a large multi-cohort 

study. We find evidence that parental alcohol problems have indirect effects on romantic 

relationship status via a deviance proneness pathway (marked by conduct problems) and a 

positive affect regulation pathway (marked by positive urgency). In turn, dating several 

people was associated with alcohol use. These results underscore the idea that familial and 

individual-level risk factors for alcohol use are also associated with relationship experiences 

that may support behavioral continuity.
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Figure 1. 
A path model depicting the associations among parental alcohol problems, romantic 

relationship status, and changes in alcohol use. The estimates are unstandardized 

coefficients. The information noted inside conduct problems, positive urgency, and dating 

several people boxes indicates which assessment the variables came from (baseline or 

follow-up) and the p-values associated with the mediation effects through those variables. 

Variables are mediators for multiple pathways, which are denoted by the following 

superscripts: aparental alcohol problems→conduct problems→dating several 

people; bparental alcohol problems→conduct problems→alcohol use; cparental alcohol 

problems→positive urgency→dating several people; dparental alcohol problems→positive 

urgency→ alcohol use; eparental alcohol problems→conduct problems→dating several 

peopled alcohol use; fparental alcohol problems→positive urgency→dating several peopled 

alcohol use. Sex and race were entered as covariates but are not shown. *p < 0.05. ** p < 

0.01.
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Table 2
Estimates and 95% confidence intervals for the parameters in Figure 1

B 95% CI p

Positive urgency

 Parental alcohol problems 0.14 [0.09, 0.19] <0. 01

Conduct problems

 Parental alcohol problems 0.11 [0.1, 0.13] <0.01

Dating several people

 Positive urgency 0.15 [0.06, 0.24] <0.01

 Conduct problems 0.55 [0.30, 0.79] <0.01

 Parental alcohol problems −0.02 [−0.17, 0.13] 0.78

Change in alcohol use

 Dating several people 0.10 [0.04, 0.16] <0.01

 Conduct problems 0.14 [0.05, 0.24] <0.01

 Positive urgency 0.05 [0.01, 0.10] 0.01

 Parental alcohol problems 0.01 [−0.06, 0.07] 0.85
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