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Abstract

Objective—To determine whether the effects of negative urgency, a unique facet of impulsivity 

marked by engaging in potentially unhealthy and rash behaviors in order to cope with anxiety or 

negative moods, on drinking behavior can be explained by positive and negative alcohol outcome 

expectancies and specific drinking motives (i.e., coping and enhancement).

Methods—College students (N = 194) completed web-based surveys in exchange for course 

credit. Students completed measures of negative urgency, comprehensive effects of alcohol, 

drinking motives, and alcohol use behaviors.

Results—Results of path analysis indicated significant indirect effects of negative urgency and 

alcohol use through both alcohol outcome expectancies and enhancement motives. The effects of 

enhancement motives on drinking were mediated by positive alcohol outcome expectancies. The 

effects of coping motives on drinking were not attributable to negative expectancies.

Conclusions—Individuals high on negative urgency may consume alcohol in order to 

ameliorate their emotional distress due to strong desires to increase positive and decrease negative 

experiences associated with drinking. Emotion-focused impulsivity’s influence on drinking 

outcomes can be ascribed to enhancement motives for drinking as well as positive and negative 

alcohol outcome expectancies. Prevention efforts should target drinking motives and alcohol 

outcome expectancies among those higher in negative urgency.
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1

Impulsivity is as an important risk factor for engaging in alcohol use among college 

students. Negative urgency, a personality characteristic marked by tendencies to behave 

impulsively in response to emotionally distressing situations, is associated with high rates of 

alcohol use (Cyders & Smith, 2008; Dir, Karyadi, & Cyders, 2013; Fischer Smith, Annus, & 

Hendricks, 2007; Magid & Colder, 2007; Settles, Cyders, & Smith, 2010; Smith et al., 2007; 

Verdejo-García, Bechara, Recknor, & Pérez-García 2007). However, little is known about 

the factors that contribute to their alcohol use. Identifying pathways through which negative 

urgency is associated with drinking may elucidate mechanisms of change that can be 

targeted by prevention efforts.

1.1 Negative Urgency

Negative urgency is a subscale of a greater measure of impulsivity known as the UPPS 

Impulsivity scale (Whiteside & Lynam, 2001). To better understand impulsivity within the 

constructs of the Five Factor Model of personality (FFM; McCrae & Costa, 1990), 

Whiteside and Lynam (2001) extracted four distinct measures of impulsiveness: Urgency, 

Premeditation, Perseverance, and Sensation-Seeking. These measures corresponded to three 

higher-order personality traits within the FFM, neurotism (urgency), conscientiousness 

(premeditation and perseverance), and extraversion (sensation seeking). Urgency describes 

an individuals’ tendency to act rashly when experiencing positive or negative moods. A 

subscale of the UPPS Impulsivity scale, negative urgency describes tendencies to act 

impetuously when experiencing negative moods in order to escape emotional distress 

(Cyders & Smith, 2008; Whiteside & Lynam, 2001). Negative urgency demonstrates 

concomitance with alcohol use behaviors (Stautz & Cooper, 2013), and is strongly 

associated with problematic drinking (Adams, Kaiser, Lynam, Charnigo, & Milich, 2012; 

Fischer et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2007; Verdejo-García et al., 2007). However, the effects of 

negative urgency on drinking cannot be explained by affect alone as negative urgency is 

significantly associated with alcohol-related behaviors when controlling for negative affect 

(Anestis, Selby, & Joiner, 2007). What motivates people high on negative urgency to 

approach drinking, as opposed to other coping options, may provide important insights for 

prevention efforts.

1.2 Drinking Motives

Drinking motives describe specific motivations for engaging in alcohol use that one can 

endorse (Cooper, Russell, Skinner, & Windle, 1992; Cooper, 1994). Two of these motives 

are directly related to affect, drinking to enhance positive affect (enhancement motives) and 

coping with negative emotions (coping motives), and are proposed as potential factors that 

may account for negative urgency’s effects on drinking. Research indicates that both coping 

and enhancement motives are associated with alcohol use and alcohol-related problems 

(Carey & Correia, 1997; Kuntsche, Stewart, & Cooper, 2008; Merril & Read, 2010; Read et 

al., 2003). Drinking to ameliorate emotional distress is well documented (see Kuntsche, et 

al., 2005 for a review), and negative emotions, in particular, predict coping motives (Cooper, 

Frone, Russel, & Mudar, 1995). Those with little ability to refrain from engaging in risky 
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behaviors when experiencing negative emotions may be more likely to endorse coping and 

enhancement motives, anticipating relieving negative emotions and enhancing positive 

emotions.

Adams and colleagues (2012) investigated the role of drinking motives with respect to 

problematic drinking among those high on negative urgency. Negative urgency’s influence 

on drinking behaviors was fully mediated by coping and enhancement motives (Adams et 

al., 2012). Other research suggests coping motives mediate the relationship between negative 

urgency and drinking when controlling for affect-related variables (Anestis et al., 2007). 

However, affect-related motives may not be the only or even the most proximal link in the 

association between negative urgency and drinking. Indeed, the mediation of coping and 

enhancement motives on the relationship between negative urgency and drinking is 

moderated by perceived benefits: Individuals high on negative urgency are more likely to 

respond to coping and enhancement motives if they perceive direct benefits to drinking 

(Coskunpinar & Cyders, 2012). Thus, consideration of perceptions of the probable effects of 

drinking (i.e., alcohol outcome expectancies) among those high on negative urgency is 

needed.

1.3 Alcohol Outcome Expectancies

Alcohol outcome expectancies describe perceptions of physical and social effects one might 

experience when engaging in alcohol consumption (Leigh & Stacy, 1993; Leigh, 1990). 

These effects can be separated into two broad categories: positive and negative (Jones, 

Corbin, & Fromme, 2001). While positive expectancies include feeling socially adept, 

sexually appealing, or enjoying one’s self, negative expectancies include physical (i.e., 

feeling sick, vomiting, blacking out) and social (i.e., fighting, damaging property, drunk 

driving, and arrest) repercussions of drinking. Positive expectancies commonly encompass 

four unique subscales, enhanced sociability, tension reduction, liquid courage, and sexuality, 

and negative expectancies are comprised of three unique subscales, cognitive and behavioral 

impairment, risk and aggression, and self-perception. Although some research has been 

conducted using subscales of the broad measures of positive and negative expectancies, 

Leigh and Stacy (1991) indicated that the subscales of the alcohol outcome expectancies 

questionnaire are not independent and act as joint predictors of alcohol use. Indeed, they 

highlight findings indicating that none of the specific expectancies subscales are consistently 

associated with drinking behavior, whereas global positive and negative expectancies do in 

fact consistently predict alcohol use. Thus, each measure may be best examined as global 

indicators of drinking. Higher positive expectancies are associated with greater drinking, and 

higher negative expectancies are associated with lower drinking (Ham, Zamboana, Bridges, 

Casner, & Bacon, 2013; Sher, Wood, Wood, & Raskin, 1996; Wood, Read, Palfai, & 

Stevenson, 2001).

Fischer, Anderson, and Smith (2004) proposed individuals high on negative urgency develop 

expectancies that drinking will assuage negative feelings as a result of previous drinking 

experiences. Supporting evidence includes the finding that expecting that one will be able to 

modulate or escape negative emotions when intoxicated is predictive of problematic 

drinking, even when controlling for negative affect and drinking motives (Kassel, Jackson, & 
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Unrod, 2000). Other research suggests individuals with avoidant coping styles with high 

positive alcohol outcome expectancies (i.e., social lubrication, tension reduction) are more 

likely to consume alcohol (Cooper, Russell, Skinner, Frone, & Mudar, 1992; Kassel et al., 

2000). Accordingly, negative urgency is associated with tension reduction expectancies 

(Fischer et al., 2004) as well as both positive and negative expectancies (Spillane, Cyders, & 

Maurelli, 2012). Fischer and colleagues (2004) examined whether the effects of urgency 

were mediated by alcohol outcome expectancies, but failed to find support for their 

hypothesis. The direct effect of urgency on drinking may not be attributable to expectancies 

alone.

1.4 Two Indirect pathways to Alcohol use

More complex associations between negative urgency, alcohol use expectancies, and 

drinking motives may exist. Settles et al. (2010) demonstrated that urgency’s effects on 

drinking can be attributed to both drinking motives and outcome expectancies. Whereas the 

effects of negative urgency on drinking behaviors can be attributed to coping motives, the 

effects of positive urgency (i.e., impulsive drinking in response to positive emotions) can be 

attributed to positive outcome expectancies (Settles et al., 2010). However, Settles and 

colleagues (2010) did not incorporate outcome expectancies in their model of negative 

urgency, and only examined one facet of drinking motives (i.e., coping).

Motivational models of alcohol use have commonly incorporated alcohol outcome 

expectancies (Kuntsche et al., 2005; Leigh & Stacy, 1993). These models rest upon the 

assertion that expectancies precede motivations: People anticipate specific outcomes when 

drinking, which fuel their motivations for drinking. Accordingly, research has commonly 

assessed expectancies as predictors of drinking motives, as opposed to motivations 

predicting expectancies, and found support for this position (Cooper et al., 1995; Fischer et 

al., 2004; Kuntsche, Knibbe, Engels, & Gmel, 2007; Urbán, Kokonyei, & Demetrovics, 

2008). People high in negative urgency are predisposed to behave impulsively when 

experiencing negative emotions, but may not be explicitly attempting to engage in heavy 

drinking in order to cope with their negative emotions. Coping may not be the explicit goal 

of drinking, but rather these individuals engage in heavy drinking because they are impulsive 

when experiencing negative emotions. It has been suggested that people high on negative 

urgency may not simply be drinking to cope, but instead may be attributing their drinking to 

desires to cope with unpleasant emotions when reporting their use (Adams et al., 2012). 

While attempting to evaluate their motivations for drinking, these individuals may report that 

they drink to cope with their negative feelings in order to decrease negative affect. Extending 

the same rationale, people higher in negative urgency may report greater enhancement 

motives because they expect that drinking will result in increased positive affect. These 

individuals may explain their behaviors as the result of coping and enhancement 

motivations, and subsequently point to positive and negative outcome expectancies as 

explanations for their reported coping and enhancement motivations.

1.5 The Current Study

Although drinking motives and expectancies have been examined in isolation, understanding 

how these two predictors operate in unison provides an integrative approach that synthesizes 
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the thus far fragmented literature on drinking motives and alcohol outcome expectancies 

among those high on negative urgency. We hypothesized that the relationship between 

negative urgency and alcohol use would be mediated by enhancement and coping motives, 

as well as positive and negative alcohol outcome expectancies. The pathway through which 

coping motives is associated with drinking as a function of negative urgency was 

hypothesized to be mediated by negative outcome expectancies. Coping motives may reflect 

facets of negative outcome expectations, including desire to avoid thinking, concentrating, or 

ruminating about problems (i.e., cognitive impairment), as well as a general lack of regard 

for or respect for perceived social and institutional rules or expectations (i.e., risk and 

aggression). It was anticipated that coping motives would be associated with negative 

outcome expectancies as students high in negative urgency may approach some of the facets 

of negative expectancies because they may provide an opportunity for them to escape their 

negative emotions. On the other hand, the relationship between enhancement motives was 

hypothesized to be mediated by positive outcome expectancies. Individuals high on negative 

urgency may attribute enhancement motives to positive outcome expectations, such as social 

lubrication (i.e., sociability and sexuality) and increased relaxation (i.e., tension reduction). 

A path analytic framework was employed to test the proposed associations.

2. Method

2.1 Participants and Procedures

Participants included 194 (87.6% female) undergraduate psychology students at a large 

public university. Ages of participants ranged from 18 to 56 years old, with the average 

participant being 24.16 years old (SD = 6.97). Thirty-nine percent of participants identified 

as Caucasian, 30.73% as Hispanic, 19.79% as Asian, 16.04% as Black/African American, 

and 25.13% as other. Aside from the overrepresentation of women, these demographics were 

representative of the university population. The institutional review board approved all 

procedures, and consent was obtained electronically as participants completed web-based 

surveys.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Negative urgency—Tendencies to behave impulsively in response to experiencing 

negative affect were assessed with the UPPS Impulsive Behavior Negative Urgency Sub-

scale (UPPS; Whiteside & Lynam, 2001). Negative urgency was measured with 12 items, 

such as “When I feel bad, I will often do things I later regret in order to make myself feel 

better now.” Participants responded to each item on a scale of 1 (Agree Strongly) to 4 

(Disagree Strongly). Responses were averaged such that higher scores indicated greater 

negative urgency, and good reliability was indicated in the present study (α = .89).

2.2.2 Drinking motives—Motivations for consuming alcohol were measured with the 

Drinking Motives Questionnaire (DMQ; Cooper, 1994). The DMQ consists of 20 items, and 

assesses four drinking motives: enhancement and coping were of specific interest in the 

present research. Each motive is measured by five items (e.g., enhancement: “because it is 

exciting;” coping: “to forget about your problems”). Participants indicated how often they 

consumed alcohol for each reason from 1 (Never/Almost Never) to 5 (Almost Always/
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Always) with higher averaged scores representing greater motives. Cronbach’s alphas 

ranged from .88 to .93 for the subscales in the current study.

2.2.3 Alcohol outcome expectancies—Alcohol outcome expectancies were assessed 

with the Comprehensive Effects of Alcohol (CEOA) questionnaire (Fromme, Strool, & 

Kaplan, 1993). The CEOA assesses participants’ beliefs regarding the extent to which they 

expected to experience 38 positive and negative effects while drinking on a scale of 1 

(Disagree) to 4 (Agree). Twenty items assessed positive perceived effects, such as 

sociability, tension reduction, sexuality, and liquid courage. The remaining 18 items assessed 

negative effects, such as behavioral and cognitive deficits, risk and aggression, and negative 

self-perception. Responses were averaged to obtain final scores, higher scores indicating 

higher expectancies, and good reliability was indicated by alphas of .92 and .88 for positive 

and negative alcohol outcome expectancies, respectively.

2.2.4 Daily drinking—Daily drinking was measured with the Daily Drinking 

Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985). The DDQ requires students to 

estimate their typical drinking over the past three months. Students are asked to think back 

over the last three months and fill in seven boxes, representing each day of the week, with 

the number of drinks consumed on that typical day. Weekly drinking is determined by 

summing responses for each day of the week to derive a total number of drinks consumed 

during the week. This measure has demonstrated good test-retest reliability (Neighbors, 

Dillard, Lewis, Bergstrom, & Neil, 2006) and high validity (Borsari & Carey, 2000; 

Neighbors, Oster-Aaland, Bergstrom, & Lewis, 2006).

3. Results

3.1 Data Analytic Strategy

Path analysis with a full information maximum likelihood estimation using Amos version 22 

was used to assess the hypothesized indirect effect negative urgency on students’ reported 

drinks per week. Given the multifaceted nature of the associations between the six predictors 

and college students’ reported drinking, structural equation modeling was chosen in favor of 

examining independent regression models and corresponding coefficients. Path analysis 

allows researchers to examine complex associations between multiple variables 

simultaneously, precluding the use of multiple specified regression models and reducing the 

likelihood of a Type I error, as well as allowing for the modeling of measurement error.

Multiple indices, including the Chi-square goodness of fit, the Bentler Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), the Bentler-Bonett Normed Fit Index (NFI; Bentler & Bonett, 

1980), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; Browne & Cudeck, 1993), 

were consulted to assess model fit. As the present study had a sample slightly lower (N = 

194) than the preferred 200 minimum (Bentler, 1990), CFI was used in addition to the NFI 

as the NFI often underestimates model fit with small samples, whereas CFI is not overly 

sensitive to sample size (Fan, Thompson, & Wang, 1999). Models with CFI values above .90 

were considered decent, and values above .95 were considered good (Bentler, 1990; Byrne, 

1994). NFI values above .95 were regarded as indicating a well-fitting model (Byrne, 1994; 

Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). RMSEAs below .08 indicated good model fit, and values 

Anthenien et al. Page 6

Addict Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 March 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



below .05 suggested excellent model fit (MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). 

Bootstrapping was used for estimating standard errors of parameter estimates as a means of 

addressing non-normality in the data.

The proposed model tested the indirect effects of negative urgency through drinking motives 

and alcohol outcome expectancies. Negative urgency was specified as the exogenous 

variable, whereas coping motives, enhancement motives, positive expectancies, and negative 

expectancies were specified as endogenous variables, in addition to reported weekly 

drinking. Direct effects of negative urgency on coping and enhancement motives as well as 

positive and negative expectancies were specified. Indirect effects of negative urgency on 

weekly drinking through both drinking motives and both expectancies were also included. 

Finally, direct effects of coping and enhancement motives on drinks per week completed the 

a-priori specified model.

3.2 Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations for primary variables can be found in Table 1. On average, 

students consumed about six drinks per week, with a range of 0 to 57. Approximately 28.4% 

of students reported abstaining during the 30 days prior to being surveyed. Correlations are 

presented in Table 1. In addition to drinks per week, negative urgency was positively 

correlated with both indices of drinking motives as well as measures of expectancies. 

Coping motives for alcohol use were positively associated with enhancement motives, 

positive and negative expectancies, and alcohol use. Similarly, enhancement motives were 

positively correlated with positive expectancies and drinking, but were not associated with 

negative expectancies. Although positive expectancies and negative expectancies were 

significantly and positively correlated, only positive expectancies were associated with 

drinking.

3.3 Direct Effects

The hypothesized model was determined to account for 16% of the variance in students 

drinking, and provided excellent fit for the data (χ2(3, N = 194) = 4.50, p = .21, CFI = 1.00, 

NFI = 0.99, RMSEA = .051). Negative urgency was associated with coping and 

enhancement motives, increases in negative urgency were associated with greater coping 

motives (β = 0.37, SE(β) = 0.08 95% CI[0.21, 0.49]) and higher motives for drinking to 

enhance (β = 0.24, SE(β) = 0.08, 95% CI[0.12, 0.37]). Negative urgency was also associated 

alcohol outcome expectancies such that higher urgency predicted greater positive 

expectancies (β = 0.24, SE(β) = 0.05, 95% CI[0.16, 0.33]) and greater negative expectancies 

(β = 0.19, SE(β) = 0.07, 95% CI[0.09, 0.31]). Greater enhancement motives were associated 

with increased positive outcome expectancies (β = 0.50, SE(β) = 0.05, 95% CI[0.41, 0.58]), 

but coping motives were not associated with negative outcome expectancies (β = 0.06, SE(β) 

= 0.07, 95% CI[−0.04, 0.17]). Both positive and negative alcohol outcome expectancies 

were associated with weekly drinking: higher positive expectancies were related to more 

drinks per week (β = 0.20, SE(β) = 0.07, 95% CI[0.08, 0.31]), whereas higher negative 

expectancies were related to less drinks per week (β = −0.17, SE(β) = 0.08, 95% CI[−0.30, 

−0.05]). Although higher enhancement motives were associated with more drinks consumed 
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per week (β = 0.31, SE(β) = 0.12, 95% CI[0.14, 0.55]), coping motives were not associated 

with drinking (β = −0.07, SE(β) = 0.13, 95% CI[−0.34, 0.10]).

Next, coping motives were removed from the model because, although they were determined 

to be associated with negative urgency, no effects emerged between coping motives and 

negative expectancies or drinking. Parameter estimates, bootstrapped standard errors, and 

bootstrapped confidence intervals are presented in Table 2 and Figure 1. This model 

accounted for 16% of the variance in drinks per week, and also provided excellent fit for the 

data (χ2(2, N = 194) = 1.26, p = .53, CFI = 1.00, NFI = 0.99, RMSEA = .00). Negative 

urgency was associated with enhancement motives such that higher urgency predicted 

greater enhancement motives. Negative urgency was also positively associated expectancies 

in that higher urgency was associated with greater positive and negative alcohol outcome 

expectancies. Higher enhancement motives were associated with greater positive 

expectancies, as well as greater drinks per week.

An alternative model in which expectancies were specified as antecedents of motives was 

also examined. However, poor model fit was indicated (χ2(3, N = 194) = 36.57, p < .001, 

CFI = 0.88, NFI = 0.88, RMSEA = .241). Poor model fit was also indicated when coping 

motives were removed from the model (χ2(2, N = 194) = 15.73, p < .001, CFI = 0.92, NFI = 

0.92, RMSEA = .189).

3.4 Indirect Effects

Bootstrapped indirect effects and standard errors are presented in the bottom portion of 

Table 2. A positive indirect effect of enhancement motives on drinks per week through 

positive expectancies was indicated, and this indirect effect was determined to be 

significantly greater than zero. Indirect effect of negative urgency on positive expectancies 

through enhancement motives was determined to be greater than zero. Overall, negative 

urgency had a positive indirect effect on number of drinks consumed during a typical week.

4. Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to determine whether the effects of negative urgency, a 

dispositional characteristic marked by a predilection for behaving impulsively under 

emotional duress, on alcohol use can be ascribed to drinking motives and perceived alcohol 

outcome expectancies. Our results indicated that the relationship between negative urgency 

and alcohol use can be attributed to a unique pathway through enhancement motives such 

that motives for drinking in order to enhance positive affect are mediated by positive alcohol 

outcome expectancies. Negative urgency predicted enhancement motives, and the 

relationship between enhancement motives alcohol use was mediated by positive alcohol 

outcome expectancies. Individuals high on negative urgency consume alcohol in response to 

motivations to enhance one’s positive affect, which are expressed when people hold 

perceptions that they will experience tension reduction or greater positive affect. However, 

although urgency was associated with coping motives, the relationship between coping 

motives and drinking was not mediated by negative outcome expectancies.
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Our findings support prior research indicating that higher levels of negative urgency are 

associated with increases coping and enhancement motives (Adams et al., 2012; Jones et al., 

2014). Results also support prior research indicating negative urgency is associated with 

greater positive alcohol outcome expectancies (Fischer et al., 2004), and extend research by 

examining the association between negative urgency and negative outcome expectancies. 

Although Urbán et al. (2008) found a negative association between sensation-seeking and 

negative outcome expectancies, a positive association between negative urgency and 

negative expectancies was indicated. Individuals high on negative urgency may approach 

negative expectancies because reduced cognitive performance and greater physical effects 

may be viewed as ways to avoid or alleviate negative emotions. However, these findings are 

consistent with Urbán et al.’s (2008) research in that negative expectancies were not 

associated with drinking motives. The current study is the first known attempt to model both 

alcohol outcome expectancies and drinking motives concurrently as mediators of the 

association between negative urgency and drinking behaviors, furthering research regarding 

the interplay of drinking motives and expectancies among this at-risk population.

Adams and colleagues (2012) proposed two possible explanations for the mediating role of 

coping motives in the relationship between negative urgency and drinking: that those prone 

to rash behavior in response to negative emotions drink in order cope with their emotions, or 

these individuals act impulsively and offer motivational and expectancy-based explanations 

for their actions (e.g., drinking to have fun and believing that drinking will result in positive 

affect). The findings of the present study provide support for the latter explanation as 

relatively poor fit was indicated for a comparison model specifying expectancies as 

predictors of drinking motives. The present study suggests that negative urgency 

demonstrates a unique pathway to alcohol use in which enhancement motives’ influence on 

drinking can be attributed to positive alcohol outcome expectancies. While experiencing 

negative emotions, these individuals tend to act impulsively. These individuals’ immediate 

intentions may not be to increase positive affect, but rather they may be acting impetuously, 

which manifests in drinking behavior. Thus, these individuals may falsely perceive that they 

are drinking in order to enhance positive emotions in order to alleviate distress. However, a 

similar pattern was not evident for coping motives and negative expectancies. Although we 

cannot confirm nor disconfirm the possibility that these individuals retrospectively label 

their coping motivations, the association between coping motives and alcohol use cannot be 

attributed to negative expectancies in the current study.

These findings diverge from our initial hypotheses that proposed facets of negative 

expectancies (e.g., cognitive impairment, risk taking) may be ascribed to coping motives 

among those high in negative urgency. Although it was hypothesized that students high in 

negative urgency would approach facets of negative expectancies, such as cognitive 

impairment, to cope with negative emotions, the same argument can be made, perhaps more 

strongly, for the tension reduction facet of positive expectancies. We therefore removed 

coping motives from the model because it does not theoretically distinguish between 

expectancies. We also evaluated a model in which the coping motives variable was specified 

as an antecedent of both positive and negative expectancies, but it was not significantly 

associated with either expectancy and the model fit was much better without coping motives.
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These findings suggest people high in negative urgency may explain their motivations by 

indicating they expected to experience positive effects while drinking. However, previous 

research has provided strong support for the argument that expectancies precede motivations 

(Cooper et al., 1995; Fischer et al., 2004; Urbán et al., 2008). Although motivations 

preceded expectancies when predicting alcohol use in these data, it is important to replicate 

these findings in other samples. Overall conclusions that can be drawn from the current 

study are that drinking motives and alcohol outcome expectancies explain the relationship 

between negative urgency and alcohol use; both drinking motives and expectancies mediated 

the effects of emotion-focused impulsivity on college student drinking. Thus, although the 

reversed order of effects, motivations to expectancies, was empirically supported in this 

study, additional research is needed to further understanding of how negative urgency 

manifests in alcohol use behaviors by college students.

The association between enhancement motives and drinking behaviors was mediated by 

positive alcohol outcome expectancies, but no association was found between coping 

motives and negative outcome expectancies. Further, negative expectancies did not mediate 

the association between coping motives and drinking. That enhancement motives’ influence 

on drinking was fully mediated by positive outcome expectancies suggests people are 

motivated to drink in order to escape from their negative or uncomfortable feelings engage 

in drinking because they perceive that they will experience the positive effects of alcohol 

(e.g., feeling socially competent, sexually appealing). However, that coping motives were 

not predictive of perceptions of the negative effects of alcohol, as hypothesized, suggests 

either this association does not exist or other factors contribute to the influence of coping 

motives on alcohol use.

The cross-sectional nature of this study prevents causal conclusions from being drawn. 

While negative urgency is considered a stable, trait-like disposition, drinking motives and 

outcome expectancies may change over time. Research has indicated that increased 

experience with alcohol influences one’s perceptions of the effects of alcohol (Sher et al., 

1996). Because alcohol outcome expectancies change over time, examining the proposed 

relationships within a single time point allowed for the preliminary assessment of the 

proposed relationships among these varying measures that would be best further tested with 

multiple measurements of each construct. However, controlling for amount of experience 

with alcohol or habit strength may be an important consideration for future researchers 

seeking to parse out the effects of negative urgency on these alcohol-related cognitions 

among students with varying levels of experience with alcohol. Additionally, the current 

study did not randomize the order of measurement instrument presentation to participants. 

As drinking motives proceeded alcohol outcome expectancies in the survey, order effects 

may offer an alternative explanation. Thus, examining how these relationships develop over 

time with randomized presentation order is needed to determine whether these associations 

can be found longitudinally and provide support for causal interpretations.

Individuals experiencing negative emotions and prone to acting impulsively to ameliorate 

those feelings may be more likely to harbor and respond to drinking motives and alcohol 

outcome expectancies. Predictors of these associations are important to identify in order to 

gain a more nuanced understanding of individual-level factors associated with consumption 
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in order to inform theory and prevention efforts. Experiencing negative affect may result in 

different motives for satisfying different needs (i.e., coping, enhancement), which influence 

behaviors only in the presence of high outcome expectancies for use (e.g., decreased 

negative affect, enhanced sociability). The present study suggests this at-risk population’s 

tendencies to engage in alcohol use may be attributable to cognitions that may be targeted 

with prevention efforts.
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Highlights

• Alcohol use expectancies and motives mediate negative urgency’s effects on 

drinking

• Positive alcohol outcome expectancies mediate the effects of enhancement 

motives

• Negative expectancies do not mediate the effects of coping motives
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Figure 1. 
Model depicting the effects of negative urgency, enhancement motives, and positive and 

negative alcohol outcome expectancies on college students’ drinks per week.
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