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Relational Aggression, Positive Urgency and Negative Urgency: 
Predicting Alcohol Use and Consequences among College 
Students

Elizabeth M. Grimaldi1, Lucy E. Napper1, and Joseph W. LaBrie1

1Loyola Marymount University, Department of Psychology, 1 LMU Drive, Suite 4700, Los 
Angeles, CA 90045, USA

Abstract

Research on relational aggression (indirect and social means of inflicting harm) has previously 

focused on adolescent populations. The current study extends this research by exploring both the 

frequency of perpetrating and being the target of relational aggression as it relates to alcohol use 

outcomes in a college population. Further, this study examines whether positive urgency (e.g. 

acting impulsively in response to positive emotions) and negative urgency (e.g., acting 

impulsively in response to negative emotions) moderate the relationship between relational 

aggression and alcohol outcomes. In this study, 245 college students (65.7% female) completed an 

online survey. Results indicated greater frequency of perpetrating relational aggression, higher 

levels of positive urgency, or higher levels of negative urgency was associated with more negative 

consequences. Further, negative urgency moderated the relationship between frequency of 

perpetrating aggression and consequences such that aggression was more strongly associated with 

consequences for those high in urgency. Counter to the adolescent literature, the frequency of 

being the target of aggression was not associated with more alcohol use. These findings suggest 

that perpetrators of relational aggression may be at particular risk for negative alcohol-related 

consequences when they act impulsively in response to negative, but not positive, emotions. These 

students may benefit from interventions exploring alternative ways to cope with negative 

emotions.
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Drinking among college students remains a serious health issue (Johnston, O'Malley, 

Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2012; Wechsler & Nelson, 2008). Excessive drinking poses a 

range of risks, from poor academic performance to serious injuries (Hingson, Edwards, 

Heeren, & Rosenbloom, 2009). Previous research has suggested that impulsive personality 

characteristics are important predictors of alcohol-related risk (Curcio & George, 2011; 

LaBrie, Kenney, Napper, & Miller, 2014). In addition, aggressive behavior is positively 
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associated with alcohol use among adolescents and college students (Wechsler, Davenport, 

Dowdall, Moeykens, & Castillo, 1994; Wells, Graham, Speechley, & Koval, 2005). 

Although most of that research focused on physical aggression (Wechsler, Dowdall, 

Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Wells et al., 2005), relational aggression (Forrest, Eatough, & 

Shevlin, 2005) is another important aspect of aggressive behavior. In an extension of 

previous research, the current study examines the interaction between relational aggression 

and the urgency (negative and positive) dimensions of impulsivity as predictors of alcohol 

use and negative consequences in college students. Understanding these relationships has 

the potential to identify high-risk groups and inform alcohol intervention content.

Relational aggression includes indirect aggression (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Warren, 

Richardson, & McQuillin, 2011) and other social means of causing harm (Feshbach, 1969). 

More specifically, relational aggression refers to a perpetrator (i.e., the aggressor) socially 

excluding, rejecting, or avoiding an individual (i.e., the target) and can include behaviors 

such as name-calling, public mocking, verbal criticism, and social exclusion and avoidance 

(Forrest et al., 2005). Currently, most research on relational aggression and alcohol risk 

focuses on adolescents (Skara et al., 2008; Sullivan, Farrell, & Kliewer, 2006). During this 

developmental period, both being the perpetrator and being the target of relational 

aggression is positively associated with greater alcohol and drug use (Skara et al., 2008; 

Sullivan et al., 2006). This may reflect aggressors being more likely to associate with 

delinquent peers, while both aggressors and victims may use alcohol to cope with negative 

emotions associated with aggressive behaviors (Reyes, Foshee, Bauer, & Ennett, 2012; 

Sullivan et al., 2006). Although relational aggression is commonly reported by college 

students (Werner & Crick, 1999), only a few studies have examined the relationship 

between relational aggression and alcohol use in this population (Storch, Bagner, Geffken, 

& Baumeister, 2004; Storch, Werner, & Storch, 2003). For instance, Wechsler and 

colleagues (1994) found that college students who endorsed frequent heavy episodic 

drinking were more likely to report relationally aggressive behavior, such as arguing with 

friends, than non-heavy episodic drinkers. Further, being the victim of relational aggression 

is associated with alcohol-related problems, such as driving after drinking and engaging in 

unprotected sex (Dahlen, Czar, Prather, & Dyess, 2013).

Thus, the association between relational aggression and drinking may extend beyond 

adolescence into emerging adulthood. While past research has focused on being the 

aggressor or victim independently, the current study aims to extend past research by 

simultaneously exploring both the roles of target and aggressor as they relate to alcohol use 

and consequences in a college population. This approach has the benefit of examining the 

effects of both roles while controlling for instances where people may be engaged in 

exchanges in which they are both the victim and perpetrator of aggression (Dahlen et al., 

2013).

In addition to relational aggression, impulsivity is also strongly associated with alcohol use 

and related consequences (Dick et al., 2010; Verdejo-Garcia, Lawrence, & Clark, 2008). In 

general, impulsivity refers to a tendency to act rashly, take risks, and a lack of self-control 

over both behavior and emotions (Whiteside & Lynam, 2001). Impulsivity is a multifaceted 

construct (Cyders et al., 2007) and the dimension of negative urgency, the tendency to 
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respond impulsively to negative emotions such as anger or frustration, is one of the strongest 

predictors of the severity of alcohol problems (Adams, Kaiser, Lynam, Charnigo, & Milich, 

2012; Curcio & George, 2011; Dir, Karyadi, & Cyders, 2013; Verdejo-Garcia, Bechara, 

Recknor, & Perez-Garcia, 2007). Similarly, positive urgency, the tendency to respond 

impulsively to positive emotions, has also been identified as a predictor of problematic 

drinking and consequences (LaBrie et al., 2014; Shin, Hong, & Jeon, 2012).

Individuals with higher levels of negative urgency may engage in impulsive behaviors as a 

way of coping with negative affect (Smith & Tran, 2007; Whiteside & Lynam, 2001). 

Indeed, experiencing negative emotions may lead to reduced cognitive resources and poorer 

decision making (Dick et al., 2010) and thereby increase alcohol risk. Further, given that 

relational aggression is associated with a number of negative emotions (Reyes et al., 2012; 

Werner & Crick, 1999), relational aggression might be more strongly associated with 

alcohol risk for individuals with higher levels of negative urgency. In contrast, impulsivity 

associated with positive emotions may be less likely to moderate the aggression and alcohol 

relationship.

Although urgency and relational aggression are independently positively related to alcohol 

use and consequences, the current study sought to expand previous research by examining 

how these factors interact to predict alcohol use outcomes. We predict that negative urgency 

will moderate the relationship between relational aggression (either as the target or 

aggressor) such that the frequency of perpetrating or being the target of relational aggression 

will be more strongly positively related to alcohol use and consequences for those high in 

negative urgency. In contrast, we predict that positive urgency will not moderate the 

relationship between relational aggression and alcohol outcomes.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants consisted of 245 students recruited through a psychology department subject 

pool office at a midsized, west-coast university. Students were emailed a link to the study 

and after providing consent, completed an online survey for which they received course 

credit. Overall, 92.9% of invited students completed the online survey. Consistent with 

campus demographics, the racial composition of the student sample was 51.2% Caucasian, 

14.9% Hispanic, 12.9% Multiracial, 10.5% Asian, 5.6% African American, 8% Other, and 

0.8% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. The students were 65.7% female with a mean age of 18.9 

(SD = 1.03).

Measures

Demographics—Demographic information such as student age, sex, and race was 

collected at the beginning of the online survey.

Relational Aggression—The Indirect Aggression Scale (IAS; Forrest et al., 2005) 

measures the frequency with which participants exhibit indirect (relational) aggressive 

behavior (aggressor; α = .94) as well as the frequency of experiencing relational aggression 

from other people (target; α = .96). Twenty-five items assessed the frequency of perpetrating 
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aggression (e.g., “Used emotional blackmail”) and 25 analogous items assessed the 

frequently of being the target of such behavior, (e.g., “Belittled me”). Responses were 

scored on a 5-point Likert scale with options ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Regularly). The 

IAS has been found to be reliable and valid in populations of college students (Forrest et al., 

2005).

Negative & Positive Urgency—The current study utilized the 12-item Negative 

Urgency subscale (α = .88) of the UPPS Impulsive Behavior Scale (Whiteside & Lynam, 

2001) and the 14-item Positive Urgency Measure (α = .93; Cyders et al., 2007) to assess 

negative and positive urgency respectively. Response options ranged from 1 (Agree 

Strongly) to 4 (Disagree Strongly). Example items include “When I feel bad, I will often do 

things I later regret in order to make myself feel better now” (negative urgency) and “When 

I get really happy about something, I tend to do things that can have bad consequences” 

(positive urgency).

Alcohol Use—The Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985) 

assessed the typical amount of alcohol students consumed during one week in the past 

month. Participants were provided with a definition of a standard drink (“One 12-oz beer, 

one 4-oz glass of wine, or one half ounce of pure ethyl alcohol, which is contained in one 

1.5-oz shot of 80-proof liquor”). Then, for each day of the week, participants reported the 

average number of drinks they consumed and these responses were summed to obtain 

average drinks per week.

Alcohol Consequences—Negative alcohol-related consequences were examined using 

the Rutgers Alcohol Problem Index (RAPI; White & Labouvie, 1989). Participants were 

asked whether they had experienced each of the 23 consequences as a result of alcohol use 

within the past month, such as “neglected your responsibilities”. Participants rated the 

frequency with which each consequence occurred using a 5-point scale ranging from 

“Never” to “More than 10 times”. The RAPI scores showed excellent inter-item reliability in 

this sample (α = .91).

Results

Bivariate Relationships

The distributional properties of all measures were examined and variables with outliers 

greater than three standard deviations from the mean were set at one unit larger than the next 

most extreme value (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Overall, 95.5% of the sample reported 

behaving aggressively in a relational context (M = 1.57, SD = 0.49). In addition, 91.4% 

reported being the target of such aggressive behavior (M = 1.74, SD = 0.65). As shown in 

the bivariate correlation matrix (Table 1), students’ reported alcohol use was positively 

associated with frequency of perpetrating relational aggression (p < .01), and positive 

urgency (p < .05), but not frequency of being the target of aggressive behavior or negative 

urgency. Additionally, alcohol-related consequences were positively associated with 

perpetrating relational aggression (p < .001), being the target of relational aggression (p < .

01), positive urgency (p < .001), and negative urgency (p < .001).
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Relational Aggression and Impulsivity in Predicting Alcohol Outcomes

Predictors were standardized prior to calculation of interactions. Alcohol use and 

consequence variables were positively skewed. Thus, negative binomial (NB) regression 

procedures were employed. A Lagrange multiplier test indicated that the negative binomial 

model was a better fit to the data than the Poisson model for both alcohol use, χ2(1, N = 245) 

= 245.49, p < .001, and consequences, χ2(1, N = 245) = 99.61, p < .001. At Step 1, race (0 = 

white, 1 = non-white) and sex were entered as covariates. In the regression predicting 

consequences, alcohol use was also included as a covariate at Step 1. At Step 2, frequency of 

aggressive behavior, frequency of being the target of aggressive behavior, negative urgency, 

and positive urgency were entered. Finally, at Step 3 interaction terms involving negative 

urgency, positive urgency and both forms of aggression were entered into the models.

Table 2 presents the NB regression model predicting alcohol use. Greater frequency of being 

the perpetrator of relational aggression (β = 0.31, p < .05), and lower frequency of being the 

target of relational aggression (β = −0.26, p < .05) predicted greater alcohol use. However, 

neither negative urgency, positive urgency, nor the interactions terms predicted alcohol use.

Table 3 shows the NB regression model predicting alcohol-related consequences. After 

controlling for alcohol use, greater negative urgency predicted more alcohol consequences 

(β = 0.26, p < .05). Further, the interaction between negative urgency and frequency of 

engaging in aggression (β = 0.29, p < .05) as well as the interaction between positive 

urgency and frequency of being the target of aggression (β = −0.35, p < .05) were 

significant.

Simple slopes were graphed at one standard deviation below (low urgency) and above (high 

urgency) the means (Aiken & West, 1991). Among participants with high levels of negative 

urgency, perpetrating relational aggression predicted more consequences (Figure 1). In 

addition, being the target of relational aggression was associated with greater consequences 

for those low, but not high, in positive urgency (Figure 2).

Discussion

The current study advances past research by investigating the impact of both being the 

perpetrator and being the victim of relational aggression on alcohol use and consequences 

and examining whether impulsivity moderates these relationships in college students. In 

partial support of our hypotheses, negative urgency moderated the relationship between 

being the aggressor and consequences, but not the relationship between being the target and 

consequences. Perpetrating relational aggression was more strongly related to consequences 

for students with higher levels, as opposed to lower levels, of negative urgency. Contrary to 

our hypotheses, positive urgency did moderate the relationship between being the target of 

aggression and consequences, such that being the target of relational aggression was 

negatively associated with consequences for those high in positive urgency. Being the target 

of aggression may actually have decreased alcohol consequences by reducing positive 

emotions. Neither of the impulsivity variables moderated the relationships between 

relational aggression and alcohol use.
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Although previous research indicates that aggressors tend to experience more alcohol 

problems (Storch et al., 2004), possibly as a result of using alcohol to cope with negative 

emotions (Reyes et al., 2012), the current findings suggest that this relationship is strongest 

for those who act impulsively to reduce negative emotions. Given that positive urgency did 

not moderate this relationship, the combination of poor impulse control and aggressive 

behavior alone may not increase risk, but more specifically acting impulsively when 

experiencing negative emotions increases the influence of aggressive behavior on alcohol 

consequences.

Negative urgency did not moderate the relationship between being the victim of aggression 

and alcohol consequences. Though there may be some overlap in their emotional responses, 

student aggressors are likely to experience a different range of negative emotions (e.g., 

anger, frustration; Werner & Crick, 1999) than those who are the targets of aggression (e.g., 

sadness, hurt; Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2010). These different patterns of emotional 

responses may help explain the current findings. Past research indicates that different 

affective states may interact with negative urgency in unique ways to predict alcohol 

outcomes (Karyadi, Coskunpinar, Dir, & Cyders, 2013). For example, Karyadi and 

colleagues suggested that negative urgency only appears to be associated with alcohol use 

for those with more stable levels of anxiety-depression, but not for those who have 

fluctuating levels of these emotions; whereas it is positively related to risky alcohol 

outcomes regardless of whether anger is experienced intermittently or consistently. Further 

research is needed to explore how different types of negative emotions interact with negative 

urgency to predict alcohol outcomes.

While adolescent research indicates that being the target of relational aggression may be an 

important risk factor for alcohol problems (Sullivan et al., 2006), the current study suggests 

that this may not be the case in college students. First, there was no significant bivariate 

relationship between frequency of being the target of aggression and alcohol use. After 

controlling for demographics, negative urgency, positive urgency and the frequency of 

perpetrating aggressive acts, students who were more frequently the subject of relational 

aggression tended to drink less alcohol than those who experienced little relational 

aggression. This finding may reflect a suppression effect (McNemar, 1969). It may be that 

targets of relational aggression tend to withdraw from, or are deliberately excluded from, 

social activities where alcohol use is taking place. Alternatively, in comparison to younger 

adolescents, college students may have developed better coping skills for dealing with 

relational aggression and social exclusion; therefore, experiencing this form of aggression 

may not contribute importantly to alcohol use.

Given the interaction between negative urgency and perpetrating aggression, college 

counseling staff may consider screening students who report problems associated with 

aggression and impulsivity for alcohol problems and implementing targeted alcohol 

interventions with this population. These interventions might examine how students deal 

with negative emotions, such as aggression, hostility, frustrations, and help students 

recognize the links between aggression, impulsive behaviors and alcohol consequences. 

Research among adolescents suggests that personality-targeted interventions may be 
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beneficial for reducing alcohol (Conrod, Castellanos-Ryan, & Mackie, 2011). Expanding 

this line of research to address alcohol use among college students may also be beneficial.

The current study has a number of limitations including the use of cross-sectional data that 

does not allow for inferences about temporal order. It is possible that there is a bidirectional 

relationship between relational aggression and alcohol problems, such that students not only 

use alcohol to deal with the negative emotions associated with relational aggression, but that 

alcohol use also facilitates aggressive behavior. Additionally, although students were 

assured of the confidentiality of their responses, they may have underreported the frequency 

with which they perpetrated and/or experienced relational aggression. While the current 

study adds to the limited research exploring alcohol use and relational aggression among 

college students, research exploring this association among non-college attending emerging 

adults is also needed. It may be that that social environment of college, where alcohol use is 

prevalent and students often live, socialize and study together in close quarters may increase 

the likelihood of relational aggression and related alcohol problems. Finally, past research 

suggests that it may be important to consider the context of relational aggression (Murray-

Close, Ostrov, Nelson, Crick, & Coccaro, 2010). For example, being the target of romantic 

as opposed to peer relational aggression may be more strongly associated with alcohol 

problems. This, too, needs further exploration.

Consistent with research demonstrating that relational aggression in common among college 

students (Werner & Crick, 1999), the majority of participants in the current study indicated 

that they had both been the victim and perpetrator of some form of relational aggression. In 

an extension of past research, the current study examines the influence of being both the 

target and perpetrator of relational aggression in college students, and the interaction of 

relational aggression and urgency. The findings indicate that the frequency of engaging in 

relational aggression is a stronger predictor of alcohol use than being the target of relational 

aggression. Further, engaging in relational aggression was associated with more alcohol 

problems for those who had trouble controlling their behavior when experiencing negative 

emotions. College alcohol interventions examining effective approaches for coping with 

negative emotions and impulsive personality traits may be more beneficial for the 

perpetrators, rather than targets, of relational aggression.
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Figure 1. 
Interaction between frequency of perpetrating relational aggression and negative urgency 

with negative alcohol-related consequences. The frequency of perpetrating aggression is 

plotted from 1 SD below the mean to 1 SD above the mean.
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Figure 2. 
Interaction between frequency of being the target of relational aggression and positive 

urgency with negative consequences. The frequency of being the target of aggression is 

plotted from 1 SD below the mean to 1 SD above the mean.
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