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From the Lab to Positive Community Norms: 
Putting the Research in Your Hands 

Overview of this morning’s presentation 

• We will review research findings from placebos to 
Pavlov with an eye toward positive community norms 

• Discussion and questions 

Early Applications of the Balanced 
Placebo Design:  Alan Marlatt’s Research 
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“In a world so often focused on 
‘treating’ addiction with tough 
love, Marlatt showed through 
his work and his life that 
kindness simply works 
better…” 
 
Time, March 15, 2011 
 

Alan Marlatt 
November 26, 1941 - March 14, 2011 

 

 Marlatt, GA., Demming, B., & Reid, J.B. (1973). Loss of control drinking 
in alcoholics: An experimental analogue. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 81, 
233-241. 

•  Named a “Citation Classic” in 1985 
by Current Contents: Social and 
Behavioral Sciences 
 
•  Recognized as a “Seminal Article in 
Alcohol Research” in Alcohol Health 
and Research World 

Marlatt, Demming, & Reid (1973) 

• “Participate in a taste study which may involve sampling 
alcohol…” 

• Taste rating task for three drinks (e.g., “bitter,” “strong,” 
“watery,” “sweet,” etc.). 

– Smirnoff, Petrushka, “Brand X” 

– Canada Dry, Schweppes, “Brand X” 

• “Feel free to sample as much of each beverage as you need...” 
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EXPECT 
  Alcohol         No Alcohol 

Total amount 
of beverage 
consumed in 
fluid ounces 

22.13 10.25 

23.87 10.94 13.19 

14.69 

23.00 10.60 

• Expectancy was a significant factor in determining 
amount consumed, amount consumed per sip, and 
even estimates of how strong the drink was 

• Rather than discount the relevance of physiological 
factors in loss of control drinking, highlights the role of 
cognitive factors 

 

 

Marlatt, Demming, & Reid (1973) 

 Lang, A.R., Goeckner, D.J., Adesso, V.J., & Marlatt, G.A. (1975). Effects of 
alcohol on aggression in male social drinkers. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 84, 
508-518. 

• 2 x 2 x 2 design 

• expect alcohol or 
no alcohol 

• get alcohol or no 
alcohol 

• provoked or not 
provoked 
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Lang, Goeckner, Adesso, & Marlatt (1975) 

• Participants told study would test the effects of 
alcohol on personality, learning, and various 
other behaviors 

 

• Told each person would receive a drink 
(regardless of whether or not they were getting 
alcohol) to keep administration procedures the 
same 

Lang, Goeckner, Adesso, & Marlatt (1975) 

• Series of psychological tests, followed by a tracing task 
 

• Provocation condition in half of cases 
 

• Teacher/learner 
 

• Punish for wrong answers with “shocks” (no actual shock was 
given, but provided a way to measure aggression without 
anyone actually being harmed) 
 

• Intensity and duration an analog for actual aggression 

EXPECT 
  Alcohol         No Alcohol 

5.06 

                           Not 
Provoked     Provoked 

4.59 

                           Not 
Provoked     Provoked 

                           Not 
Provoked     Provoked 

                           Not 
Provoked     Provoked 

5.00 4.80 

2.90 3.80 

3.59 2.70 

4.87 3.25 

Means for “shock” 
intensity (range 1-10) 
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• No main effect for what people received 

• No main effect of whether people were provoked or 
not  

• No significant interactions 

 

• However, those who expected alcohol… 
– Gave more intense shocks 

– Gave shocks of longer duration 

 

Lang, Goeckner, Adesso, & Marlatt (1975) 

Behavioral Alcohol Research 
Laboratory (or “BARLAB”) 

• What are ways alcohol affects you positively in social 
situations? 

• What are ways alcohol affects you in “not-so-good” ways 
in social situations? 

• Have you ever had alcohol do different things for you at 
different times? 

Expectancies 
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EXPECT 

  Alcohol         No Alcohol 
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• Expectancies are very powerful 
• Potential meaning for abstainers 
• For those who make the choice to drink, positive outcome 

expectancies can be associated with increased alcohol use 
• For those who do make the choice to drink, many may feel like 

they need alcohol to have fun, even when there are some 
unwanted effects (Vander Ven, 2012) 

• A barrier to considering cutting down could be concern that the 
social effects will be missed 

• The catch?  These social effects don’t appear to be coming from 
the alcohol 

Conclusions 

What are the implications for 
positive community norms? 

Pavlov, Conditioning, and 
Implications for Withdrawal and 

Tolerance 
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Tolerance 

Siegel, S. & Ramos, B.M.C. (2002) Applying 
laboratory research: Drug anticipation and the 
treatment of drug addiction. Experimental and 
Clinical Psychopharmacology, 10, 162-183. 

Types of learning 

• Classical Conditioning 
– Pavlov 

• Association of two events such 
that one event acquires the 
ability to elicit responses 
formerly associated with the 
other event 

 

… … … … … 

CNS Stimulation 
(CNS speeds up) 

CNS Depression 
(CNS slows down) 

Baseline 
(normal 
activity) 

Desired 
feeling 
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CNS Stimulation 
(CNS speeds up) 

CNS Depression 
(CNS slows down) 

Baseline (normal 
activity) 

… … … … … 

CNS Stimulation 
(CNS speeds up) 

CNS Depression 
(CNS slows down) 

Baseline 
(normal 
activity) 

Desired 
feeling 

 

… 

Rethinking withdrawal or craving factors 

• Cocteau (1958) 

– “The dead drug leaves a ghost behind.  At certain 
hours it haunts the house…” 
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• Siegel (2005) 
– “The ‘ghost’ is the conditioned compensatory response…it 

‘haunts the house’…when confronted with conditioned 
stimuli.” 

– “Effective treatment requires an appreciation of how 
conditioning may be used to exorcise the ghost…” 

Rethinking withdrawal or craving factors 

… … … … … 

CNS Stimulation 
(CNS speeds up) 

CNS Depression 
(CNS slows down) 

Baseline 
(normal 
activity) 

Desired 
feeling 

 

… 

Considering cues 

• Even taste can be a cue 
– Siegel (2011) noted that college students who consume 

alcohol in the presence of usual taste cues (e.g., a beer 
flavored beverage) display greater tolerance to 
intoxicating effects than when consumed in a novel blue, 
peppermint-flavored beverage of the same strength. 
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Conclusion 

• “The situational specificity of tolerance” 

– If alcohol is presented “in a manner divorced from the 
usual alcohol-associated stimuli, the effects of the 
alcohol are enhanced (Siegel, 2011, p. 358).” 

• Stimulus control strategies as part of relapse prevention can 
be useful for those making changes in their alcohol use 

• Consider high-risk events that can be associated with changes 
in cues 

• Research ways to incorporate this information into 
prevention/intervention efforts, both for those who make the 
choice to use a substance and for those who may be 
bystanders intervening on someone’s behalf 

Conclusions/Implications 

What are the implications for 
positive community norms? 
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Based on yesterday’s 
discussion, a quick word 
about evidence-based 

strategies 

What do we mean                                                                             
by “evidence-based?”  

“Evidence-based practice is the integration of 
best research evidence with clinical expertise 
and patient values” 
 
Institute of Medicine, 2001  

Environment and 
organizational 

context 

Best available 
research evidence 

Domains that influence evidence-based decision making 
Satterfield, et al., (2009) 
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Reliability of measures 

Validity of measures 

 Intervention fidelity 

Missing data and attrition 

Potential confounding variables 

Appropriateness of analysis 

How do we assess quality of research? 

Source:  SAMHSA’s NREPP 

Environment and 
organizational 

context 

Best available 
research evidence 

Resources, including 
practitioner 

expertise 

Population 
characteristics, 

needs, values, and 
preferences 

DECISION MAKING 

Domains that influence evidence-based decision making 
Satterfield, et al., (2009) 

How do we build an evidence-based 
program? 

http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/courses/Implementations/resources/imp_course.pdf 
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 “The use of effective interventions without 
implementation strategies is like serum 
without a syringe; the cure is available, 
but the delivery system is  not.” 
 

Fixsen, Blase, Duda, Naoom, & Van Dyke (2010) 

Guide to Community Preventive Services 
http://www.thecommunityguide.org 

Suicide Prevention Resource Center Best Practices Registry 
http://www.sprc.org/bpr 
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SAMHSA’s National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices 
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov 

Wrapping Up 

“Giving Psychology Away…” 

• “I can imagine nothing we could do that would be more 
relevant to human welfare, and nothing that could pose a 
greater challenge to the next generation of psychologists, 
than to discover how to best give psychology away…” 

                                                          -- George A. Miller 

•                                                                                           (from the Presidential Address                                                                                                                                     
            to the American Psychological     
            Association in Washington, DC,    
            September 1969) 
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Future research directions 

• Examine potential role and impact of advertising, 
particularly messages received by youth, adolescents, and 
emerging adults, in the development of expectancies 
 

• Continue to study inclusion and impact of expectancy 
findings as part of prevention or intervention efforts 
 

• Consider how to “give psychology away” and bring 
research findings with clear implications to our 
communities 

All the best in your prevention efforts! 
 

Jason Kilmer 
jkilmer@uw.edu 
 

Special thanks to 

Jeff Linkenbach 

Valerie Roche 

 

 

 


