RESEARCH IN BRIEF
Contributions wanted
If you read a paper published in a peer-reviewed journal (or at proof stage) and think it would be of relevance and interest to our
wide audience, send a lively and informative review (up to 400 words) to Tom Stafford on tom@idiolect.org.uk.

More errors, same speed
The relative effects of alcohol on task response times and accuracy. ANDREW SCHOLEY
LCOHOL intoxication
produces a welldocumented profile of
performance deficits. While
some features are shared, these
impairments are unlike those
seen with other drugs in the
same class, even when the
overall level of impairment
is similar. It seems somewhat
surprising that few studies have
directly compared the pattern of
decrements associated with
alcohol with other CNS
depressants.
Research by Brian
Tiplady and colleagues from
the University of Edinburgh
compares the effects of
alcohol with temazepam
(a benzodiazepine) on the
‘speed–accuracy trade off’

SHOUT/REPORTDIGITAL.CO.UK

A

(SATO). The SATO curve
describes the way in which,
when performing tasks that
have elements of both speed
and accuracy, a participant

WELSH DEVOLUTION
JON SUTTON reports.
HE Welsh National Party
may be wasting their time
– attitudes towards devolution
may be little affected by the
way the issue is framed, having
much more to do with internal
attitudes towards the
outgroup.That’s according to
new research by Gregory Maio
(Cardiff University) and
colleagues.
English participants who
held more positive attitudes
towards Welsh people were
more favourable towards the
devolution of power to Wales
than were English participants
who held less positive attitudes
towards the Welsh. But Welsh
participants who liked the
English were less favourable
towards devolution than Welsh
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participants who held less
positive attitudes towards the
English. Presenting devolution
as potentially breaking up the
country or as promoting selfgovernance had little effect
on attitudes.
The authors suggest
that ‘the minority may be
motivated to support
devolution out of a desire
for autonomy from a disliked
majority group’ whereas ‘the
majority may be motivated to
support devolution out of
sympathy or positive regard
for the minority’.
Maio, G.R.,Willis, H., Hewstone, M. & Esses,
V.M. (2003). Intergroup attitudes and
attitudes towards devolution: Field and
laboratory experiments. British Journal
of Social Psychology, 42, 477–493.

can compromise accuracy in
favour of speed or vice versa.
In situations where individuals
become impaired, people tend
to slow down rather than make
more errors (possibly because
during real-life processing, the
consequences of making errors
outweigh those of slowing by
a fraction of a second).
Tiplady has published
a number of papers arguing
that during tasks with both
speed and accuracy
components, compared with
other drugs in the same class,
alcohol produces a relative
increase in errors while having
less of an effect on reaction
times. This new paper describes
the first experiment to test this
hypothesis directly.
Sixteen young adults
visited the laboratory on four
occasions. On each visit they
received either a placebo, 20mg
or 40mg of temazepam, or
alcohol to produce blood
alcohol concentrations of
80–100mg/100ml (the UK
drink driving limit is
80mg/100ml). Each treatment
was administered on separate
days in counterbalanced order.

The participants were given
a raft of cognitive tasks, and
tests of psychomotor
performance chosen on the
basis that they contained
different elements of speed
and accuracy. Mood scales
were also completed.
Information-processing
capacity and memory formation
were similarly impaired by the
two drugs. However, on other
tasks there was a dissociation,
most marked for the Gibson
Spiral Maze: alcohol increased
errors by nearly 50 per cent,
while leaving response times
untouched, whereas temazepam
had no effect on errors but
lengthened the response times
by three to five seconds. These
results have clear implications
for the effects of the drug on
real-life activities, most
obviously driving.
Tiplady, B., Hiroz, J., Holmes, L. &
Drummond, G. (2003). Errors in
performance testing: A comparison of
ethanol and temazepam. Journal of
Psychopharmacology, 17, 41–49.

■ Andrew Scholey is a reader
at Northumbria University,
Newcastle upon Tyne.
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Research in brief

Smother love
leads father
from reality

The Society’s free Research Digest service now has over 4500 subscribers.
To join them, send a message to subscribe-rd@lists.bps.org.uk.
Here’s a sample, by the Digest editor CHRISTIAN BERESFORD JARRETT.

Overprotective parents can get you

LOADS-A-MONEY

down, and switching off doesn’t help.

Do you dream of untold wealth, fast cars and
plasma-screen TVs? Did you know that research
suggests people who strive for financial success
tend to be less satisfied with their lives?
Carol Nickerson (University of
Illinois) and colleagues wondered
whether this negative effect
would disappear if income were
taken into account. Like any
other dream, might the goal of
financial success be
harmful only for those
that fail? Humanist psychologists
would disagree, arguing that seeking
happiness through wealth is destined to fail.
Nickerson and her team had access to the
financial aspirations of 12,894 American students
when they began university in 1976, together with
information on their financial status and levels of
life satisfaction collected between 1995 and 1997.
Contrary to the predictions of humanists,
Nickerson found that the richer people were, the
higher their life satisfaction. And although dreams

JON SUTTON
HERE is a fine line between caring
for your children and smothering
them, and it could mean the difference
between a well-adjusted or depressed adult.
If your child seeks refuge in a fantasy land,
they may just be storing up problems for
later. That’s the message from a new study
by Liz Offen (North Birmingham NHS
Trust) and colleagues from the Universities
of Birmingham and London.
Patients who experienced auditory
hallucinations completed standardised
measures of recalled parental behaviours,
beliefs about voices, depression and
dissociation. Examples of dissociation
included ‘being in a familiar place but
finding it unfamiliar’, ‘looking at the world
through a fog’, and being ‘so involved in
fantasy that it seems real’.
Parental overprotection – but
particularly paternal – was positively
correlated with dissociation, depression
and beliefs about voices being malevolent.
However, in a regression analysis
dissociation emerged as a ‘perfect’
mediator of the relationship between
paternal overprotection and depression.
One interpretation of the findings
suggests that dissociation is used as
a means of escaping the psychological
conflict inherent in an overprotective
family. Dissociation provides an escape
from awareness of distressing and
confusing emotional states, a safe haven
in early life. But the authors argue that
‘dissociation may prove less functional
in adult life and may tend to break down,
leaving individuals vulnerable to
depression’.

T

Offen, L.,Thomas, G. & Waller, G. (2003). Dissociation
as a mediator of the relationship between recalled
parenting and the clinical correlates of auditory
hallucinations. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 42,
231–241.

of wealth at university predicted subsequent
reduced life satisfaction, this relationship
disappeared with financial success.
Furthermore, the enhanced life
satisfaction that came from financial
success was unaffected by whether
individuals had dreamt of wealth when
they were younger.
The message, it seems, is that striving
for wealth and failing will make you
miserable. Financial success, meanwhile,
is likely to make you happier whether
you dreamt of it or not.
Nickerson, C., Schwarz, N., Diener, E. & Kahneman, D.
(2003). Zeroing in on the dark side of the American
Dream. Psychological Science, 14, 531–536.

Weblinks: www.blackwellpublishing.com/journals/psci
www.princeton.edu/~psych/PsychSite/fac_kahneman.html
Syllabus advice: Relevant to cognitive behavioural
or humanistic approaches to psychological wellbeing, and modules on perspectives in psychology.

A SNIFF AND A WHIFF
Have you ever struggled to recall the evocative
scent of a lost memory – perhaps your mum’s best
cooking or a girlfriend’s perfume? Next time, try
sniffing.
New research by Moustafa Bensafi (Helen
Wills Neuroscience Institute, University of
California, Berkeley) and colleagues found that
people sniff when they imagine smells but not
when they imagine visual images.And when they
were prevented from sniffing, the vividness of the
smells people imagined was reduced – that is,
sniffing is not just a side-effect, but clearly plays
a functional role in the recollection of scents.
Furthermore, just as with real smells, people
sniffed more when they were asked to imagine
a pleasant smell like chocolate, and sniffed less
when they recalled an unpleasant smell like urine.
This work reflects similar findings with vision
– when people are asked to imagine a visual image,
their eyes move as if they were really looking at
the object.And if people are prevented from

moving their eyes, the vividness of their visual
image is degraded.The authors concluded
‘Together, these findings indicate that from a
cortical point of view, sensory acquisition (sniffing)
and sensory processing (the experience of the
smell) are inseparable.’
Bensafi, M., Porter, J., Pouliot, S., Mainland, J., Johnson, B.,
Zelano, C. et al. (2003). Olfactory motor activity during
imagery mimics that during perception. Nature
Neuroscience, 6, 1142–1144.

Weblink: www.nature.com/neuro
Syllabus advice: This study shows how
imagination is linked to real sensory experience
and is therefore broadly relevant to topics on
perception (e.g. see AQA spec A (A2) section
on ‘perceptual processes’, part of the ‘Cognitive’
module; and the AQA spec B (AS) section on
visual ‘perception’, part of the ‘Cognitive
Psychology’ module).
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