
Journal of Management Research 
ISSN 1941-899X 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/jmr 1 

Implicit Cognition for Alcohol in the Workplace: An 
Essay Review Article for Health Promotion and Human 

Resources Management 

 

Keitiline R. Viacava  

Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS), Brazil 

 

Received: Nov. 2, 2016     Accepted: Nov. 27, 2016     Published: January 1, 2017 

doi:10.5296/jmr.v9i1.10248          URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/jmr.v9i1.10248 

 

 

Abstract 

Alcohol misuse is an occupational risk factor and, therefore, a regular theme in 
health-promotion programs in the workplace. However, Human Resources Management 
could expand the effectiveness of these programs, especially if implicit measures, such as 
attentional bias for alcohol cues were assessed. Attentional bias is an automatic behavior, 
which is the tendency to direct attention to emotionally relevant stimuli (e.g., pleasure, 
reward, danger). It was previously observed in alcohol-dependent (and non-dependent) adults 
and appointed as a risk marker to alcohol misuse. Thus, the aim of this paper is to 
theoretically address possible relationships between frequency of participation in 
alcohol-prevention programs in the workplace and attentional bias to alcohol cues related to 
drinking. We suggest that implicit measures of risk for alcohol misuse could be assessed by 
the organizations and that lower results could be found in employees with frequent 
participation in alcohol-prevention programs at work. This discussion can contribute to 
definitions about frequency schedules for preventive actions at work and can support the 
development of cognitive-oriented technologies to identify employees’ implicit motivational 
states in relation to health goals. 
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Introduction 

Unhealthy living habits, such as excessive consumption of alcohol, are associated with high 
rates of absenteeism, low productivity, and poor performance at work (Nigatu, Reijneveld, 
Penninx, Schoevers, & Bultmann, 2015; Rongen, Robroek, van Lenthe, & Burdorf, 2013). 
For this reason, and also because of the organizational context being considered favorable for 
carrying out targeted interventions to reduce these problems, health-promotion activities are 
commonly performed by Human Resources Management (HRM) (Aldana, Merrill, Price, 
Hardy, & Hager, 2005; Bazzani & Sanchez, 2016). However, recent research has provoked 
reflections on the scope of these interventions(Rongen et al., 2013), as a Swedish study 
focused on conscious consumption of beverages by public servants and revealed only low to 
moderate results (Tinghog, 2014; Tinghog & Tinghog, 2016). Understanding how these 
programs affect the drinking behavior of employees is a relevant issue, especially when 
considering health as an occupational risk factor (Cabecas, 2015). 

Factors that encourage the HRM to control the misuse of alcohol include the prevention of 
aggressive behavior at work (Barling, Dupre, & Kelloway, 2009), reducing abusive 
supervisory practices(Byrne et al., 2014) and insubordination (Spicer & Miller, 2016), the 
risk of suicide (Balsa, French, & Regan, 2014; Eliason & Storrie, 2009), the containment of 
prejudice and the social stigma attached to drinking (Gedro, Mercer, & Iodice, 2012), and the 
reduction of medium- and long-term health care costs (Deitz, Cook, & Hersch, 2005). 

Periods of crisis and unemployment may present an additional reason for carrying out actions 
to control the consumption of alcohol, especially if we consider the data showing that the 
economic downturn was positively related to frequency of use and alcohol poisoning in 
middle-aged male and female American workers (Frone, 2016). Some possible determinants 
of the risk for alcohol misuse include such factors as gender (with the highest prevalence 
found in men), individual aspects (depression, traumatic events), social norms at work 
(permissive practices to drink), working conditions (overload, stress, little collegiality), low 
education, and low income (Roche et al., 2015). 

One possible explanation for obtaining moderate (or even low) results in alcohol-prevention 
programs may be because these actions are developed after a behavior model based mainly 
on planned cognitive processes. This trend can be seen in the emphasis given to the provision 
of sporadic or isolated information about the potential benefits to employees in controlling or 
changing their drinking behaviors. By pegging behavior change to future consequences, the 
success of interventions is subject to the planning capacity of individuals; that is, it is almost 
exclusively dependent on explicit, controlled processes, which could impair the results 
(Marteau, Hollands, & Fletcher, 2012).  

It is believed that the effectiveness of the programs depends on the recognition of implicit, 
automatic processes that involve behavior and focused interventions, with frequent exposure 
to associations geared to healthy habits (Marteau et al., 2012). The rationale for this approach 
lies in the set of accumulated evidence, indicating that much information processing takes 
place outside of the reach of consciousness, being unintentional, independent of goals, and 
guided by habit and associative learning (Moors & De Houwer, 2006). Therefore, this study 



Journal of Management Research 
ISSN 1941-899X 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/jmr 3 

is based on the idea that organizations can reduce the risk of alcohol misuse by its employees 
through health-promotion programs, thus creating a healthy work environment. However, 
considering that this result is subject to change implicit processes related to drinking, we 
suggest that implicit measures of risk for alcohol misuse could be assessed by the 
organizations and that lower results could be found in employees with frequent participation 
in alcohol-prevention programs at work. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to theoretically 
address possible relationships between frequency of participation in alcohol-prevention 
programs in the workplace and attentional bias to alcohol cues related to drinking.  

On a theoretical basis, we suggest the use of a multidisciplinary approach, which includes 
studies derived from the fields of HRM, Cognitive Psychology, Experimental Psychology, 
and Additions. Essentially, this study is anchored in the dual-process model of information 
processing (Hofmann, Gschwendner, Friese, Wiers, & Schmitt, 2008), although it adopts a 
more relative view of the distinction between implicit and explicit processes (Cohen, Dunbar, 
& McClelland, 1990; Moors & De Houwer, 2006). In particular, this essay welcomes the 
suggestions presented in the 23rd edition of the influential Human Resources Management 
Reviewin2013 with respect to the use of implicit measures in HRM; this choice was 
particularly influenced by the study entitled Digging deeper or piling it higher? Implicit 
measurement  in organizational behavior and human resource management (Haines & 
Sumner, 2013). 

Cognitive Implicit Measures in HRM 

To advance the understanding of the influence of automatic motivational factors, researchers 
have drawn attention to the inclusion of implicit measures in research on HRM and 
organizational behavior(Barsade, Ramarajan, & Westen, 2009; Becker & Menges, 2013; 
Becker & Cropanzano, 2010; Becker, Cropanzano, & Sanfey, 2011; Cropanzano & Becker, 
2013; Haines & Sumner, 2013). These suggestions are based on advances in the field of 
psychology, in particular on findings that human behavior is not always deliberate, reflective, 
flexible, and motivated by future consequences, but that it is often automatic, implicit, poorly 
controlled, and guided by context (Marteau et al., 2012; Moors & De Houwer, 2006). Implicit 
measures are generally obtained from reaction-time studies; however, its use is not exempt 
from criticism and has potentials and limitations (Haines & Sumner, 2013). 

If the implicit measures offer the opportunity to capture spontaneous responses, which are 
effective in routine situations and not without awareness, then, conversely, they impose the 
challenge of defining what to do with this dimension of human behavior in terms of HRM. 
Adopting a more pragmatic point of view, it is argued about the usefulness of these 
assessments in management, because they are considered rigid, not conscious, and difficult to 
change. One of the reasons for this concern can be supported in the model that anchors the 
distinction between implicit and explicit processes; this is the dual-process model of 
information processing (Hofmann et al., 2008). 

According to this model, observed behaviors in response to stimuli presented for times less 
than half a second are interpreted as implicit (not aware), whereas longer response times are 
considered explicit (conscious). Although the dichotomous distinction between implicit and 
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explicit is claimed to be more didactic than realistic (Cohen et al., 1990; Moors & De Houwer, 
2006), it is relatively convergent with consciousness studies (Block, 2005), which can sustain 
some skepticism about the modification possibilities of implicit behaviors. 

There is, however, an alternative and more flexible view of this distinction, which considers 
the behavior as continuous (rather than all or nothing), able to move from implicit to explicit, 
and vice versa (Cohen et al., 1990; Moors & De Houwer, 2006). For example, it is accepted 
that, with time, effort, and motivation, individuals can evolve from implicit to explicit 
behaviors (Cunningham, Zelazo, Packer, & Van Bavel, 2007; Viacava, Weydmann, Tietze, 
Santolim, & Bizarro, 2016). The opposite is also admitted, but the transition from explicit to 
implicit behavior seems to depend on repeated exposure to new associations (Lopes, Viacava, 
& Bizarro, 2015). 

Health Promotion by Mere-Exposure 

According to the mere-exposure effect, it is accepted that individuals may develop new 
preferences, depending on the frequency of exposure, even if they cannot report explicitly 
(Zajonc, 1968). This supports the previously mentioned hypothesis that repeated participation 
in alcohol-prevention programs at work can cause changes in the drinking behaviors of 
employees. An important feature of this effect is that it can be interpreted in terms of a 
continuum between habituation and boredom. Whereas habituation may influence the 
behavior by familiarity, boredom triggered by overexposure can reduce and even extinguish 
the exposure effect (Bornstein, 1989; B. M. Robinson & Elias, 2005). In addition, the 
relationship between frequency and exposure seems to be quadratic (non-linear), and larger 
effects should be observed between the beginning and the end of the habituation phase, 
declining at the boring phase (Bornstein, 1989; B. M. Robinson & Elias, 2005).  

This idea is particularly relevant for this essay because it highlights a possible relationship 
between frequency of exposure and effect of the intervention. If observed empirically, it can 
support the planning of health programs at work, influencing frequency schedule settings, for 
example. Organizations could focus their preventive actions on the employees’ early years 
with the company and reduce them over time, focusing its investments at the stage of 
habituation. Another interesting feature of the mere-exposure effect is that it can be 
modulated by selective attention (Yagi, Ikoma, & Kikuchi, 2009); a previous study showed 
that not only repetition frequency, but also attention, can influence preferences and attitudes 
(Huang & Hsieh, 2013). This feature can be especially useful for the creation of performance 
indicators or effectiveness measures of health interventions by HRM. 

Following this direction, recent research has focused on the role of selective attention on 
safety at work (Xu et al., 2014). Converging closely with this discussion, the authors used 
two models based on reaction time to measure attentional bias. Their results revealed that 
employees with better security behavior were more likely to direct attention to safety-related 
stimuli as compared with employees with unsatisfactory safety behaviors. They also 
demonstrated that attention was positively associated with motivation and the security 
climate perceived by employees. This research contributed to the understanding of the early 
stages of implicit perceptual processing involved in safety behaviors. However, unlike 
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previous research that focused on implicit attitudes (Burns, Mearns, & McGeorge, 2006; 
Marquardt, Gades, & Robelski, 2012; Molesworth & Chang, 2009), this study introduced 
implicit measures of attention in the understanding of employees’ basic psychological 
processes. 

Implicit Measures of Attentional Bias 

The relevance of discussing the relationship between participation in alcohol-prevention 
programs and the selective attention of employees is based on the accumulated evidence 
showing associations between the direction of attention to stimuli related to alcohol and 
alcohol misuse, and these were observed in alcohol-dependent (and non-dependent) adults 
(Cox, Brown, & Rowlands, 2003; Field & Cox, 2008). The tendency to select potentially 
important stimuli (positive or negative) as a reward, pleasure, satiety (di Pellegrino, Magarelli, 
& Mengarelli, 2011), or danger (Williams, Mathews, & MacLeod, 1996), to the detriment of 
other environmental stimuli, is known as attentional bias. Attentional bias is an automatic 
behavior (Stormark, Laberg, Nordby, & Hugdahl, 2000)that can be affected by several factors, 
such as mood (Hepworth, Mogg, Brignell, & Bradley, 2010), stress(Field & Quigley, 2009), 
self-esteem (Li, Yang, Jia, & Zhang, 2011), and sensitivity to reward.  

Attentional bias is widely known in the literature as a behavioral risk marker to alcohol 
misuse or predisposition to addiction (Dager et al., 2014; Field & Cox, 2008; Robbins & 
Ehrman, 2004). It is believed that alcohol cues can capture attention because they trigger a 
cascade of neural events involved in reward processing as motivated behavior influencing the 
approach or avoidance of stimuli (Field & Cox, 2008). These events can lead to increased 
relevance being attached to the item to which attention was allocated by increasing the desire 
for it and promoting its consumption (T. E. Robinson & Berridge, 1993). 

Attentional bias measurements can be obtained from different tasks and methods (Field, 
Munafo, & Franken, 2009). The most traditional is the modified version of the Classic 
Stroop(Stroop, 1992) or Emotional Stroop (Williams et al., 1996). During the task, 
participants are instructed to quickly identify the color in which the words (e.g., emotionally 
relevant or neutral) are printed and try to ignore the semantic content of the words. 
Attentional bias is measured from the reaction time for naming the words. It is assumed that 
slower reaction times reflect higher interference being generated by the words (Cox, Fadardi, 
& Pothos, 2006; Field et al., 2009). The Emotional Counting Stroop (ecStroop) is an adapted 
version of the Emotional Stroop (Bush, Whalen, Shin, & Rauch, 2006; Whalen, Bush, Shin, 
& Rauch, 2006). In this task, the words are displayed vertically on the screen, and 
participants are asked to press the number key corresponding to the number of times the word 
was listed. The Stroop task was recently appointed as an implicit measure to support the 
selection and performance evaluation of employees in positions that require high emotional 
control, such as those related to customer service and telesales (Becker, Volk, & Ward, 
2015). 

Another widely used measure of attentional bias is the Visual Probe Task, in which a small 
symbol is hidden by a target image (e.g., alcohol) or a control image (e.g., neutral object), 
both simultaneously displayed on the computer screen. The control target images disappear, 
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and the symbol (which may be a dot, an arrow, letters, or geometric figures) is displayed, 
replacing the position occupied by one of the two previous images. Participants are 
commonly instructed to respond to the position of the symbol as soon as possible, and the 
reaction times for the conditions in which the symbol was hidden by the target images are 
compared with the reaction times for conditions in which they symbol was hidden by control 
images (Field et al., 2009). 

The Visual Probe Task was originally developed for anxiety studies (Macleod, Mathews, & 
Tata, 1986), based on the idea that people tend to respond more quickly to stimuli presented 
in the area to which attention was previously allocated (Navon & Margalit, 1983; Posner, 
Snyder, & Davidson, 1980). Therefore, if the employee’s attention is directed to alcoholic 
beverage images, the responses indicate that the symbol position should be faster than those 
arising from its appearance in the position of the control images. In this task, the target and 
control images can be displayed at different exposure times. A high point of this task, unlike 
the Stroop task, is that it allows the measurement of different stages of attention, including 
implicit (automatic) and explicit (controlled) processes. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this essay was to theoretically address possible relationships between 
frequency of participation in alcohol-prevention programs in the workplace and attentional 
bias to alcohol cues related to drinking. Having the dual-process model of information 
processing (Cohen et al., 1990; Moors & De Houwer, 2006) and the mere-exposure effect 
model (Zajonc, 1968)	 as background theories, this paper emphasized the benefits of using 
implicit measures in HRM aimed at controlling alcohol misuse in the workplace. The 
discussion was primarily based on previously methodological suggestions made in a major 
HRM journal (Haines & Sumner, 2013)	and on tested procedures (Xu et al., 2014). Not all 
methodological rigors, or the ethical details that need to be presented in such assessments, 
were discussed in this review paper, which is a limitation. Another limitation is that we did 
not provide empirical proof for the proposed hypothesis. Future studies could test this 
assumption, therefore providing evidence to support, or not support, the measurement of 
attentional bias aimed at controlling alcohol misuse at work. 

Despite these limitations, this essay proposes that HRM programs orientated to alcohol 
prevention in the workplace might have been oversimplified by a planned 
cognitive-processes orientation. Additionally, it makes a contribution to managers and 
scholars who wish to focus on new elements in these programs, such as implicit cognition. 
Although indirectly, it also stresses the benefits of using computerized tasks for the collection 
of implicit measures for HRM. It is worth noting that, in addition to measurements of 
attentional bias, specialized software can create, manage, and extract quantitative data from 
different cognitive-behavioral processes, such as implicit attitudes, decision making, and risk 
taking. Visual and audio stimuli software allows the recorded responses of participants with 
the aid of various devices, such as mouse, keyboard, and microphone (Stahl, 2006). Thus, it 
is possible to obtain quantitative data with relatively high temporal resolution and to make the 
statistical analysis important to the management. 
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