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Abstract

This study investigated consequences of posting about
alcohol on social networking sites and explore their
associations with drinking behavior and social
networking site-related cognitions. A sample of 306
participants aged 15-20 completed surveys from which
the data is drawn. Results revealed that individuals who
posted about alcohol on social networking sites
experienced various consequences, including
interpersonal conflicts, guilt, shame, and embarrassment.
While legal and job repercussions were rare, unwanted
attention and negative comments on posts were reported.
Correlations demonstrated positive associations between
social networking site consequences and drinking
consequences, as well as with social norms and perceived
vulnerability. Notably, the frequency of alcohol-related
posts and willingness to engage in such behavior was not
associated with consequences. Additional item-level
correlations primarily supported the overall correlational
findings. Findings highlight that further research is
warranted to unravel the complex interplay between
social networking site use, alcohol consumption, and
related consequences.

Keywords: social networking sites, alcohol,
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1. Introduction

The rapid expansion of social networking sites
(SNS) has transformed the way adolescents and young
adults communicate, connect, and express themselves.
With the increasing prevalence of social media use among
this demographic, concerns have emerged regarding the
potential impact of their online activities, particularly in
relation to alcohol-related content. SNS provide an
avenue for self-presentation and peer interaction, which
can influence individuals' attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
related to alcohol consumption (McCreanor et al., 2013;
Moreno & Whitehill, 2014). Importantly, both
experimental and longitudinal studies demonstrate that
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sharing alcohol-related content on SNS is significantly
associated with increased risky drinking cognitions and
alcohol use (e.g., Erevik, Torsheim, Andreassen, et al.,
2017; Hendriks et al., 2021; Hoffman et al., 2017,
Geusens & Beullens, 2019; Geusens & Beullens, 2021;
Litt et al., 2018; Moreno et al., 2016; Steers et al., 2021).
However, less is known about specific consequences that
this age group may experience as a result of their alcohol-
related social media use. Understanding the frequency and
consequences of posting about alcohol on social media, as
well as its associations with drinking behavior and social
media-related cognition, is crucial for addressing the
unique challenges faced by this population through
preventive interventions.

Furthermore, investigating the associations
between posting about alcohol on social media and
consequences is critical for understanding the potential
reciprocal influence between the virtual and offline
worlds. Research has shown that exposure to alcohol-
related content on SNS can contribute to alcohol-related
cognitions (i.e. specific thoughts and beliefs) including
alcohol-related attitudes, normative perceptions, and
intentions among adolescents and young adults (Cristello
et al., 2023; Litt et al., 2011; Litt et al., 2021; Litt et al.,
2023). The frequency of posting about alcohol may serve
as a marker of engagement with drinking-related content
and potentially associated consequences as a result of
posting about alcohol on social media. Exploring these
associations can provide valuable insights into the
interplay between SNS use and consequences, informing
prevention efforts and interventions targeting this
population.

In addition, investigations that examine the
frequency of SNS consequences related to alcohol-related
posts and their associations with drinking behavior, SNS-
related cognitions (i.e., norms, willingness, and perceived
vulnerability related to SNS) and behavior among this
vulnerable population is also needed to fully understand
important SNS related associations. As such, the present
study aims to contribute to the understanding of the
dynamic relationship between SNS use, alcohol-related
content, and the associated consequences among
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adolescents and young adults. In the subsequent sections,
we will delve into the methodology, results, and
discussion of this study, offering insights into the
frequency of SNS consequences related to alcohol-related
posts and its implications for adolescents and young
adults' alcohol consumption and SNS engagement.

2. Method

2.1 Participants and Procedures

Data were collected from March 2017 to April
2018 as part of a larger longitudinal experimental study
(blinded for review) that aimed to understand the
relationship between alcohol displays on SNS and alcohol
cognitions, use, and related negative consequences among
15-20-year-olds.

Recruitment efforts for this study were
conducted in the Seattle area through various methods,
which included online and in-person recruitment, print
advertisements, and friend referrals. Of those who
completed the screening survey, 543 (out of 1,017 who
completed screening; 53.4%) met initial eligibility criteria
for the study which included: 1) be 15 to 20 years old, 2)
live in the Seattle-metro area, 3) if age 18-20, drink at least
once within the past 6 months, 4) use Facebook, Snapchat,
or Instagram at least weekly, and 5) be willing to attend
two in-person sessions, and 6) receive parental consent if
under age 18. Participants aged 15-17 were required to
have parental consent to participate. Parental consent was
obtained from 93% of those 15-17-year-olds who
expressed interest in the study.

Out of the 543 participants who met initial
screening criteria, 344 successfully completed a phone
verification (63.3%) call, and of those individuals, 306
(88.9%) completed the in-person baseline survey and
experimental session. Participants who were deemed
eligible and chose to participate were invited to schedule
the first in-person session at the lab, where they completed
a baseline survey, from which the current data is drawn.
The baseline assessment was provided prior to
randomization to condition and prior to any experimental
manipulation. Total time for baseline assessment and
experimental manipulation was 45 minutes and
participants were paid $30.

At baseline, the mean age was 18.38 (SD = 1.32)
and 53.0% of the sample were female. Ethnic and racial
representation of the baseline sample was as follows:
9.2% Hispanic/Latino, 55.9% Caucasian/White, 27.5%
Asian/Asian American, 10.1% More than one race, 3.3%
Black/African American, 2.3% Other, and 7.0%
American Indian or Alaska Native, and 0.3% Native
Hawaiian/Pacific ~ Islander.  Current  educational
background representation consisted of 1.6% not enrolled

in any form of school, 77.1% attending a 4-year
university, 1.6% attending a community college, 0.3%
attending a vocational or tech school, 0.3% pursuing a
GED, and 19.1% attending high school.

A Federal Certificate of Confidentiality was
obtained to help ensure privacy of research participants.
All study procedures were approved by the University’s
Institutional Review Board, and no adverse events were
reported.

2.2 Measures

All measures used in the present study are
validated items or are adapted from validated measures
unless otherwise noted. For all SNS items, participants
were told that ‘posting” or a ‘post’ can include, but is not
limited to, the following: a post consisting of only text
and/or emoticons/emojis, a photograph or picture with or
without text or a caption, a video with or without a text
caption, checking in at a specific location with or without
text or a caption, and commenting or replying to
comments on one’s own post or another’s post. SNS
Consequences were measured using 20 items adapted
from the Young Adult Alcohol Consequences (Kahler et
al., 2005) measure whereby participants responded to a
prompt that said “Below is a list of things that sometimes
happen to people either during or after they post about
their own alcohol use on social networking sites. Next to
each item, please indicate whether that item describes
something that has happened to you in the past month”.
Items were scored (0 = No, 1 = Yes) and the total number
of consequences was summed. Alcohol-related
Consequences were assessed using the Brief Young Adult
Alcohol Consequences Questionnaire (BYAACQ; Kahler
et al., 2005). Participants reported if they experienced any
of the 24 consequences listed in the past month by
selecting “yes” or “no”. Total items were summed to
indicate how many consequences they endorsed with
higher scores signifying more consequences. Participant
SNS alcohol posting was assessed using items parallel to
the Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ); Collins et al.,
1985). Participants reported the number of alcohol-related
posts (i.e., posts about alcohol) they made on each day of
a typical week in the past month. Quantity of posts was
calculated by summing the number of posts on each day
of a typical week. Alcohol consumption was assessed
using the Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ); Collins et
al., 1985). Participants reported the quantity of standard
drinks they consumed on each day of a typical week in the
past month and each day was summed for total drinks
consumed per week. SNS descriptive norms were
measured by adapting the drinking norms rating form
(Baer et al., 1991) and asked participants to report the
number of posts about alcohol the typical male/female
their page shares on each day of a typical week in the past
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month and drinking descriptive norms were assessed
using the drinking norms rating form (Baer et al., 1991)
by asking participants to report the number of alcoholic
drinks the typical male/female their age consumed each
day of a typical week in the past month. For both
descriptive norm items, a sum across days was taken. SNS
injunctive norms were measured by asking a parallel item
to the descriptive norms items, whereby participants
reported the number of posts about alcohol the typical
male/female their age thinks is acceptable to share on each
day of a typical week in the past month and drinking
injunctive norms were assessed by asking participants to
report the number of alcoholic drinks the typical
male/female their age thinks is acceptable to consume
each day of a typical week in the past month. For both
injunctive norm items, a sum across days was taken. For
SNS willingness, participants reported how willing they
were to engage in 24 behaviors (i.e., “post a picture of you
drinking on a public SNS” and “tag yourself in a picture
of drinking”) if they were at a party drinking on a scale
from O (not at all willing) to 4 (very willing) (alpha = .82).
Items were developed for the study by researchers.
Drinking willingness was assessed using 8 items (alpha =
0.91; adapted from Litt & Stock, 2011) that assessed how
willing (0 = not at all willing to 4 = very willing)
participants were to engage in drinking behaviors if they
were at a party and had begun drinking (i.e., “drink
enough to get drunk” and “stay and have 1-2 more drinks).
Participants rated their SNS perceived vulnerability using
asingle item (adapted from Litt & Stock, 2011) that asked
them how likely it was they would regret posting content
about themselves on SNS when drinking on a scale from
0 = very unlikely to 4 = very likely. Finally, drinking
perceived vulnerability was asked by a single item (Litt &
Stock, 2011) that asked how much risk was associated
with having 1-2 drinks every weekend on a scale from 0
=no risk to 3 = great risk. Participant age and birth sex (0
= female, 1 = male) was also assessed.

3. Results

Table 1 presents the percentage of participants
who endorsed various consequences related to their
alcohol-related posts on SNS. Regarding interpersonal
conflicts, 11.8% of participants reported having a fight or
argument with a friend due to their alcohol-related posts,
while 3.9% reported having a fight or argument with a
family member. Endorsement of causing shame or
embarrassment to oneself was reported by 21.1% of
participants, while 7.9% reported causing shame or
embarrassment to someone else. Legal repercussions,
such as encountering legal trouble, were not reported by
any participants. However, a substantial proportion
(30.3%) reported feeling guilty due to their alcohol-

related posts. Furthermore, 18.4% of participants reported
feeling badly about themselves, and 10.5% reported
feeling depressed or sad. In terms of social consequences,
53% of participants  reported that  their
boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse/parents complained to them
about their alcohol-related posts. Additionally, 3.9%
reported having a fight with their
boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse, and the same percentage
reported losing a friend. A significant percentage (25%)
of participants indicated that they couldn't remember
posting about their alcohol use, highlighting potential
issues with memory or impaired judgment associated with
alcohol consumption. Among the consequences related to
unwanted attention, 7.9% of participants reported
receiving unwanted attention from strangers on social
networking sites, while the same percentage reported
receiving negative or unwanted comments about or on
their posts. Only 2.6% reported avoiding hanging out with
friends due to concerns about being made fun of because
of their alcohol-related posts. None of the participants
reported their employer complaining or expressing
unhappiness with their posts.

Table 1. Endorsement of individual consequences

Variable % Endorsed
I have gotten in trouble at home 2.6%
I have gotten in trouble at work. 1.3%

| have gotten in trouble at school. 0%

I had a fight or argument with a friend. 11.8%
I had a fight or argument with a family member. 3.9%

| caused shame/embarrassment to myself. 21.1%
| caused shame/embarrassment to someone else. 7.9%

I encountered legal repercussions 0%

| felt badly about myself. 18.4%
I lost a job. 0%

| felt guilty. 30.3%
| felt depressed or sad. 10.5%
My boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse/parents complained to me. 5.3%

I had a fight with my boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse. 3.9%

I lost a friend. 5.3%

| couldn’t remember posting about my alcohol use. 25%

| got unwanted attention by strangers on SNS. 7.9%

| received negative or unwanted comments about/on the post. 7.9%

| avoided hanging out with friends because | thought | would get made fun of. 2.6%
My employer complained or expressed unhappiness with my post. 0%

Table 2 presents the correlations of the key
variable of interest, SNS consequences with other study
variables as well as the mean, standard deviation (SD),
and range for each variable. Regarding SNS
consequences, participants reported a mean score of 1.54
(SD = 1.93), with a range of 0 to 20. Of note, SNS
consequences were positively and significantly associated
with drinking consequences, SNS descriptive norms,
drinking descriptive norms, SNS injunctive norms,
drinking injunctive norms, and SNS perceived
vulnerability (all ps <.001). However, SNS consequences
were not associated with number of alcohol posts on SNS
per week, number of drinks consumed per week, or
drinking perceived vulnerability.
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Table 2. Correlations of total SNS consequences with
key study variables

Variable SNS Consequences Mean SD Range
SNS Consequences - 1.54 193 0-20
Drinking Consequences 0.36** 4.97 4.09 0-24
SNS Posts per Week 0.18 141 3.97 0-40
Drinks Per Week 0.17 6.96 8.60 0-52
SNS Descriptive Norms 0.41*%* 5.35 6.56 0-62
Drinking Descriptive Norms 0.34** 11.28 7.00 0-36
SNS Injunctive Norms 0.33** 5.13 5.04 0-30
Drinking Injunctive Norms 0.35%* 13.09 9.29 0-70
SNS Willingness 0.06 1.07 0.63 0-4
Drinking Willingness 0.07 2.61 1.03 0-4
SNS Perceived Vulnerability 0.28** 2.44 1.29 0-4
Drinking Perceived Vulnerability ~ 0.06 0.96 0.78 0-4
Age 0.08 18.39 1.32 15-20

When examining bivariate correlations between
all SNS consequence items, although there was variability
in terms of how correlated items were with each other, the
items that were the most consistently significantly
associated with others (s = 0.24 to 0.86, ps < .05) were
getting  into  fights  with  friends, causing
shame/embarrassment to self and others, feeling badly
about one’s self, feeling guilty, feeling sad/depressed, and
losing a friend.

Next, we examined bivariate correlations
between individual SNS consequences and other key
study variables. First, drinking consequences were
positively and significantly associated with all but 5
specific SNS consequences, namely getting in trouble at
work, fighting with family, getting unwanted attention,
getting negative comments, and avoiding friends. Only
one SNS consequence was associated with greater posting
about alcohol on SNS (causing shame/embarrassment to
others; r = .24, p < .05) and no SNS consequence items
were associated with drinks per week. When looking at
SNS and drinking cognitions, the most consistently
associated with individual SNS consequence items were
SNS descriptive norms, drinking descriptive norms, SNS
injunctive norms, and SNS perceived vulnerability (s =
0.24 -0.68, ps < .05). Notably, SNS willingness, drinking
willingness, and drinking perceived vulnerability were
not associated with any of the individual SNS
consequence items.

4. Discussion

Overall, the results demonstrate that posting
about alcohol on social networking sites can have various
consequences for individuals. These consequences range

from interpersonal conflicts and feelings of guilt or
depression to experiencing shame or embarrassment. It is
worth noting that some participants reported encountering
memory difficulties, indicating potential alcohol-related
impairments. Additionally, a small proportion of
participants experienced unwanted attention or negative
comments on their posts. However, legal repercussions
and employer dissatisfaction were not commonly reported
among the participants. These findings emphasize the
potential risks and negative outcomes associated with
alcohol-related posts on SNS. The prevalence of these
consequences highlights the importance of promoting
responsible SNS use, particularly among adolescents and
young adults, to mitigate potential harms and promote
healthy online behaviors.

The results presented in Table 1 provide valuable
insights into the associations between SNS consequences
and other variables of interest in the study. The mean
score of 1.54 (SD = 1.93) for SNS consequences indicates
that, on average, participants reported experiencing
relatively low levels of negative consequences associated
with their SNS use overall, but with large percentages of
participants endorsing certain consequences like feeling
badly about one’s self (18.4%), shame and embarrassment
(21.1%), feeling guilty (30.3%), and not remembering
what one posted (25.0%) it is clear that a significant
proportion of adolescents and young adults are
experiencing consequences related to posting alcohol on
SNS. In contrast, there were several items with no
endorsement (getting in trouble at school, legal
repercussions, losing a job, having employer complain
about posts). This could be either because these events
are just not as likely in this age group or that a month-long
recall period was not sufficient for these less common
items to be endorsed. Future research should continue to
examine frequency of consequence endorsement across
different time-frames in order to determine whether these
are significant concerns or not.

In terms of cognitions (descriptive norms,
injunctive  norms,  willingness, and perceived
vulnerability) and behaviors associated with posting about
alcohol on SNS, SNS consequences were significantly
correlated with drinking consequences, indicating that
individuals who experienced negative outcomes due to
their SNS use were also more likely to experience
negative consequences related to their alcohol
consumption. This suggests a potential co-occurrence of
negative outcomes across these domains. Additionally,
SNS consequences showed significant positive
correlations with SNS descriptive norms, drinking
descriptive norms, SNS injunctive norms, drinking
injunctive norms, and SNS perceived vulnerability. These
findings suggest that individuals who perceive higher
levels of typical or expected SNS behavior or drinking
behavior among their peers are likely to experience risk
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related to their posting and may also be more likely to
experience negative consequences in these respective
domains. Interestingly, the study did not find significant
associations between SNS consequences and the number
of alcohol-related posts on SNS per week, the number of
drinks consumed per week, or either SNS or drinking
willingness. This suggests that other factors, such as the
quality or context of SNS use or individual vulnerabilities,
may play a more prominent role in determining the
occurrence of negative consequences. In addition, age
was not significantly correlated with SNS consequences
indicating that consequences may be more universal
instead of being specific to certain age groups.

Results examining correlations  between
individual SNS consequences highlighted that there is
significant potential overlap in consequences, specifically
those related to feelings of shame and embarrassment,
guilt, feeling badly, and feeling sad/depressed. This has
several potential implications. First, significant
associations between certain consequences implies that
the negative outcomes of SNS use are multi-dimensional.
An incident on SNS may be associated with a cascade of
related emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reactions. As
such, results suggest the importance of more
comprehensive potential interventions that target the
interrelatedness between potential consequences. In sum,
the preliminary results are suggestive that for effective
intervention and  treatment, a  comprehensive
understanding and approach that bridges both SNS use
and drinking cognitions and behaviors is essential. The
emphasis should be on the holistic well-being or whole
health of the individual, addressing both their digital and
real-world experiences.

In addition, individual SNS items were most
consistently associated with drinking consequences, but
not the number of posts per week or drinks consumed per
week. It is not entirely surprising that this mirrors the
results for the total number of consequences. Overall, this
may suggest that there may be underlying factors that may
be associated with increased risk for experiences
consequences of any kind and that perhaps SNS
consequences might arise from the reactions and
interactions on social SNS and not just because one posts
frequently. For instance, even if someone posts
infrequently about alcohol, the nature of the interactions
(e.g., comments, feedback, or negative engagements)
could result in real-world consequences. Additional
research is needed to tease apart this potentially complex
relationship as it is likely more nuanced than simply more
posting and more drinking being associated with more
SNS consequences.

Although the present work is preliminary and
exploratory in nature, there are several potential clinical
implications. First, recognizing the interrelated nature of
SNS consequences, drinking consequences, and both SN'S

and drinking cognitions implies that interventions might
need a multifaceted approach, addressing both
problematic SNS use and alcohol consumption. Second,
because the most consistent associations at the item-level
were between items related to shame/embarrassment,
guilt, feeling badly, and sadness/depression, clinical
approaches may want to emphasize recognizing and
processing emotions like shame, guilt, and embarrassment
in response to SNS posting. Given that these emotions
may be powerful triggers for drinking, learning how to
cope with emotions without resorting to alcohol use may
be a beneficial strategy. Finally, given that age was not
associated with SNS consequences, it is possible that
potential strategies to reduce consequences may not need
to be tailored to specific age-groups.

Despite providing preliminary evidence related
to key associations between SNS consequences,
cognitions, alcohol use and consequences, the present
study is not without limitations. First, given that this
study was conducted with adolescents and young adults
age 15-20, results may not generalize to additional
populations. Next, because the study is cross-sectional in
nature, temporal associations cannot be determined,
which is an important next step to more fully inform
preventive interventions. Finally, it is possible that
participants interpreted what constitutes an alcohol-
related post, and the current data cannot capture whether
participants interpreted that to mean posts in which
alcohol was directly displayed or whether photos were
merely suggestive of alcohol use (i.e., photos of people
who appear intoxicated).

Overall, the results suggest that negative
consequences related to SNS use are associated with
negative outcomes in the domain of alcohol consumption,
as well as with social norms and perceived vulnerability.
However, the absence of associations with posting
behavior and willingness suggests the need for further
exploration to better understand the complex interplay
between SNS use, alcohol consumption, and the resulting
consequences. Future research should continue to
examine these factors with the ultimate goal of validating
ameasure of SNS consequences. In addition, longitudinal
research could delve deeper into the underlying
mechanisms and potential moderators that contribute to
these associations, which would contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the relationship between
SNS use and alcohol-related outcomes.
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