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Abstract

Research indicates a positive relationship between sharing alcohol references on social media
and drinking behaviour. The current study extends that line of research by assessing the
interaction of risk-related personality traits with alcohol-related social media use to examine
whether social media can be used to identify individuals at risk for heavy drinking behaviour. The
results of a cross-sectional survey among a sample of 638 college students (aged 18–25) indicate
that the positive association between sharing alcohol references on social media and drinking
intentions was strongest for individuals with low levels of sensation seeking and sensitivity to
peer pressure. There was no significant interaction between sharing alcohol references and selfcontrol. These findings indicate that the relationship between sharing alcohol references and
drinking intentions is not uniform for all individuals, and that risk-related individual differences
should be considered in future research and interventions.
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The college years are marked by a significant increase in alcohol consumption (Arnett, 2005; Tan,
2012). Many students perceive alcohol as integral to the college experience and consider drinking
and partying the norm and an expected aspect of college life (Colby et al., 2009; Crawford &
Novak, 2006; Tan, 2012; Wicki et al., 2010). Research on the substance use patterns of emerging
adult college students in Belgium, a country with a tolerant alcohol policy and a legal drinking age
of 16, demonstrates that about one-fourth of college students engage in binge drinking at least once
per month, and one in two students are hazardous drinkers, potentially at risk for active alcohol
use disorders (Van Damme et al., 2018). This is worrisome, because heavy alcohol consumption
has not only been linked with negative social and personal consequences, such as missing class or
getting injured (De Bruyn et al., 2018), but also with an overall reduced quality of life (Dormal et
al., 2018).
During the past few years, social media has been identified as a potential predictor of alcohol
consumption. A recent meta-analysis demonstrated that greater alcohol-related social media use is
related to both greater self-reported drinking and alcohol-related problems (Curtis et al., 2018).
Likewise, a large-scale four-country study demonstrated that daily use of Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, Twitter and instant messaging was associated with higher hazardous drinking patterns,
though national differences existed (Savolainen et al., 2020). The present study adds to this line of
literature in two ways. First, it focuses on an important but understudied domain of media research,
namely social media self-effects. Although self-sharing has been demonstrated to predict alcohol
consumption (D’Angelo et al., 2014; Geusens & Beullens, 2017b; Moreno et al., 2013), and prior
research has demonstrated that self-sharing of one’s own content and exposure to others’ content
are differently associated with risky drinking behaviour (Geusens & Beullens, 2018, 2019), few
researchers are looking at how self-sharing is associated with young people’s drinking behaviour.
Second, the present study aims to advance our collective knowledge by answering the call to
investigate the conditionality of media effects (Krcmar, 2009; Slater et al., 2003; Valkenburg &
Peter, 2013). Conditionality means that under certain conditions, media effects can be more
influential (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). In order to better understand alcohol-related social media
effects, it is important to identify these conditional effects. Therefore, the second contribution of
this study is to examine the interactions between sharing alcohol references and three risk-related
personality traits: sensation seeking, sensitivity to peer pressure and self-control.

Self-Effects of Sharing Alcohol References on Social Media
Alcohol references are omnipresent on social media (Beullens & Schepers, 2013; Hendriks et al.,
2018; Moreno et al., 2010). For example, Beullens and Schepers (2013) reported that over 95% of
the sampled Facebook profiles contained pictures referencing alcohol use. Hendriks and her team
reported that half of their participants shared alcohol references on Facebook, and one out of three
shared this type of content on Instagram (Hendriks et al., 2018). Most often, alcohol references are
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shared to show others that the individual was present at a fun event and to share the fun of the
moment (Hendriks et al., 2017). Alcohol is typically portrayed in a moderate and socially
acceptable way, either in the background or as the focus of the picture; heavy drinking references
such as pictures depicting drunkenness or drinking games are less frequent (Hendriks et al., 2018).
Overall, it appears that most of the alcohol references shared online are derived from real-life
drinking experiences, thus reflecting offline drinking behaviours (Hebden et al., 2015; Hendriks
et al., 2017). Nevertheless, sharing such online alcohol-related references has been shown to affect
future alcohol consumption as well (D’Angelo et al., 2014; Geusens & Beullens, 2017b; Moreno
et al., 2013). Theoretically, it has been argued that content creators can internalize their online selfpresentation (Bem, 1972; Valkenburg, 2017): By presenting themselves as people who enjoy
drinking alcohol, individuals can unconsciously persuade themselves that this is part of who they
are, which can result in increased alcohol consumption. It has already been demonstrated that the
more someone engages in heavy drinking behaviour, the more alcohol references they share
(Geusens & Beullens, 2017b). By sharing more alcohol references, they simultaneously increase
their engagement in heavy drinking behaviour. However, what remains understudied is how this
relationship works.
One potential mechanism through which social media use could be related to drinking
behaviour lies in drinking intentions. According to fundamental and regularly substantiated models
of behavioural prediction, intentions are one of the most important underlying factors of behaviour
(Ajzen, 1991; Cooke et al., 2016). For example, research from other areas of risk-related social
media self-effects has demonstrated that sharing pro-smoking messages on social media predicts
smoking intentions (Yoo et al., 2016). For drinking, it has repeatedly been demonstrated that heavy
drinking behaviour among emerging adults can be highly intentional (Trim et al., 2011; Zajdow &
MacLean, 2014). In addition, a cross-cultural study comparing students aged 18–20 who would be
considered of age in one country (Belgium, with a legal drinking age of 16) but underage in the
other country (the United States, with a legal drinking age of 21) found that sharing alcohol
references can predict drinking intentions in both samples, though there are differences in how this
relationship operates depending on the legal status of the students (Geusens, Bigman-Galimore, &
Beullens, 2019). Thus, taken together, we can expect that sharing alcohol references more often is
associated with greater intentions to consume alcohol (Hypothesis 1). Considering prior
longitudinal data that demonstrated a reciprocal relationship between sharing alcohol references
and binge drinking (Geusens & Beullens, 2017b) and the cross-sectional nature of the present
study, this association between sharing alcohol references on social media and drinking intentions
can be both indicative (i.e., drinking intentions predict self-sharing) or predictive (i.e., self-sharing
predicts drinking intentions).

The Interaction Between Personality and Sharing Alcohol References on Social
Media
Scholars have called for the examination of non-media variables, such as personality, as
moderators of media effects in order to fully understand for whom media effects are most
influential (Krcmar, 2009; Slater et al., 2003; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). These scholars posit that
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some individuals are more responsive to media than others, and individual differences and social
contexts can shape the direction and/or strength of media effects. This implies that media effects
are not equal for all media users, and it is important to identify which subgroups experience the
strongest association between media use and other behaviour. According to Valkenburg and Peter
(2013), there are three types of differential-susceptibility variables: dispositional, developmental
and social. Dispositional susceptibility relates to all personal dimensions (e.g., gender, personality,
values, moods, etc.). Developmental susceptibility relates to cognitive, emotional and social
development. Social susceptibility relates to all social-context factors (e.g., peers, workplace,
cultural norms, etc.). This study focuses on personality as a dispositional susceptibility variable.

Personality as a Dispositional Susceptibility Variable
Prior research has investigated the role of personality traits in alcohol consumption. For example,
studies have found that drinking behaviour can be predicted by different aspects of the five-factor
model (i.e., the ‘Big Five’) (Hakulinen et al., 2015; Malouff et al., 2007) and impulsivity
(Coskunpinar et al., 2013; Stautz & Cooper, 2013). The present study builds on lines of research
that have examined sensation seeking (Hittner & Swickert, 2006), sensitivity to peer pressure
(Griffin et al., 2015) and self-control (Wills & Stoolmiller, 2002) as predictive personality traits
for alcohol consumption. These three risk-related personality traits play a central role in young
people’s drinking and also have direct bearing on intervention strategies (e.g., tailoring media to
appeal to risk-seeking populations and boosting social skills and efficacy surrounding drinking
behaviour).
Sensation seeking can be understood as the need to experience novel and varied sensations and
situations, and the willingness to take risks and use substances to achieve these sensations (Hoyle
et al., 2002). Sensitivity to peer pressure relates to difficulty saying ‘no’ to others, including about
illegal or risky behaviours (Santor et al., 2000), while self-control relates to the capacity to change
and adapt the self by overriding one’s thoughts, emotions and impulses and by interrupting
undesired behavioural tendencies (Tangney et al., 2004). Each of these personality traits has been
linked to risky drinking behaviour. In particular, two meta-analyses on impulsivity as a risk factor
for alcohol use found that sensation seeking was the most important impulsivity construct for binge
drinking (Coskunpinar et al., 2013; Stautz & Cooper, 2013). Individuals with low self-control have
been shown to have more problematic drinking patterns (Koning et al., 2011; Tangney et al., 2004;
Wills & Stoolmiller, 2002), and behavioural self-control training is proven to be an effective
intervention method for alcohol abuse (Walters, 2000). Finally, several studies have indicated that,
because alcohol is a highly social behaviour, especially those with high sensitivity to peer pressure
consume more alcohol (e.g., Daw et al., 2013; Griffin et al., 2015; Mrug & Windle, 2014).
The personality traits under consideration in this study have not only been shown to predict
heavy alcohol consumption using quantitative research methods (see above) but also reflect
motives behind college drinking and online alcohol-related communication that emerge from
studies employing more qualitative approaches. For college students, binge drinking stems from a
desire to fit in and to have fun with friends, a yearning to lose control, a longing to gain
independence from parents and guardians and a desire to experience careless fun (Kubacki et al.,
2011). Likewise, for some, sharing alcohol-related content on social media is argued to be an
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expression of their social identity and friendship-group belonging, a way to augment drinking
experiences and a form of entertainment for self and others (Hebden et al., 2015; Niland et al.,
2014). Simultaneously, it has been argued that especially those who aim to portray a wild or
offensive image are most likely to share alcohol references on their social media profiles
(Peluchette & Karl, 2009). These meanings of alcohol-related communication expressed by those
who are sharing alcohol references tie into sensation seeking and sensitivity to peer pressure.
Nevertheless, online alcohol-related communication is also a careful balancing act in which selfpresentation is a managed risk by which individuals show that they are in control over their own
intoxication levels (Hebden et al., 2015; Niland et al., 2014), thus relating to self-control.
Taken together, considering the research on the relationship between sensation seeking,
sensitivity to peer pressure, and self-control and heavy drinking behaviour, as well as the link
between these three personality traits and the motives behind college students’ heavy drinking
behaviour and online alcohol-related content communication, the present study operationalizes a
‘high-risk personality’ as having high levels of (a) sensation seeking or (b) sensitivity to peer
pressure, or (c) low levels of self-control. Thus, high sensation seeking, high sensitivity to peer
pressure and low self-control were expected to independently and positively correlate with
drinking intentions (Hypothesis 2).

Downward Spirals and Desensitization
To return to the proposition that personality is a potential differential-susceptibility factor in
alcohol-related social media self-effects, several scholars have called for research on the
conditionality of media effects, because while the average media effect is small to moderate, some
individuals are expected to be more responsive to media content (Krcmar, 2009; Slater, 2004;
Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). In answer to this call, the present study is the first to test whether and
how risk-related personality traits interact with sharing alcohol references on social media as
indicators of drinking intentions. Thus, this study investigates which groups of users can be
identified as at risk for heavy drinking behaviour by the alcohol references they share on social
media. Identifying for whom the relationship between alcohol-related social media use and
drinking intentions is strongest is not only relevant from a theoretical perspective, as this engenders
a more profound understanding of media effects, but also from a practical perspective, as this can
help us to identify young people at risk for heavy drinking behaviour based on online behavioural
indicators.
When looking specifically at alcohol-related social media effects, it is unclear what the
relationship between high-risk personality traits and media effects will be. On the one hand, there
is a possibility that the interaction will reflect a downward-spiral model (Slater, 2004; Slater et al.,
2003). This would mean that individuals with higher risk traits potentially experience a stronger
media effect, which reinforces existing personality-based inclinations, specifically their intentions
to drink. On the other hand, desensitization (Funk, 2013; Wolpe, 1982) and ceiling-effects
hypotheses (Cramer & Howitt, 2004) could lead to an opposite pattern of effects. Following the
desensitization hypothesis (Funk, 2013; Wolpe, 1982), it could be argued that those who have the
most experience with sharing alcohol references experience the weakest association between
sharing alcohol references and drinking behaviour, because they are so habituated to this media
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content that they are no longer affected by it (Funk, 2013; Wolpe, 1982). Likewise, it could also
be argued that the added impact of media use on these individuals’ drinking behaviour is low,
because the drinking intentions of those highest in sensation seeking and sensitivity to peer
pressure, and lowest in self-control, are already likely to be relatively high, resulting in no extra
intention to consume alcohol when sharing alcohol-related content. This would reflect a ceiling
effect (Cramer & Howitt, 2004). A ceiling effect could potentially result from desensitization,
though it is also possible that these individuals never experienced a media effect in the first place
because the cognition or behaviour under consideration is already at its peak level before engaging
with the media content. It should be noted that it is possible that, over time, desensitization follows
from a downward spiral (Slater, 2007), but due to the cross-sectional nature of our study, we will
test these theories as opposing hypotheses. Thus, considering the two potential directions of this
interaction outlined by the downward-spiral model on the one hand and the ceiling effect and
desensitization hypotheses on the other hand, we propose the following research question:
RQ1: Do (a) sensation seeking, (b) sensitivity to peer pressure and (c) self-control
moderate the relationship between sharing alcohol references on social media and drinking
intentions?

Method
Sample
Data were collected from 33 colleges and universities in Belgium, a country where alcohol
consumption is generally accepted and is legal from the age of 16. During the second semester of
the academic year, 30 research assistants recruited approximately 20 respondents each via email,
Facebook or face-to-face contact. Potential candidates were asked to participate in a study on
leisure activities by completing a web survey at home. The study was approved by the ethical
review board of the authors’ institution. In total, 645 college students completed the questionnaire.
One-third (32.3%) of the sample were enrolled in a professional bachelor’s degree, 34.3% in an
academic bachelor’s degree, 22.7% in a master’s degree and 10.7% in something else (e.g., a
preparation year between obtaining a professional bachelor’s degree and starting the master’s
programme). Females were overrepresented in the sample (65.8% females), half of respondents
still lived with their parents (49.8%), and their ages ranged from 18 to 25 years (M = 20.8,
SD = 1.6). Seven people (1.2%) indicated they were either younger than 18 and not yet a student
or older than 25 and no longer a student, and these were dropped from the sample. Thus, the total
sample on which the analyses were conducted consisted of 638 emerging adults enrolled in a
college or university.

Measures
Sharing alcohol references on social media was measured using a scale adapted from Beullens
and Vandenbosch (2016), which has previously been used among late adolescents by Geusens and
Beullens (2017a, 2018, 2019). Respondents were asked how often they (1) privately and (2)
publicly shared the following items on any social medium: (a) photos or movie clips or (b) textual
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updates referring to (I) going out,1 (II) alcohol use or (III) being drunk. ‘Private sharing’ was
defined as ‘references shared with a limited amount of people, e.g., through communication via
direct messaging, private groups or group chats’. Responses ranged from 0 (never) to 6 (several
times a day). Confirmatory factor analysis for all measures is discussed under ‘Measurement
Model’.
Intention to consume alcohol was measured using six items, based on guidelines by Fishbein
and Ajzen (2010). Respondents were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale whether they
intended to (1) consume alcohol, (2) engage in binge drinking or (3) get drunk in the coming (a)
month and (b) year. Binge drinking was defined as consuming more than four glasses (females) or
five glasses (males) of alcohol within a timespan of two hours. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Sensation seeking was measured using the eight-item brief sensation-seeking scale (e.g., ‘I
would like to explore strange places’) (Hoyle et al., 2002). Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Sensitivity to peer pressure was measured using Santor et al.’s (2000) 11-item short measure
of peer pressure (e.g., ‘I give in to peer pressure easily’). Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Self-control was measured using Tangney et al.’s (2004) 13-item brief self-control measure
(e.g., ‘I am good at resisting temptation’). Nine items had to be reverse-scored (e.g., ‘I have trouble
concentrating’). Response categories for all three personality measures ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Control variables. Gender (male [0] and female [1]), accommodation (with parents/family [0]
or on their own/with friends [1]) and age (open question) were added as demographic control
variables. Prior drinking behaviour was added as a control variable by asking individuals how
many drinks containing alcohol they have on a typical drinking day (Saunders et al., 1993). Finally,
perceived exposure to alcohol references from friends was controlled for by asking how frequently
they noticed their friends sharing the items described in the sharing measure. Each of these
variables have been found to predict drinking behaviour. In particular, women typically consume
less alcohol than men (Van Damme et al., 2018), and those who still live with their parents
typically consume less alcohol than those who live on their own or with friends (Van Damme et
al., 2018). In addition, there are mixed results with regard to age, but some studies find that risky
drinking behaviour peaks around age 25 (Wicki et al., 2010); prior behaviour generally influences
future behavioural intentions, either through habit strength or as part of a conscious decisionmaking process (Ouellette & Wood, 1998); and exposure to alcohol references on social media
has been linked to greater intentions to consume alcohol (Geusens, Bigman-Galimore, et al., 2019).

Measurement Model
All variables except gender, accommodation, age and prior drinking behaviour were specified as
latent variables to account for measurement error. Sharing of alcohol references was specified as
a second-order latent variable (Kenny, 2016). Model fit indicated that the model could be improved
European Journal of Health Communication 1(2020) 7-29 CC BY 4.0
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(χ² = 5606.20, p <.001, RMSEA(CI) = .07(.07/.07), CFI = .80, TLI = .79, SRMR = .07, AIC =
88415.291). To improve the model fit, the model was respecified following the guidelines by
Harrington (2009) and Kenny (2011). In particular, four items had to be removed because they did
not load onto their respective scales: The items ‘I would like to explore strange places’ (factor
loading = .20) and ‘I get restless when I spend too much time at home’ (factor loading = .35) were
deleted from the sensation-seeking scale, the item ‘I have a hard time breaking bad habits’ (reversescored, factor loading = .11) was deleted from the self-control scale and the item ‘if a group of
people asked me to do something, it would be hard to say no’ (factor loading = .38) was deleted
from the sensitivity to peer pressure scale. In addition, the error loadings of the intention to
consume alcohol in the coming year and in the coming month had to be covaried (r = .67), as well
as the error loadings between the intention to engage in binge drinking in the coming year and in
the coming month (r = .50), between the sensitivity to peer pressure items ‘my friends could push
me into doing just about anything’ and ‘I give into peer pressure easily’ (r = .47) and between
exposure to friends’ textual and visual intoxication references on social media (r = .52). These
changes resulted in an acceptable model fit (χ² = 4281.14, p <.001, RMSEA(CI) = .06 (.06/.06),
CFI = .85, TLI = .84, SRMR = .07, AIC = 80515.98). Additional reliability analyses demonstrated
the scales were reliable after removing these items (see Table 1).

Analyses
Mplus version 8 was used for all analyses except reliability, multicollinearity and normality
analyses, which were conducted with SPSS 26. Multicollinearity was checked following Field
(2009) and not found to be a problem: The largest VIF was well below 10 (VIF = 1.66); the average
VIF was 1.35, which is not substantially greater than 1; and the tolerance was at least .2 for all
variables (smallest tolerance = .60). Tests of normality indicated that our sharing measure was
positively skewed (skewness = 1.86, Kolmogorov-Smirnov = .18, p <.001) and drinking intentions
were negatively skewed (skewness = -.87, Kolmogorov-Smirnov = .12, p <.001). To overcome
this issue, all analyses were estimated using maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard
errors using a numerical integration algorithm. Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlation
analyses were calculated before testing the hypotheses.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics and zero-order correlation. Of the respondents in this
sample, 17.6% indicated they never share alcohol references on social media, while the majority
of the respondents indicated they share alcohol references at least a few times a year. About onefourth of the respondents shared alcohol references at least once per month. Most respondents in
our sample indicated that they intend to consume alcohol in the foreseeable future. Only 2.4%
indicated that they definitely did not intend to consume any alcohol whatsoever. Table 2 displays
the distributions of the frequency of self-sharing and drinking intentions by different levels2 of
sensation seeking, sensitivity to peer pressure and self-control.
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Descriptive Statistics and Bootstrapped (1,000 samples) Correlation Analyses

1. Sharing alcohol
references online
2. Exposure to alcohol
references
3. Intention to
consume alcohol
4. Sensation seeking

1

2

3

4

5

.35***

.30***

.25***

.24***

.39***

.42***

.33***

.41***

.35***

-.25***

-.16***

-.34***

-.38***

-.48***

7. Drinking behaviour

.33***

.32***

.60***

.35***

.37***

8. Age

.04

.08

.06

.04

.09*

10. Accommodation
(with parents = 0)
M (SD)
Median (IQR)
Cronbach’s Alpha

7

8

9

.51***

5. Sensitivity to peer
pressure
6. Self-control

9. Gender (Male = 0)

6

-.20***

-.17***

.01

.04

.8 (.9)
.5 (.9)
.95

1.8 (1.2)
1.5 (1.7)
.94

-.16***

-.24***

.16***

.11**

3.8 (1.0)
4.0 (1.5)
.92

3.1 (0.8)
3.2 (1.0)
.76

-.33***

-.31***
.03

-.03

.18***

-.35***

.01

.04

.05

2.1 (0.6)
2.1 (0.8)
.83

3.1 (.6)
3.1 (.8)
.82

1.3 (1.2)
1.0 (2.0)

-.11**
.13***

.06

20.9 (1.6)
21.0 (2.0)

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05; results reported in the tables reflect measures as included in the final analysis.
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Distributions of Self-Sharing and Drinking Intentions by Different Levels of Sensation Seeking, Sensitivity to Peer
Pressure, and Self-Control
M(SD)

Sensation seeking
Low (N = 102)
0.5 (0.7)
Medium (N = 438)
0.8 (0.8)
High (N = 98)
1.1 (1.1)
Sensitivity to peer pressure
Low (N = 117)
0.3 (0.4)
Medium (N = 411)
0.7 (0.8)
High (N = 110)
1.5 (1.2)
Self-control
Low (N = 109)
1.0 (1.0)
Medium (N = 424)
0.8 (0.9)
High (N = 105)
0.4 (0.5)
Note.

Geusens et al.

Self-sharing
Median
Min - % above % above
(IQR)
Max
0
sample Ma

M (SD)

Drinking intentions
Median
Min % at
% above
(IQR)
Max least 3b sample Mc

0.3 (0.6)
0.5 (0.9)
0.8 (1.1)

0 – 4.9
0 – 4.5
0 – 5.4

76.5
83.3
84.3

20.8
38.5
48.6

3.1 (1.1)
3.8 (1.0)
4.4 (0.8)

3.2 (1.7)
4.0 (1.3)
4.5 (0.8)

1–5
1–5
1–5

52.7
83.6
97.0

29.3
60.3
85.5

0.2 (0.5)
0.5 (0.8)
1.3 (1.5)

0 – 1.5
0 – 5.4
0 – 4.9

66.7
84.2
92.7

16.4
36.0
60.0

3.2 (1.1)
3.8 (1.0)
4.4 (0.7)

3.2 (1.8)
4.0 (1.5)
4.6 (1.0)

1–5
1–5
2.7 – 5

56.4
83.5
96.4

32.5
60.8
81.8

0.8 (1.3)
0.6 (1.0)
0.3 (0.6)

0 – 5.4
0 – 4.9
0 – 3.0

87.2
83.0
75.2

44.0
39.6
15.2

4.3 (0.9)
3.8 (1.0)
3.2 (1.1)

4.5 (0.8)
4.0 (1.5)
3.3 (1.6)

1–5
1–5
1–5

91.7
83.0
60.0

79.8
60.8
31.4

Sharing alcohol references Msample = .8, SD = .9. b Individuals indicating they at least ‘maybe’ intend to consume alcohol. c Drinking intentions
Msample = 3.8, SD = 1.0

a
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Hypotheses Testing
To test our hypotheses, the variables were entered in two steps into the model: In a first step, the
direct relationships between our variables of interest were examined (R² = .46, AIC = 80322.49),
and in a second step, the latent interactions were added to test whether the model fit would
improve, which it did (R² = .55, AIC = 80293.70). The direct relationships did not significantly
change when adding the latent interactions. In particular, we found that more frequent sharing of
alcohol references, higher levels of sensation seeking, being female, having consumed more
alcohol in the past and not living with family were each associated with greater drinking intentions
(see Table 3). The positive relationship between sensitivity to peer pressure and drinking intentions
was only marginally significant, and the negative relationship between self-control and drinking
intentions was not significant. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was only partially supported, but Hypothesis 2
was confirmed.
When looking at the latent interactions, significant negative interactions between sharing
alcohol references and sensation seeking, as well as between sharing alcohol references and
sensitivity to peer pressure, can be observed (see Table 3). This means that the association between
sharing alcohol references on social media and alcohol consumption is the strongest for individuals
with the lowest levels of sensation seeking or sensitivity to peer pressure, and the strength of this
relationship decreases as levels of sensation seeking or sensitivity to peer pressure increase. There
was no significant interaction between sharing alcohol references and self-control. The conditional
effect of sharing alcohol references on drinking intention for the three moderators is visually
Table 3.

Interaction Analyses Between Sharing Alcohol References on Social Media and
Sensation Seeking, Sensitivity to Peer Pressure, and Self-Control
Drinking intention

Sharing alcohol references
Sensation seeking
Sensitivity to peer pressure
Self-control
Gender
Age
Prior drinking behaviour
Exposure to alcohol references
Accommodation
Sharing X sensation seeking
Sharing X sensitivity to peer pressure
Sharing X self-control
Model

β(SE)
β/SE
LLCI
.31(.05)***
5.92
.21
.16(.06)**
2.83
.05
†
.11(.06)
1.91
.00
-.05(.05)
-0.86
-.15
.11(.04)**
2.99
.04
.05(.03)
1.56
-.01
.51(.04)***
13.51
.44
-.02(.05)
-0.39
-.11
.12(.03)***
3.66
.06
-.13(.04)**
-2.93
-.21
-.10(.04)**
-2.74
-.17
.01(.05)
0.15
-.09
R² = .55, p <.001, AIC = 80293.70

ULCI
.42
.27
.22
.06
.17
.11
.59
.07
.18
-.04
-.03
.10

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, † p < .06. LLCI = lower limit confidence interval; ULCI = upper limit
confidence interval
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The conditional effect of sharing alcohol references on social media on drinking
intention as a function of the levels of sensation seeking, sensitivity to peer
pressure, and self-control
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Figure 1. continued
represented in Figure 1. This figure demonstrates that the relationship between sharing alcohol
references and drinking intention fails to reach significance for individuals who score
approximately .80 SD above the mean or higher for sensation seeking and sensitivity to peer
pressure.

Discussion
The goal of this study was to refine our understanding of alcohol-related social media self-effects
by answering the call to investigate the potential conditionality of media effects (e.g., Krcmar,
2009; Slater, 2004; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). We aimed to assess for which subgroups alcoholrelated communication on social media can be used to identify potential risky drinking behaviour.
Extending prior research (D’Angelo et al., 2014; Geusens & Beullens, 2017b, 2018; Ridout et al.,
2012), this study found that individuals who share alcohol references on social media more
frequently have stronger drinking intentions. Although the present study cannot make any causal
claims due to its cross-sectional nature, our findings suggest that – at least for the average college
student – self-sharing alcohol references can be related to intentions to engage in (heavy) drinking
behaviour. Consequently, our findings support the proposition that alcohol references on social
media could potentially be used to identify individuals with greater intentions to engage in heavy
drinking behaviour. Intentional heavy drinking is not uncommon during emerging adulthood, and
drinking intentions are one of the biggest risk factors of heavy drinking behaviour among this age
group (Cooke et al., 2016; French & Cooke, 2012). Demonstrating that online alcohol-related
communication can tap into this intentionality is an important step forward in trying to understand
the role of alcohol-related social media use in emerging adults’ heavy drinking behaviour.
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Beyond this new insight into the association between self-sharing alcohol references and
drinking intentions, we are among the first to empirically demonstrate that the strength of these
alcohol-related social media self-effects is conditional. Although most researchers acknowledge
the theoretical proposition that media effects are dependent on individual-difference variables,
empirical studies implementing these propositions remain limited within the field of risk- and
health-related social media use. It is crucial to study media-effect conditionality to better
understand the size and nature of media effects on individuals (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). Our
findings confirm the conditionality proposition, demonstrating that the strength of the association
between alcohol-related self-sharing on social media and individuals’ drinking intentions can be
dependent on users’ personality traits. Specifically, we find that the relationship between selfsharing and drinking intentions is strongest for individuals with low-risk personality traits and
gradually declines in strength as individuals are more inherently motivated to engage in risky
drinking behaviour.
From a more theoretical perspective, our findings demonstrate the importance of incorporating
conditionality in media-effects research. The traditional stimulus-response operationalization of
the relationship between alcohol-related social media use and drinking-related behaviours and
cognitions that is usually adopted appears to paint an incomplete and oversimplified picture of this
association. Specifically, while a weak to moderate association is found for the average college
student (i.e., the classic operationalization of the relationship), individuals with high-risk
personality traits experience the weakest or even no relationship between self-sharing alcohol
references and drinking intentions, and those with low-risk personality traits experience the
strongest relationship. Thus, while many may instinctively reason that those who are predisposed
to engage in risk behaviour will also experience the strongest relationship between risk-related
social media use and risk-related cognitions, we demonstrate that – at least for alcohol-related
social media effects – the relationship is not necessarily reflective of what would be expected under
a sustained downward-spiral model of effects.
Nevertheless, not all differential susceptibility factors exerted the same moderating influence
on the relationship between self-sharing and drinking intentions: Whereas sensation seeking and
sensitivity to peer pressure were both significant moderators, self-control was not. In the past, selfcontrol has been found to predict a wide range of behaviours, including school- and work-related
behaviours, eating and weight, interpersonal functioning and well-being and adjustment (de Ridder
et al., 2012), but we could not replicate this finding. While we did find self-control to be negatively
related to intentions to consume alcohol at the zero-order level (see Table 1), this relationship was
not maintained in the regression model. It is possible that the variance of self-control was already
explained by the other personality traits in the model. Indeed, an alternative model with only selfcontrol found self-control to be both a significant direct predictor (β = -.15, p <.001) and a
significant moderator (β = .13, p <.001). This demonstrates the importance of testing multiple
differential susceptibility factors simultaneously, as they can be interdependent.
This finding also demonstrates the importance of systematically testing a range of different
personality traits in order to create a profile of an individual at risk. For instance, extending our
sensitivity to peer pressure finding, fear of missing out, or ‘FoMO’, has been related to
experiencing more negative alcohol-related outcomes (Riordan et al., 2015) and taps into the social
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aspects of both alcohol consumption and social media. Likewise, sensation seeking is both part of
a larger personality construct of impulsivity and entails different sub-constructs itself (Hoyle et al.,
2002; Stautz & Cooper, 2013). It would be compelling to compare the different facets of
impulsivity (i.e., sensation seeking, lack of premeditation or perseverance, positive and negative
urgency) and different facets of sensation seeking (i.e., experience seeking, boredom
susceptibility, thrill and adventure seeking and disinhibition) to see which aspects are most
important in alcohol-related social media effects.
In addition, it appears important to take a developmental perspective when testing individual
differences in alcohol-related social media effects. While our study found support for the
desensitization hypothesis, prior research among a much younger sample with comparatively low
alcohol consumption and alcohol-related sharing behaviour found support for a downward-spiral
model when examining the five-factor model as a moderator (Geusens, Vangeel, et al., 2019).
Taken together, these opposing findings hint that the role of differential susceptibility variables is
dependent on a respondent’s age and drinking experience, and thus changes over time. It is possible
that dispositionally high-risk individuals first experience a downward-spiral model, which flattens
as they age until they are desensitized to the media content and experience ceiling effects due to
their dispositionally high drinking behaviour. If future research would adopt a longitudinal
approach and follow individuals as they transition through the different phases of adolescence into
adulthood to test this claim, this would significantly improve our comprehension of how media
effects interact with dispositional vulnerability factors.
From a more practical perspective, we have identified a group at risk for heavy drinking
behaviour that is not usually targeted by prevention and intervention initiatives. In particular,
traditionally low-risk individuals experience the strongest relationship between sharing alcoholrelated content and drinking intentions. Considering that drinking intentions are good predictors
of heavy drinking behaviours (Cooke et al., 2016; Norman et al., 2007), and individuals often
consume more alcohol than they originally intended (Trim et al., 2011), this finding calls for more
attention to the potential vulnerability of individuals who are generally considered relatively ‘safe’
by prevention and intervention workers. Further, these results suggest that the sharing of alcohol
references on social media may be a promising behavioural indicator for this overlooked segment,
which can be used by health workers to identify individuals at risk for the negative consequences
of alcohol consumption.
To date, many personality-targeting prevention and intervention initiatives focus on high-risk
individuals. These initiatives have been shown to be effective in reducing risky drinking behaviour
because they use personality-targeted messages in personality-targeted environments (Lammers et
al., 2017; Newton et al., 2016). However, individuals with low-risk personality traits who are at
risk for heavy drinking behaviour because of their online sharing behaviour may not respond to
interventions and prevention campaigns targeted at youth with personality traits opposing their
own. Consequently, it may be necessary to establish more personality-appropriate messages and
environments to protect this second group at risk, while continuing to target traditionally high-risk
individuals with existing targeted intervention approaches that have been shown to be effective.
Although more research is needed to substantiate this claim, media literacy programs to reduce
alcohol-related sharing behaviour could potentially diminish drinking intentions among
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traditionally low-risk students. Nevertheless, we should be careful in implementing prevention or
intervention techniques without a solid theoretical basis and substantial experimental tests, as these
have been known to backfire, causing a boomerang effect (Stibe & Cugelman, 2016).
Taken together, the findings of this study indicate that for the current generation of digitally
connected youth, alcohol-related communication on social media appears to play a role in their
drinking behaviour. It appears that individuals who frequently share alcohol references can be
identified as having heavy drinking intentions, although not all individuals with high drinking
intentions frequently share alcohol references. Thus, both prevention practitioners and researchers
interested in health-related behaviours should take into account that young people do not only
communicate face to face, and computer- (or smartphone-) mediated communication should not
be ignored when studying drinking behaviour.

Limitations
As with all research, this study has several shortcomings. First, this study relied on self-reports. It
is possible that some respondents over- or under-reported their drinking intentions or their
engagement with alcohol-related content on social media due to social desirability bias. Based on
the current data, we cannot determine the extent to which these self-reports reflect actual
behaviour, but previous research has indicated that self-reports of risk behaviour are usually
reliable (Flisher et al., 2004). Second, the sample under examination consisted of Belgian college
students. Belgium is known to be relatively tolerant in its alcohol policy for adolescents, especially
when compared to other countries such as the United States, which has a comparatively restrictive
alcohol policy. Nevertheless, recent research comparing college students from Belgium with
college students from the United States indicated that alcohol-related social media effects appear
to operate similarly in both populations, despite the differences in drinking culture (Geusens,
Bigman-Galimore, et al., 2019).
Third, we focused on drinking intentions as the outcome, rather than drinking behaviour, and
the intention–behaviour gap argues that intentions may not always result in behaviour (Sheeran &
Webb, 2016). However, it has been shown that when behaviour is easy or fun – as is alcohol
consumption for young individuals – it is more likely that intentions are enacted (Sheeran & Webb,
2016). Fourth, the sample was collected through 30 senior undergraduate students following a
quantitative research course. Though this had the advantage of being able to reach students from
all over the country who did not study at the authors’ institution, it has the disadvantage that it is
possible that the sample is biased, because these students’ social networks were not random. We
attempted to mitigate this bias by using 30 different students who did not participate in the study
themselves and were each asked to recruit a student sample that was as diverse as possible.
Fifth, we did not focus on specific media platforms. This decision was made to overcome the
difficulty of a rapidly changing media landscape in which social media platforms constantly
surface, change and disappear, entailing the risk that research focusing on specific attributes of
specific platforms that exist today may no longer be relevant in five years. Nevertheless, our
operationalization may miss some of the nuances that focusing on specific platforms can engender
(Vranken et al., in press). For instance, Snapchat and Instagram appear to be preferred over
Facebook to share alcohol-related content; glamourized alcohol-related content is preferred on
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Instagram, and more negative alcohol-related content is reserved for Snapchat (Boyle et al., 2017).
Sixth, we used the number of drinks on a typical drinking day as a control variable, instead of
binge drinking frequency. Finally, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow us to test
whether the alcohol references on social media affect the drinking intentions and subsequent
drinking behaviour of individuals. However, research by Geusens and Beullens (2017b) showed
that the relationship between alcohol-related social media use and drinking behaviour is reciprocal.
Finally, as we discussed earlier, there are other personality traits that can play a role in students’
drinking behaviour, such as the five-factor model (Hakulinen et al., 2015), impulsivity (Stautz &
Cooper, 2013) or FoMO (Riordan et al., 2015), which could be pursued in future research.

Conclusion
The current study is among the first to show that the positive association between sharing alcohol
references on social media and drinking intention is strongest for those with low levels of sensation
seeking and sensitivity to peer pressure. For individuals with the highest levels of sensation seeking
and sensitivity to peer pressure, there was no significant relationship between sharing alcohol
references on social media and their drinking intentions. This may be explained by a ceiling effect,
whereby the drinking intentions of high-risk personality profiles were already relatively high. We
conclude that by addressing the conditionality of media effects, health communication researchers
can gain a better understanding of the magnitude of media effects on specific subgroups of
individuals.

Notes
1. Prior research in the population under consideration showed that going-out behaviour is
intrinsically linked to alcohol consumption in individuals’ minds (Rosiers et al., 2014): In
Dutch, the language in which the survey was administered, the meaning of ‘going out’ has a
connotation of partying and going to the pub to drink. This proposition was supported, as no
significant differences were found when testing an alternative model incorporating only the
alcohol-related items in the social media scales (i.e., and not the going-out items).
Consequently, the full alcohol-related social media items scale was used in our analyses,
including the going-out references.
2. Throughout this manuscript, scoring ‘low’ is operationalized as scoring at least 1 SD below the
mean, and scoring ‘high’ is operationalized as scoring at least 1 SD above the mean.
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