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Abstract 

 
Although there is a robust literature examining normative discrepancies for drinking, less is known 
related to normative discrepancies related to alcohol-posting behavior on social networking sites 
(SNS). Given that SNS are posited to be an important risk factor for adolescent and young adult 
alcohol use, the aims of the present study were to: (1) document descriptive and injunctive 
normative discrepancies for number of alcohol-related posts on SNS, (2) examine associations 
between frequency of using SNS platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat) and descriptive and 
injunctive normative discrepancies, and (3) to examine whether descriptive and injunctive 
normative discrepancies are associated with willingness to use alcohol and drinking among 
adolescents and young adults. Data were drawn from the baseline assessment of a larger 
longitudinal experimental study (N= 306, age 15-20). Overall, participants perceived that their 
peers are more approving of and post about alcohol use more often than they do themselves, thus 
indicating significant descriptive and injunctive normative discrepancies. More frequent use of 
Facebook was associated with having greater descriptive normative discrepancies, whereas 
frequency of both Facebook and Instagram use were associated with greater injunctive normative 
discrepancies. Results further indicated that controlling for frequency of SNS use, descriptive 
normative discrepancies, but not injunctive, were associated with greater willingness to drink and 
drinks per week. Results provide evidence that in particular, descriptive normative discrepancies 
for SNS use may be important to target when planning intervention programs to reduce the impact 
of SNS use on adolescent and young adult alcohol use. 

 
*Corresponding author can be reached at: dana.litt@unthsc.edu  
 

Adolescent and young adult alcohol use 
remains a significant public health concern 
with approximately 19% of individuals aged 
12 to 20 years reporting using alcohol and 
11.4% engaging in heavy episodic drinking 
(defined as having five drinks for men or four 
drinks for women in the span of two hours; 
SAMHSA, 2019) in the past 30 days. 
Although there have not been significant 
increases in alcohol consumption over the 

past decade (Grucza et al., 2018; NIDA, 
2019), adolescent and young adult alcohol 
use increases the risk for acute and long-term 
negative consequences (Bolland et al., 2016; 
Eaton et al., 2012). One risk factor associated 
with adolescent and young adult alcohol use 
is social networking site (SNS) use. The vast 
majority of adolescents and young adults are 
active on SNS, with research indicating that 
among adolescents age 13-17, 72% use 
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Instagram, 69% use Snapchat, and 51% use 
Facebook (Lenhart et al., 2015), whereas 
among individuals aged 18-24 years old, 68% 
use Facebook, 71% use Instagram, and 78% 
use Snapchat (Smith & Anderson, 2018). On 
average, individuals reported spending 136 
minutes per day on SNS (Clement, 2020), 
which is a marked increase from 90 minutes 
of average daily use in 2012 (Clement, 2020).  

Given how frequently adolescents and 
young adults use SNS, in conjunction with 
research indicating many SNS profiles 
contain alcohol-related content, most of 
which portray alcohol use in a positive light 
(Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2015; McCreanor et 
al., 2013; Moreno et al., 2012, 2016, 2019), 
SNS are influential risk-conducive 
environments for adolescent and young adult 
alcohol use. Both experimental and 
longitudinal studies demonstrate that viewing 
and sharing SNS alcohol-related content is 
associated with risky drinking cognitions and 
alcohol use (Boyle et al., 2016; Geusens & 
Beullens, 2018; Hoffman et al., 2017; Litt & 
Stock, 2011; Litt et al., 2018; Moreno et al., 
2015; Nesi et al., 2017). Additionally, 
posting alcohol-related content on SNS may 
be a reflection of actual alcohol use and 
perceived drinking norms (D’Angelo et al., 
2014; Geusens & Buellens, 2017; Westgate 
et al., 2014).  

Although SNS are considered risk factors 
for alcohol use among adolescents and young 
adults, specific features of SNS platforms 
differ and thus may have differential 
associations with drinking. For example, 
Facebook’s features include posting photos 
and status updates, and creating events and 
groups, whereas on Instagram users share 
photos, which can be liked or commented on 
by their followers indefinitely, so long as the 
user does not manually delete content. In 
contrast, Snapchat automatically deletes 
messages sent in one-on-one chats after both 
users have opened the chat and deletes 
unopened chats after 30 days. Individuals can 

save chat messages manually, although this is 
not the default option. Snapchat users can 
also post short videos and pictures to their 
stories that automatically disappear 24 hours 
after being posted. The unique features and 
interactive capabilities across platforms, 
coupled with findings that SNS users may 
post and/or be exposed to alcohol-related 
content differently across platforms (Boyle et 
al., 2017),  suggest that research is needed to 
understand their independent associations 
with adolescent and young adult alcohol use.  

Alcohol use during adolescence and 
young adulthood typically occurs in the 
context of peers (e.g., Barnes et al., 2006; 
Bersamin et al., 2016; Lipperman-Kreda, et 
al., 2018) and as such peer influences are 
central to several theoretical models used to 
explain substance use (Bhochhibhoya & 
Branscum 2020; Fishbein & Yzer, 2003; 
Gerrard et al., 2008). Specific to adolescents 
and young adults, the prototype willingness 
model (PWM; Gerrard et al., 2008) aims to 
explain decisions to engage in health risk 
behaviors and conceptualizes descriptive and 
injunctive normative perceptions as key 
antecedents to behavior, including drinking. 
Within the PWM, descriptive norms refer to 
the perception of other’s quantity and 
frequency of alcohol consumption, whereas 
injunctive norms refer to the perceived 
approval of drinking (Borsari & Carey, 2003; 
Cialdini et al., 1990). Perceived descriptive 
and injunctive drinking norms are 
significantly related to willingness to use 
alcohol (i.e., openness to drinking if the 
opportunity were presented), as well as 
alcohol use among adolescents and young 
adults (Borsari & Carey, 2001; Gerrard et al., 
2008; Lewis & Neighbors, 2006; Litt & 
Lewis, 2016; Neighbors et al., 2016; Simons-
Morton et al., 2018).  

Although perceived descriptive and 
injunctive norms are posited to influence 
behavior among adolescents and young 
adults, they are often discrepant from actual 



drinking norms with perceived drinking 
norms (both descriptive and injunctive) being 
overestimated when compared with actual 
drinking and attitudes (Borsari & Carey, 
2001, 2003; Lewis & Neighbors, 2006; 
Simons-Morton et al., 2018). These 
normative discrepancies have important 
clinical implications as it has been well 
documented that interventions focusing on 
reducing these normative discrepancies are 
efficacious in reducing alcohol use (Cronce 
et al., 2017; Lewis & Neighbors, 2007; 
Neighbors et al., 2016; NIAAA, 2015) and as 
such are a prominent focus of many 
adolescent and young adult interventions (for 
reviews see Carey et al., 2007; Cronce & 
Larimer, 2011; Miller et al., 2013).  

Personalized normative feedback (PNF) 
interventions highlight two different types of 
normative discrepancies, namely: (1) other 
people drink less than the participant drinks, 
and (2) other people drink less than the 
participant thinks others drink. Research 
comparing these two types of discrepancies 
indicates that the first type (discrepancy 
between one’s own behavior and behavior of 
others) may be the most impactful to include 
in PNF interventions, as it capitalizes on 
important self-other social comparisons 
(Neighbors et al., 2016). Thus, it is possible 
that similar self-other discrepancies exist 
when looking at perceptions of alcohol-
related content on SNS. 

Given that exposure to alcohol-related 
content may vary by platform (Boyle et al., 
2017), it is possible that the use of different 
platforms may lead to variations in normative 
misperceptions, which may then be 
associated with willingness to use alcohol 
and actual alcohol use. Although there is a 
robust literature examining perceived 
drinking norms (Borsari & Carey, 2001; 
Lewis & Neighbors, 2006; Neighbors et al., 
2016; Simons-Morton et al., 2018) and a 
small literature examining how  perceived 
drinking norms impact posting on SNS 

(D’Angelo et al., 2014; Geusens & Buellens, 
2017; Westgate et al., 2014), it is not clear 
whether specific normative discrepancies 
related to the posting of alcohol-related 
content on SNS exist, whether the frequency 
of use across different SNS platforms is 
associated with discrepancies, and how these 
discrepancies related to alcohol content on 
SNS may be associated with alcohol-related 
willingness and behaviors. Thus, the present 
study had three primary aims: 1) to determine 
whether there are descriptive normative 
discrepancies (i.e., discrepancies between 
descriptive normative perceptions and actual 
behavior) and injunctive normative 
discrepancies (i.e., discrepancies between 
injunctive normative perceptions and 
attitudes) related to alcohol-related SNS 
posts; 2) to examine associations between 
frequency of using different SNS platforms 
and descriptive and injunctive normative 
discrepancies; and 3) to examine whether 
injunctive and descriptive normative 
discrepancies are associated with willingness 
to use alcohol and actual consumption among 
a sample of adolescents and young adults.  

  
Materials and Methods 

 
Sampling and Participants 
 

Data were collected from March 2017 to 
April 2018 as baseline data from a larger 
longitudinal experimental study that aimed to 
understand relationships between alcohol 
displays on SNS and subsequent alcohol 
cognitions, use, and negative consequences. 

Recruitment efforts were conducted in the 
Seattle-metro area through various methods 
and included a direct link to the online 
screening survey. Participants who accessed 
the online screening survey were required to 
provide consent (and parental consent if aged 
15-17) in order to proceed to the online 
screening survey. Parents and teens were 
informed during the consent process that to 



protect the teen’s privacy, parents would not 
have access to the teen’s responses and that 
eligibility was not indicative of a teen’s 
alcohol use or non-use. Of parents asked to 
provide consent for their teens, consent was 
granted for 93%. Eligibility criteria included: 
1) be 15 to 20 years old; 2) live in the Seattle-
metro area; 3) drank at least once within the 
past 6 months (for those age 18-20); 4) have 
an active Facebook, Snapchat, or Instagram 
account; and 5) be willing to attend two in-
person sessions at the research offices. 
Eligible participants attended an in-person 
session where they completed a baseline 
assessment from which the current data were 
drawn, prior to a randomized experimental 
manipulation which involved viewing 
researcher-fabricated SNS profiles. All study 
procedures were approved by the local IRB. 
The sample was diverse with 55.9% reporting 
being Caucasian/white, 27.5% Asian, 10.1% 
multiracial, 3.3% black, and 3.2% other; 
9.2% identified as Hispanic/Latino.   

 
Measures 
 

All measures are either reliable and valid 
measures commonly used in the alcohol field 
or were adapted from reliable and valid 
measures. 

 
Demographics. Participants were asked 

to provide several key demographics 
including their age and birth sex. 

 
Frequency of SNS use. To capture the 

frequency with which participants use 
different SNS platforms, participants 
reported how many days in the past week 
(ranging from 0-7) they used Facebook, 
Instagram, and Snapchat. 

 
Descriptive normative discrepancies. 

To assess descriptive normative 
discrepancies, items were adapted from the 
Drinking Norms Rating Form (Baer et al., 

1991). Participants were asked to “Consider 
a typical week during the past month. How 
many posts about your own alcohol use, on 
average, did you share on each day of a 
typical week on social networking sites?” as 
a measure of actual alcohol-related SNS 
posts. Typical alcohol-related SNS posts per 
week was the sum of the number of posts for 
each day of the week. To measure descriptive 
normative perceptions, participants were 
asked to “Consider a typical week during the 
past month. How many posts about their own 
alcohol use, on average, does a typical 
male/female your age share on each day of a 
typical week on social networking sites?”, 
with perceived posts for each day being 
summed. A descriptive normative 
discrepancy score was calculated by 
subtracting the average number of alcohol-
related SNS posts from the perceived 
descriptive normative perceptions for 
number of alcohol-related SNS posts. Greater 
positive discrepancy values indicate that 
participants perceived that others post more 
about alcohol on SNS than they do 
personally.  

 
Injunctive normative discrepancies. To 

assess injunctive normative discrepancies, 
items were from the Drinking Norms Rating 
Form (Baer et al., 1991). Participants were 
asked to “Consider a typical week during the 
past month. How many posts about alcohol 
use, on average, do you find acceptable to 
share on each day of a typical week on social 
networking sites?”. The number of 
acceptable posts per day were summed. To 
assess perceived injunctive normative 
perceptions, participants were asked to 
“Consider a typical week during the last 
month. How many posts about alcohol use, 
on average, does the typical male/female 
your age find acceptable to share on each day 
of a typical week on social networking sites?” 
The number of perceived acceptable posts 
per day were summed. To create an injunctive 



normative discrepancy score, the attitudes 
score was subtracted from the injunctive 
normative perception score. Greater positive 
discrepancy values indicate that participants 
perceived that others are more approving of 
posting about alcohol on SNS than they are 
personally. 

 
Willingness. Participants were presented 

with a scenario that involved drinking at a 
party and rated their willingness to engage in 
five actions (adapted from Gerrard et al., 
2008; Litt & Lewis, 2015). Sample items 
include “choose a non-alcoholic drink” and 
“stay and have one more drink” (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .85). Response options ranged from 0 
(not at all willing) to 4 (completely willing), 
and mean scores were calculated for 
analyses.  

 
Drinks per week. The Daily Drinking 

Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins et al., 1985) 
was used to assess number of typical drinks 
per week with an item that asked “Consider a 
typical week during the last month. How 
much alcohol, on average (measured in 
number of standard drinks; 5 oz. of wine, 12 
oz. of beer, 10 oz. of wine cooler, or 1 oz. of 
100 proof liquor) do you drink each day of a 
typical week?”. Typical weekly drinking was 
the sum of the number of drinks for each day 
of the week.  

 
Drinks per occasion. A single item from 

the Daily Drinking Questionnaire (Collins et 
al., 1985) was utilized which asked, “During 
the past month, when you have consumed 
alcohol, how many drinks on average did you 
typically consumed on a given occasion?”. 
Participants responded on a scale from 0 to 
25 or more drinks. 

 
Data Analytic Strategy 
 

To document normative discrepancies for 
alcohol-related posting on SNS, which were 

measured as count variables, paired-samples 
t-tests with bootstrapping for count variables 
(Plonsky et al., 2015) were used to test for the 
magnitude and significance of these 
differences. Linear regression models with 
normal distributions were used for models 
with normative discrepancies and willingness 
to drink as outcomes. Preliminary analyses 
revealed non-normal distributions for drinks 
per week and typical drinks per occasion, 
thus negative binomial regression was used. 
Biological sex and age were included in all 
analyses as covariates based on their previous 
associations with drinking outcomes 
(Neighbors et al., 2007; SAMHSA, 2019). 

 
Results 

 
Descriptives and correlations.  

Participants spent an average of 5.05 days per 
week on Facebook (SD = 2.54), 5.75 days per 
week on Instagram (SD = 2.15), and 6.45 
days per week on Snapchat (SD = 1.55). The 
average willingness to drink was 1.27 (SD = 
1.25) and participants reported on average 
consuming 6.96 (SD = 8.60) drinks per week 
and 3.27 (SD = 2.38) drinks per occasion. 
Correlations indicated multiple significant 
associations, varying in magnitude, between 
variables of interest. Descriptive normative 
discrepancies were positively and 
significantly correlated with injunctive 
normative discrepancies, frequency of 
Facebook and Instagram use, willingness to 
drink, drinks per week, and drinks per 
occasion. Injunctive normative discrepancies 
were positively and significantly associated 
with Facebook and Instagram use frequency 
(Table 1).   
 

Magnitude of discrepancies. Results of 
paired-samples t-tests with bootstrapping for 
count variables indicated a significant 
descriptive normative discrepancy (t = 10.77, 
p < 0.001; 95%CI: 3.33, 4.83) such that 
participants perceived that others posted   



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1 
 

             Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 
 

Variable Mean (SD) Range 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Age 18.39 (1.32) 15-20   –         
2. Descriptive Normative Discrepancy       .60 (4.90) -21 to 25   0.12*   –        
3. Injunctive Normative Discrepancy   2.48 (4.66) -6 to 30 0.07 0.53*

 
  –       

4. Frequency of Facebook Use   5.05 (2.54) 0 to 7 0.32** 0.17* 0.13*   –      
5. Frequency of Instagram Use   5.75 (2.15) 0 to 7 0.11 0.13* 0.14* 0.09   –     
6. Frequency of Snapchat Use    6.45 (1.55) 0 to 7 0.08 0.01 0.04 0.04 0.39**   –    
7. Willingness to Drink   1.27 (1.25) 0 to 4 0.12* 0.13* 0.01 0.17* 0.12* 0.09   –   
8. Drinks Per Week   6.96 (8.60) 0 to 52 0.28** 0.12* 0.01 0.07 0.17* 0.09 0.44**   –  
9. Drinks per Occasion    3.27 (2.38) 0 to 25 0.09 0.11* 0.04 0.02 0.23** 0.17* 0.25* 0.63**   – 

* p < .05.  ** p < .01, N = 306 

 



 

 
significantly more alcohol-related posts per 
week (M = .35, SD = 6.56) than the 
participant posted (M = 1.41, SD = 3.99). 
Similarly, results indicated a significant 
injunctive normative discrepancy (t = 2.94; p 
< 0.05; 95%CI: 0.60, 3.24) such that 
participants believed others approved more 
of posting alcohol-related content (M = 5.17, 
SD = 5.06) than the participant approved of 
(M = 3.08, SD = 5.91). 
 

Associations between frequency of SNS 
use by platform and descriptive normative 
discrepancies. Using linear regression, age, 
birth sex, and frequency of Instagram and 
Snapchat use were not associated with 
descriptive normative discrepancies. More 
frequent use of Facebook was positively 
associated with having greater descriptive 
normative discrepancies such that for every 
each additional day using Facebook, 

descriptive normative perceptions increased 
by 0.4. The model explained 6% of the 
variance in willingness to drink (R2 = .06, 
F(5, 239) = 3.14, p < 0.05). (Table 2).  

 
Associations between frequency of SNS 

use by platform and injunctive normative 
discrepancies. Using linear regression, while 
age, birth sex, and frequency of Snapchat use 
were not associated with injunctive 
normative discrepancies, more frequent use 
of both Facebook and Instagram were 
associated with greater injunctive normative 
discrepancies such that for every additional 
day per week using Facebook and Instagram, 
descriptive normative discrepancies in-
creased by 0.96 and 1.24, respectively. The 
model explained 6% of the variance in 
willingness to drink (R2 = .06, F(5, 239) = 
2.81, p < 0.05) (Table 2). 

 
 
Table 2 
 
Associations Between SNS Platform Use and Normative Discrepancies (Linear Regression) 
 

Predictor B SE B Beta t-value p-value 
 Criterion Variable: Descriptive Normative Discrepancy 
Male sex -0.55 0.93 -0.04 -0.60 0.55 
Age -0.05 0.41 -0.01 -1.21 0.91 
Frequency of Facebook Use 0.40 0.19 0.16 1.99 0.04 
Frequency of Instagram Use 0.39 0.24 0.11 1.61 0.11 
Frequency of Snapchat Use 0.16 0.32 0.03 0.50 0.63 
R2 =.06, F(5, 239 )= 3.14, p < .05      
 Criterion Variable: Injunctive Normative Discrepancy 
Male sex 0.18 1.83 0.01 0.10 0.92 
Age -1.17 0.83 -0.10 -1.42 0.16 
Frequency of Facebook Use 0.96 0.39 0.17 2.50 0.01 
Frequency of Instagram Use 1.24 0.48 0.18 2.60 0.01 
Frequency of Snapchat Use 0.11 0.64 0.12 1.79 0.07 
R2 =.06, F (5, 239 )= 2.81, p < .05      

Note. For all regression models, n = 306. Sex coded 0 = female, 1 = male.



 

Associations between normative 
discrepancies and willingness to drink. 
Linear regression results indicated that age, 
frequency of Facebook, Instagram, and 
Snapchat use, and injunctive normative 
discrepancies were not significantly 
associated with willingness to drink. 
However, being male and having greater 
descriptive normative discrepancies were 
associated with greater willingness to drink 
such that being male was associated with a 
0.52 increase in willingness to drink 
compared to women and for every one unit 
increase in descriptive normative 
discrepancies, willingness to drink increased 
by 0.03 units. The model explained 5% of the 
variance in willingness to drink (R2 = .05, 
F(5, 239) = 2.54, p < 0.05) (Table 3).  

 
Associations between normative 

discrepancies and drinks per week. Using 
negative binomial regression, more frequent 
Instagram use was significantly associated 
with consuming more drinks per week such 
that for every one unit increase (days per 
week) in using Instagram, drinks per week 
increased by 0.09 drinks. Other significant 
associations were found such that being older 
(age), male, and having greater descriptive 
normative discrepancies were associated 
with consuming more drinks per week such 
that for each year in age increase, drinks per 
week increased by 0.37 and for males, their 
drinks per week increased by 0.51 drinks 
compared to females. Further, for every one 
unit increase in descriptive normative 
discrepancies, drinks per week increased by 
0.5 drinks. Neither frequency of using 
Facebook or Snapchat or injunctive 
normative discrepancies were associated 
with drinks per week. The overall model was 
significant with the likelihood ratio for the 
full model being X2 (7) = 41.51, p < 0.001. 
The predictors in the model explained 16% of 
the variance (Pseudo R2 = 0.16) (Table 3). 

Associations between normative 
discrepancies and drinks per occasion. 
Results of a negative binomial regression 
indicated that neither age, frequency of 
Facebook use, frequency of Snapchat use, or 
injunctive normative discrepancies were 
associated with typical drinks per occasion. 
Being male was associated with drinking 
0.29 more drinks per occasion relative to 
females and for each additional day using 
Instagram, drinks per occasion increased by 
0.09 drinks. For each unit increase in 
descriptive normative discrepancies, drinks 
per occasion increased by 0.2 drinks. The 
model was significant with the likelihood 
ratio for the full model being X2 (7) = 34.60, 
p < 0.001. The predictors in the model 
explained 13% of the variance (Pseudo R2 = 
0.13) (Table 3). 

 
Discussion 

 
The present findings indicate that 

descriptive and injunctive normative 
discrepancies exist associated with alcohol-
related posts on SNS. Overall, adolescents 
and young adults perceived their same age, 
same sex peers as posting about alcohol use 
more often than they do personally and being 
more approving of making more alcohol-
related posts than they approve of personally. 
These SNS-specific findings align with the 
larger social norms literature indicating that 
normative discrepancies frequently occur 
related to peer alcohol use (Borsari & Carey, 
2001; Neighbors et al., 2016; Simons-Morton 
et al., 2018). 

Findings indicated that more frequent use 
of Facebook was associated with larger 
descriptive normative discrepancies whereas 
more frequent use of both Facebook and 
Instagram were associated with greater 
injunctive normative discrepancies. Notably, 
frequency of Snapchat use was not associated 
with either type of normative discrepancy.  



 
Table 3 
 
Associations Between Normative Discrepancies and Drinking Outcomes (Willingness to Drink, Drinks per week) 
 

Predictor                B              SE B         Beta t-value        p-value  
 Criterion Variable: Willingness to Drink (Linear Regression)   

Male sex 0.52 0.17 0.20 3.19 <.001 
Age 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.94 0.35  
Frequency of Facebook Use 0.04 0.04 0.09 1.23 0.22  
Frequency of Instagram Use 0.08 0.04 0.13 1.79 0.07  
Frequency of Snapchat Use 0.02 0.06 0.02 0.31 0.78  
Descriptive Normative Discrepancy 0.03 0.01 0.14 2.19 0.03  
Injunctive Normative Discrepancy 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.44 0.66  
R2 = .05, F(5, 239 ) = 2.54, p < .05       
Predictor               B             SE B      z-value p-value    Ratio       (95% CI) 

 Criterion Variable: Drinks per Week (Negative Binomial Regression) 
Male sex 0.51 0.17 3.12 <.001 1.66 1.21, 2.31 
Age 0.37 0.07 5.31 <.001 1.44      1.26, 1.67 
Frequency of Facebook Use 0.04 0.03 1.88 0.06 1.04 0.98, 1.08 
Frequency of Instagram Use 0.09 0.05 2.12 0.03 1.09 1.00, 1.21 
Frequency of Snapchat Use 0.08 0.06 1.31 0.19 1.08 0.96, 1.21  
Descriptive Normative Discrepancy 0.05 0.01 1.99 0.04 1.06 1.02, 1.09 
Injunctive Normative Discrepancy 0.01 0.02 0.39 0.70 0.99 0.95, 1.03  
X2 (7) = 41.51, p < .001; Pseudo R2 = 0.16 
Predictor               B             SE B      z-value p-value    Ratio       (95% CI) 

 Criterion Variable: Drinks Per Occasion (Negative Binomial Regression) 
Male sex 0.29 0.09 3.32 <.001 1.34 1.13, 1.61 
Age 0.06 0.04 1.38 0.17 1.06          0.98, 1.15 
Frequency of Facebook Use 0.01 0.17 0.19 0.85 1.01 0.97, 1.04 
Frequency of Instagram Use 0.09 0.03 3.30 <.001 1.09 1.04, 1.15 
Frequency of Snapchat Use 0.06 0.04 1.54 0.12 1.06 0.98, 1.14  
Descriptive Normative Discrepancy 0.02 0.01 1.98 0.04 1.02 1.01, 1.03 
Injunctive Normative Discrepancy 0.01 0.01 1.50 0.13 1.01 0.96, 1.04  
X2 (7) = 34.60, p < .001; Pseudo R2 = 0.13 

Note. n = 306, Ratio = negative binomial incidence rate ratios. Sex coded female = 0, male = 1



 

Alcohol-related posts may be seen more often and 
for longer amounts of time on Facebook and 
Instagram compared to Snapchat due to not being 
automatically deleted and thus may have a larger 
influence on normative discrepancies. Further, 
with participants on average reporting using 
Snapchat nearly every day of the week (M = 6.5 
days), it is possible that frequency of Snapchat use 
does not differentiate between levels of risk. 
Understanding these platform-specific differences 
has the potential to inform what platforms should 
be targeted in alcohol prevention programs as our 
results indicate that Snapchat use, although 
frequently containing alcohol-related content 
(Boyle et al., 2017), may not differentiate between 
levels of risk. 

Descriptive normative discrepancies for 
alcohol-related SNS content were positively 
associated with willingness to drink, drinks per 
week, and typical drinks per occasion, even when 
controlling for time spent on SNS platforms. This 
suggests that alcohol-related SNS descriptive 
normative discrepancies are still robustly 
associated with drinking outcomes, even when 
controlling for associations between frequency of 
SNS use and drinking behavior. Therefore, it is not 
just that individuals who spend more time on SNS 
drink more, but rather that descriptive normative 
discrepancies associated with posting alcohol-
related content on SNS are associated with 
willingness to use alcohol and with actual alcohol 
consumption. Given the complexity and multitude 
of other social influences on alcohol use (Lewis et 
al., 2009), it is not a surprise that while significant, 
the tested models do not account for large 
proportions of variance (between 5-16%) in 
alcohol outcomes, as SNS use is just one factor in 
the social influence puzzle of adolescent and 
young adult alcohol use. 

 
Implications for Health Behavior Theory 
 

According to the PWM (Gerrard et al., 2008; 
Litt & Lewis, 2016), descriptive and injunctive 
norms are important predictors of adolescent and 
young adult willingness to drink and actual 

alcohol use. This study suggests that this model is 
also relevant when examining alcohol-related 
behaviors specific to SNS. Viewing alcohol-
related content on SNS is associated with 
willingness to drink and alcohol consumption (Litt 
et al., 2011; Litt et al., 2018), but this is the first 
study to date to indicate that there are significant 
normative perceptions specific to alcohol-related 
postings on SNS that are associated with 
willingness and consumption. Thus, the present 
study has the potential to expand the applications 
of the PWM to behaviors that take place in online 
contexts such as SNS. 

 
Clinical Implications 

 
Given that PNF, and specifically intervention 

content that highlights normative discrepancies 
between one’s own behavior and the behavior of 
others has been indicated as one of the most 
promising intervention strategies for adolescent 
and young adult alcohol use (Carey et al., 2007; 
Cronce & Larimer, 2011; Neighbors et al., 2016), 
this study provides preliminary evidence that this 
same discrepancy, in particular for descriptive 
norms, may be useful in preventive interventions 
involving SNS. Thus, PNF that highlights 
discrepancies between one’s own alcohol-related 
SNS behavior and the perceived alcohol-related 
SNS behavior of others may be an effective 
strategy to ultimately reduce alcohol use. This is a 
potentially promising strategy as it may not be 
feasible for researchers to target reducing the 
volume of alcohol displays that adolescents and 
young adults view on SNS as that may involve 
larger policy changes specific to allowable content 
on SNS.  However,  it may be feasible for 
researchers to refine interventions to target the 
impact SNS alcohol-related displays have on 
descriptive normative discrepancies, willingness 
to drink, and alcohol consumption. Integrating 
SNS influences into alcohol intervention content 
may increase the impact of interventions and 
produce stronger and more durable effects on 
cognitions and drinking behavior in comparison to 
interventions that focus only on offline content, 



therefore neglecting an important source of social 
influence. 

 
Limitations and Future Directions 
 
This study is not without limitations. First, the data 
collected were self-reported. Participants may 
under- or over-report both their posting behaviors 
and alcohol consumption. However, self-reporting 
for alcohol consumption has been found to be 
sufficiently reliable and valid (e.g., Simons et al., 
2015), whereas research related to validity of self-
report measures for SNS use is still somewhat 
nascent and exhibits mixed findings (Junco, 2013; 
Scharkow, 2016). As such, future research should 
aim to determine the validity of the SNS-specific 
measures used. In addition, the measures of 
frequency of SNS use in this data were limited, 
and as such future research should examine 
potentially important differences based on 
intensity and duration of SNS usage (i.e., how 
much time spent on SNS per day), as well as other 
potentially important factors such as whether the 
type of posts (i.e., video, text, photos) or source of 
posts (i.e., close friends, celebrities) impact 
normative discrepancies. Second, the cross-
sectional nature of the study obviates analysis of 
temporal relationships. Other research designs, 
including longitudinal, event-level studies, and 
text and/or machine learning analysis of actual 
SNS profiles have the potential to lead to a more 
nuanced understanding of SNS alcohol posting 
normative discrepancies and related behaviors. 
Future research should utilize these designs in 
order to provide stronger evidence supporting 
causal associations. Finally, the sample in the 
present study was comprised of participants under 
the legal drinking age. Therefore, we cannot 
determine whether the results found in this study 
would be generalizable to samples of legal young 
adult drinkers who may have greater exposure to 
alcohol-related content on SNS and access to 
alcohol. Future research should examine 
associations between alcohol consumption and 
SNS normative discrepancies with a broader age 
range.  

Conclusion 
 

The findings of the present study are the first to 
identify associations between frequency of SNS 
use on different platforms, SNS descriptive and 
injunctive normative discrepancies, and alcohol 
outcomes among adolescents and young adults. 
Results from this formative work provide initial 
evidence supporting additional research 
examining the inclusion of SNS-specific content 
into alcohol preventive interventions. Given the 
prevalence of SNS use among adolescents and 
young adults and the potential impact of SNS on 
normative discrepancies and alcohol use, it is vital 
to continue investigating different factors that may 
lead to the development of effective prevention 
strategies.  
 

Discussion Questions 
 
 
1. Our findings indicate a need to consider 

normative discrepancies related to posting 
about alcohol on social networking sites when 
designing preventive interventions. What are 
the best ways for researchers to build on this 
preliminary evidence base in order to 
ultimately integrate this type of intervention 
content into existing programming?  

 
2. We suggest that the frequency of use of 

specific social networking site platforms may 
be associated with greater descriptive and 
injunctive normative discrepancies related to 
posting alcohol content. If future research 
supports these findings, what challenges might 
this provide for health care providers, 
practitioners, and researchers as they attempt 
to include social networking sites in 
preventive measures? 
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