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Abstract Although low life satisfaction is related to alcohol abuse among young adults, there is no
clear evidence of a specific relationship between wellbeing indexes and alcohol consumption.
Several studies have reported different nonlinear relationships. The role of other variables may
explain the inconsistent relationships between life satisfaction and alcohol consumption.
Concerning individual factors, people’s expectations regarding drinking alcohol (i.e., drinking
motives) are considered the most proximal antecedents of alcohol use and may mediate the
relationship between life satisfaction and drinking alcohol. Regarding relational factors, social
relations are related to both wellbeing and alcohol consumption. The aim of the present study was to
examine the relationships among life satisfaction, drinking motives, and alcohol consumption in a
sample of young adults. The data were collected by means of a self-report questionnaire from a
sample of 536 young adults (median age: 22 years). We tested a structural equation model,
assuming the hypothesized relationships, simultaneously on males and females to investigate gender

differences.

The results showed the influence of social relations on life satisfaction, which in turn influenced
participants’ expectations regarding drinking alcohol. Drinking motives were antecedents of alcohol
use. Among women, low satisfaction increased coping expectation, which, in turn, increased
alcohol consumption. The most dangerous expectation about drinking was that alcohol may

enhance a person. Prevention campaigns should aim to deconstruct this idea.

Keywords: Life satisfaction; Alcohol consumption; Drinking motives; Young adults; Structural

equation modelling



1 Introduction

Young adults in Europe and North America commonly drink alcohol at social gatherings.
Different

individual (e.g. demographic variables, alcohol history) and social factors (e.g., peer and
family influence) combine to shape the alcohol demographic consumption of young adults
((Ennett et al., 2008; Ham and Hope, 2003; Tartaglia, Fedi, & Miglietta, 2017). Concerning
individual factors, people’s expectations regarding drinking alcohol play a key role. The
classical motivational model (Cox and Klinger, 1988) classifies motivations to drink alcoholic
beverages according to two dimensions: the valence (positive or negative) and the source
(internal or external) of the outcomes that individuals expect to achieve from alcohol use.
People drink to obtain positive outcomes or to avoid negative consequences, and they are
motivated by internal or external rewards. Crossing the two dimensions generates four
drinking motives. The first one is Enhancement. It is internally generated with positive
valence, to strengthen positive mood or well-being (e.g., drinking to have fun). The second
one, which one, which is externally generated with positive valence, aimed to obtain public
rewards, is Social (e.g., drinking to enjoy social gatherings). The third one is Coping. It is
based on avoiding internal negative consequences, on attenuating undesired emotions (e.g.,
drinking to forget personal problems). The last one, which is based on negative reinforcement
and is externally generated, is oriented to avoid social rejection, and named Conformity (e.g.,
drinking to fit in with a group). Drinking motives may be viewed as the most proximal
antecedents of alcohol use (Tartaglia, 2014). The aim of the present study was to examine the
relationships among life satisfaction, drinking motives, and alcohol consumption in a sample

of young adults.

1.1 Alcohol and Life Satisfaction

Low life satisfaction is related to alcohol abuse among college students (Diulio et al., 2014),
but there is no, clear evidence of a specific relationship between wellbeing indexes (including
life satisfaction) and alcohol consumption (Murphy, McDevitt-Murphy & Barnett, 2005).
Several studies have reported different nonlinear relationships (Alati et al., 2005; Lipton, 1994;
Rodgers et al., 2000; Skogen et al., 2009). Regarding life satisfaction, a U-shaped relationship
was found by Levy et al, (1980). Specifically, they reported a negative linear relationship
between drinking alcohol and life satisfaction, excluding heavy drinkers. They reported higher
satisfaction than moderate drinkers. However, the same authors interpreted this result in terms
of an inappropriate measure reported by heavy drinkers, who are more inclined to deny their



dissatisfaction. Moreover, the drinker is not necessary dissatisfied with his or her situation but
may experience dissatisfaction because significant others are dissatisfied with the drinker’s
behavior and resulting consequences. In contrast, Ventegodt (1995) hypothesized an inverse U
pattern, with moderate drinkers tending to be happier than abstainers and heavy drinkers.
Recently, Massin and Kopp (2014) found a hump-shaped relationship between life satisfaction
and alcohol use. Nevertheless, when they introduced a large number of control variables into
the model, the hump-shaped curve increasingly flattened. Moreover, important gender
differences have been highlighted. Massin and Kopp reported an inverse J-shaped relationship

among men and an inverse U-shaped relationship among women, whereas several other studies

showed a linear relationship among women (Alati et al., 2004; Caldwell et al., 2002; Zhan et
al., 2012). Despite the changing habits of women, who have increasingly smoked and drunk in
recent decades (Homila and Raitasalo, 2005; Schaap et al., 2009), young men still consume
more alcohol (O’Malley and Johnston, 2002; Tartaglia, 2014). There are also gender
differences in drinking motives, as men are higher on social motives and lower on coping
motives (Kuntsche and Kuntsche, 2009). We may interpret the inconsistent relationship
between life satisfaction and alcohol consumption in several ways. The direction of this
relation is not clear (Proctor et al, 2001; Zullig, et al., 2009). Some individuals might respond
to declines in life satisfaction drinking alcohol in an attempt to improve their life satisfaction.
However, it is possible that engaging in a risk behaviors (i.e. alcohol abuse) will alter an
individual’s life satisfaction. Both of these interpretations may be correct producing
inconsistent results. Moreover, this may be due to the potential mediating effect of drinking
motives. Low life satisfaction may increase the coping expectations of drinking, which, in
turn, may increase actual alcohol consumption. Other motives may be unrelated to life
satisfaction. These relationships may be different for men and women. We tested the model
assuming the relation between life satisfaction, drinking motives, and alcohol use via structural
equation modelling separately for men and women because the literature showed several

differences between them.

1.2 Social Relations, Life Satisfaction, and Alcohol

Friends and intimate relationships have positive effects on wellbeing (Barrett, 2000; Tartaglia,
2013).

Friends may be a source of support in the face of adversity. Moreover, identification with a
group may have positive psychological consequences, providing individuals with a positive
sense of social identity (i.e., a sense of meaning, purpose, and belonging) (Haslam et al., 2009).
The peer group is particularly important for adolescents’ life satisfaction because of their



identity development (Oberle et al., 2011), although it is relevant for young adults too because
the identity formation process often continues during early adulthood (Kroger, 2000). During
this life period, romantic relationships also provide an important social identity, contributing to
a positive self-conception (Meirer and Allen 2008; Montgomery 2005). There are gender
differences in the extent to which intimate relationships improve young adults’ wellbeing.
Simon and Barrett (2010) found that current involvements and recent breakups are more
strongly related to women’s than men’s mental health. If low life satisfaction may push people
to drink, we may assume that, through its influence on intimate relationships, life satisfaction
may have an indirect effect on drinking behavior. Tartaglia (2014) found that perceived support
from a significant other decreased alcohol consumption. The dimension of the social network
(i.e., the number of friends has a positive effect on life satisfaction, although it also may be
related to alcohol use (Tartaglia et al., 2017). This may be a spurious relationship because
young people’s interactions mainly occur at sites where alcohol consumption is common (e.g.,
parties, pubs, and nightclubs) (Treeen and Nordlund, 1993). Moreover, it may be mediated by
the Conformity drinking motive, as young people may consume alcoholic beverages to

facilitate peer group integration (Maggs et al., 1997).

2 The Current Study

Grounded in previously cited literature, the aim of the present study was to test a theoretical
model assuming the relationship between life satisfaction and drinking motives, and between
these motives and the alcohol consumption. Following the classical motivational model (Cox
and Klinger, 1988), we examined drinking motives as independent variables and the alcohol use
as an outcome measure. We hypothesized that the relationship between life satisfaction and
drinking behaviour are inconsistent because of the role of drinking motives. We focused the

investigation on young adults. Therefore, we also entered social relations (i.e., identification
with the group of friends and involvement in an intimate relationship) into the model. In the
literature, these variables were found to be related to both life satisfaction and alcohol use. We
hypothesized as follows:
a) ldentification with the group and involvement in an intimate relationship would be
positively related to life satisfaction.
b) Low life satisfaction would be positively related to the Coping drinking motive (i.e.,
expectation that alcohol may improve coping with a negative mood).
c) Low identification with the group would be positively related to the Conformity
drinking motive (i.e., the positive expectation to fit in with a group by drinking).

d) Drinking motives would be positively related to alcohol consumption.



Since the literature showed several differences between males and females, we tested separate

models for men and women.

3 Method

3.1 Participants

The data were collected for a survey conducted with students from two public universities
located in the city (approximately 1 million inhabitants). For their master’s thesis, three
graduate students in psychology contacted other students attending courses in the Arts and
Sciences schools of the two universities. The participants were contacted in classrooms before
and after the lessons asking for their voluntary participation. They were informed that the
questionnaire was completely anonymous and they freely consented to participate. The
research has been conducted following the ethical principles of the Italian Society of
Community Psychology. The study involved 600 participants. Because the analyses would not
allow missing values, 64 participants were excluded from the sample. The final sample size
was 536 (59.5% male, 40.5% female). There were no missing values on the variables of
interest. The median of the age of the sample was 22 years (SD = 2.61; range 18- 38%). Of the

participants, 50.2% were engaged in a romantic relationship.

3.2 Measures

We gathered the data using a self-report questionnaire. The following indicators were used in
the analysis

- The Ingroup identification scale (Capozza et al., 2006) composed of 8 items referring
to the peer group (e.g., “I feel similar to other members of my group of friends™). Participants
rated the items on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) (Cronbach’s o =.77).

- The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SLS) (Diener et al., 1985) composed of 5 items (e.g.,

“In most ways

my life is close to my ideal”) rated on a 7 -point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (a = .85).

- The Italian version of the Drinking Motive Questionnaire Revised Short Form (DMQ-
R SF; Kuntsche and Kuntsche, 2009; Mazzardis et al., 2010), which included 12 items rated on
a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). Participants

were given the following instructions: ‘In the last 12 months, how often did you drink...” Items

belonged to four subscales measuring different drinking motives: Enhancement (e.g., ‘to get



high?”) (o = .80), Social (e.g., ‘because it helps you enjoy a party?’) (a = .81), Coping (e.g., ‘to
forget about your problems?’) (a = .84), and Conformity (e.g., ‘to fit in with a group you
like?’) (a = .73).

- A single item measuring the average number of drinks consumed when going out at
night.

- A list of sociodemographic items (gender, age, romantic relationship status).

3.3 Data Analyses
After performing preliminary analyses, we tested a structural equation model, assuming the
aforementioned hypothesized relationships. We tested the model simultaneously on males and

females to investigate gender differences.

4. Results

4.1 Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 shows the mean scores of the scale used in the analyses. We calculated the means
separately for gender group testing the differences using the T-test. Male participants had
higher scores on Ingroup identification, Life satisfaction, and the Social drinking motive
compared to female participants. Women had a higher Coping drinking motive score.
Concerning correlations among the scales (see Table 2), Ingroup identification correlated
positively with Life satisfaction and negatively with the Conformity drinking motive. Life
satisfaction was negatively associated with the Coping drinking motive. Each subscale of the
DMQ correlated positively with all the others. The average number of drinks consumed by
male participants (M=2.93) was higher than that of female participants (M = 2.52; T = 2.29;
p<.05).

4.2 Verifying the Model

We tested a structural equations model, assuming the following relationships: (a) a positive
relation among Ingroup identification, involvement in an intimate relationship, and Life
satisfaction; (b) a negative relation between Life satisfaction and the Coping drinking motive;
(c) a negative relation between Ingroup identification and the Conformity drinking motive; (d)
a positive relation between drinking motives and the average number of drinks consumed
when going out at night. We tested the model simultaneously on males and females. For
drinking motives, we inserted into the model the single items as indicators (three for each
motive), whereas for Ingroup identification and Life satisfaction we used a partial

disaggregating approach (Bagozzi, 1993; Bagozzi and Edwards, 1998). We randomly



aggregated the Ingroup identification and Life satisfaction items into two indicators for each
scale. This aggregation reduced the number of variables in the model that might have led to
significant reduction of the fit, although it still allowed for an estimation of the measurement
error of the latent variables. As recommended (Hu and Bentler, 1998), we tested the model fit
using different fit indexes to diminish the impact of their limits. We used 2, CFI (Comparative
Fit Index; Bentler, 1990), TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index; Tucker and Lewis, 1973) and RMSEA
(Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; Steiger, 1990). For CFI and TLI, values higher
than 0.90 were to be considered satisfactory (Bentler, 1990). For RMSEA, values lower than
0.08 were considered to be satisfactory (Browne, 1990). The model tested was acceptable.
However, because two paths were not significant in both males and females, we retested the
same model after deleting these paths. The second model was found to be acceptable according
to all fit indexes, except ¥*: % (250) = 392.65, p < .01, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .033
(90% CL = .026 .039). The significance of y? depends on the sample size, and our sample was
large (N = 536). Moreover, the y?/df ratio was very good (1.57). Therefore, we considered this
model to be satisfactory?. Figures 1 and 2 show the model with the parameters estimated in
males and females. In terms of the hypotheses, we observed the following: (a) Ingroup
identification was positively associated with Life satisfaction for both men and women (males
B = .19; females B = .24), whereas involvement in an intimate relationship was positively
related with Life satisfaction for women only (B = .19); (b) Life satisfaction was negatively
linked to the Coping drinking motive (males B = -.21; females B=-.29); (c) Ingroup
identification was negatively associated to the Conformity drinking motive for men only (p = -
.22); and (d) The Enhancement drinking motive was positively related to alcohol consumption
in both men and women (males B = .57; females B = .50), whereas the Coping drinking motive
was negatively related to alcohol consumption in women only (f = .19). The drinking motives
were correlated with each other. The model explained 29% and 36% of the variance in the

alcohol consumption in men and women, respectively.

5. Discussion

The results confirmed the direct link between drinking motives and alcohol use and showed the
relation between life satisfaction and participants’ expectations regarding drinking alcohol.
Moreover, we found significant gender differences. The following paragraphs present the main
implications of the results and the limitations of the study.

5.1. Social relationships, life satisfaction, and drinking expectations
As expected, social relations are linked to young adults’ life satisfaction, highlighting not only
the key role played by the social relationship in this phase one’s life (Haslam et al., 2009;



Meirer and Allen 2008), but also some gender related peculiarities. Specifically, identification
with their group of friends related positively with life satisfaction for both males and females,
whereas being engaged in an intimate relationship had a positive relation only for females. This
result is consistent with previous results of Simon and Barrett (2010), which indicated that a
current involvement affects women’s mental health more than men’s mental health. Gender
stereotypes prescribe relational roles as congruent with women identity (Tartaglia & Rollero,
2015). This cultural pressure may explain the different importance of intimate relationships for
young women and men. Life satisfaction showed a negative relation with the coping drinking
motive, i.e. the expectation that drinking alcohol aids in coping with unsatisfactory life
conditions. For young men only, Ingroup identification was related to the Conformity drinking
motive. The less they experienced Ingroup identification, the more likely they were to have the
positive expectation to fit in with a group by means of drinking. It seems more important for
young women to engage in an intimate relationship, which involves their life satisfaction.
Nevertheless, for young men, limited identification with the ingroup is more important, and it

is associated to drink.

5.2. Drinking motives and alcohol consumption

As regards the drinking motives, enhancement and coping motives are associated with the
average drinks consumed and, once again, there are some significant gender differences. The
enhancement motive is strongly linked to the average quantity of alcohol consumed by
participants, confirming the main positive expectation regarding drinking alcohol among
young adults (Tartaglia, 2014). In postmodern Western society, nightlife became even more
relevant, as it contributed to defining a cool, young identity (Chatterton and Hollands, 2002).
Alcoholic beverages are an important part of the nightlife economy, and they may be offered to
enhance consumers. The Coping motive was related to the average number of drinks consumed
by young women. We found an indirect link between women’s life satisfaction and drinking.
Low satisfaction was positively and directly linked to coping expectation, which, in turn, had a
positive relation to alcohol consumption. As with the consumption of other substances (Fox et
al., 2011; Tartaglia et al., 2016), women’s drinking also may be motivated by coping with
unsatisfactory life conditions. Actually, women are usually higher in the coping motive
(Kuntsche and Kuntsche, 2009). This result is consistent with other studies showing linear
relationship among women’s life satisfaction and alcohol consumption (Alati et al., 2004;
Caldwell et al., 2002; Zhan et al., 2012) whereas men’s life satisfaction is linked to alcohol-
relate problems (Murphy et al., 2005). Nevertheless, the interpretation of this gender

difference deserves future investigation.



5.3. Limitations

This research suffers from some limitations that may be the starting points for further research.
First of all, the cross-sectional design prevents a causal understanding of pattern of findings.

As previously noted (Proctor et al, 2001, Zullig et al., 2009), it is difficult to explain whether
individuals drink because of dissatisfaction with life, or whether they are dissatisfied with life
because of drinking. Probably both relations exist in different conditions. Longitudinal studies
are needed to clarify this point. Moreover to see any true relationship between life satisfaction
and alcohol it is necessary controlling for confounding factors (Swain et al. 2012). Further
research should take into account other variables possible sources of confounding effect (e.g.
depression and anxiety).

An additional limit of this study is that our data cannot be generalized to other countries. We
recruited participants from students in different courses, but the sample was not statistically
representative of the entire population of students. Furthermore, several studies on young
adults’ drinking behaviours have been conducted with student samples (e.g., Atwell et al.,
2011; Diulio et al., 2014) that are not representative of the entire young adult population.
Future research is needed to replicate these findings on samples of non-students of the same
age to increase the ecological validity of the results. Moreover, stronger conclusions could be
inferred by collecting the drinking patterns with more refined measures considering quantity
and frequency of use in a significant time, kind of situation (e.g., alone or gathering, in house,
at college, in public spaces) in which drinking occurs, family history of substance abuse. At
the end, further studies, in a clinical perspective not assumed here, could provide a more
accurate overview of problematic drinking, by the means of an explanation of the phases of

drinking and a definition of standard drink in terms of amount and frequency.

6. Conclusions

Limitations aside, this study allowed for the explanation of a good amount of variance in
participants’ alcohol consumption, suggesting some indication for prevention. The most
dangerous expectation regarding drinking is that alcohol may enhance a person. Prevention
campaigns should aim to deconstruct this idea. Moreover, specific interventions focused on
young women should dispute the coping expectation so that they may avoid drinking as a
reaction to negative life events or conditions. Our results had some implications for treatment
programs also. Treatment can provide skills for coping with life’s disappointments and for
conforming through healthy self-expression to be in positive relationship with others without
the use of alcohol. Furthermore, distinguishing clients on the basis of their drinking motives,

and making them aware of their motivations, could direct the interventions in a more effective



and tailored way (e.g., teach one how to have fun without having to use alcohol to enhance,
how to identify who one is individually and collectively without seeking definition externally

from a group or from a substance).

Notes
1 The legal age for buy alcoholic beverage in Italy is 18 years old.

2-Because the impossibility to establish causality in cross-sectional studies, in order to provide
a more solid evidence of the hypothesized relationships among variables some authors (e.g.,
Hayes, 2013) suggest to establish a counter-argument to rule out the alternative possibility of a
different relation path, by testing alternative models in which the pathways among variables are
reversed. Following this suggestion, we tested an alternative model in which the pathway
among variables are reversed. The model fit dramatically worsened, suggesting that the model
presented in the paper is correct: x2 (252) = 849.37, p <.001, CFl = .84, TLI = .81, RMSEA =
.067 (90% CL =.062 .072).
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FIGURES

Figure 1. Estimated parameters on male group: standardized regression weights and variances.
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Errors of the indicators and latent variables and correlations among drinking motives were omitted

from the figure in order to make it easier to view.



Figure 2. Estimated parameters on female group: standardized regression weights and variances.
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Errors of the indicators and latent variables and correlations among drinking motives were omitted

from the figure in order to make it easier to view.



TABLES

Table 1. Scale scores for Males (n=319) and Females (n=217): Mean scores and T values.

Mean scores
Males Females T

Ingroup identification 4.70 4.52 1.99*
Life Satisfaction 4.85 4.50 3.39%*
Drinking motives

Enhancement 291 2.79 1.27

Social 3.06 2.78 2.96**

Coping 1.70 1.88 -2.22%

Conformity 1.32 1.39 -1.53

** p<.01; * p<.05



Table 2. Correlations among scales.

Drinking motives

1 2 3 4 5)
1. Ingroup identification
2. Life satisfaction A18**
Drinking motives
3. Enhancement .03 -.08
4. Social .07 -07 | .70**
5. Coping -08  -.26** | 38** . 37**
6. Conformity -11*% - 12%*% | 25%*%  32*%*  33**

**p< 01 * p<.05
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