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Non-Drinkers’ Experiences of Drinking Occasions: A Population-Based Study 
of Social Consequences of Abstaining from Alcohol

Anu Katainena, Janne Härkönenb and Pia Mäkeläb 
aFaculty of Social Sciences, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland; bFinnish Institute for Health and Welfare, Helsinki, Finland

ABSTRACT
Background:  People should be able to quit or moderate their drinking without negative social 
consequences, but studies have shown how nondrinkers often face pressure and negative reactions. 
As previous research has mostly focused on youth, we conducted a population-level study of the 
ways adult nondrinkers encounter their drinking companions on drinking occasions and what 
kinds of reactions they perceive from their social environments. Method: The data were based on 
the Finnish Drinking Habits Survey (FDHS), a general population survey of Finns aged 15–79 
collected in 2016 (N = 2,285; 330 nondrinkers; response rate 60%). Characteristics of drinking 
occasions where nondrinkers participate (“non-drinking occasions”) were measured through 
self-reports of frequency, time, purpose, and social companion on those occasions. Nondrinkers’ 
experiences of non-drinking occasions and reactions from the social environment were measured 
by question batteries on social consequences. Results:  Compared with drinking occasions, 
non-drinking occasions occurred more often at family events at home than on late-night drinking 
occasions. Accordingly, nondrinkers reported relatively low levels of negative consequences, and 
the reported consequences were least frequent in the oldest age group. Nondrinkers reported 
mostly positive feedback from people around them, more often from family members than from 
peers. However, negative consequences were reported in all studied groups, most commonly 
among youth and former drinkers. Conclusions:  The study indicates that nondrinkers’ social 
environments may be more supportive than what has been suggested previously, yet coping 
mechanisms are required especially from youth and former drinkers. The positive social experiences 
of being a nondrinker should guide the promotion of moderate and non-drinking.

Introduction

Over the past 10 to 15 years, per capita alcohol consumption 
has declined in several high-income countries (Chang et al., 
2016; Holmes et al., 2019; WHO, 2018). This trend seems 
to be particularly strong among younger cohorts, among 
whom alcohol abstinence has become more common, and 
the amount of alcohol consumed among drinkers has 
declined (Livingston et al., 2016: Kraus et al., 2015; Meng 
et al., 2014; Vashishtha et al., 2021). The body of literature 
on this declining trend in youth drinking has been growing, 
yet alcohol abstinence in the adult population has received 
less attention. This is despite the fact that the prevalence 
of nondrinkers has increased in the adult population in 
many countries, e.g. Finland, Sweden, Australia, and the UK 
(Mäkelä, 2018; Chang et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2015; Meng 
et al., 2014). Between 2000 and 2016 in the Finnish popu-
lation aged 15–69, the proportion of nondrinkers has risen 
from 8% to 12% among men and from 9% to 15% among 
women (Mäkelä, 2018).

Nondrinkers, their motivations, and how they are per-
ceived by drinkers have received more attention in research, 
especially with regard to new meanings of drinking among 
young adults (Banister et al., 2019; Calluzzi & Pennay, 
2019; Jacobs et al., 2018). According to previous studies 

of nondrinkers’ motives, nondrinkers report a variety of 
reasons why they choose to abstain. For example, they 
may dislike alcohol’s taste and effects, they may have expe-
rienced adverse consequences from others’ drinking, or 
their abstinence may relate to lifestyle preferences, health 
status, religion, or a desire for authenticity and personal 
agency (Conroy & De Visser, 2015; Graber et al., 2016; 
Huang et al., 2011; Rinker & Neighbors, 2013; Katainen 
& Härkönen, 2018; Piacentini & Banister, 2009). A recent 
study also highlights pleasurable aspects of non-drinking 
by demonstrating how it can be experienced as an alter-
native way of seeking enjoyment and a sense of belonging 
with others (Caluzzi et al., 2020).

Alcohol abstinence, however, can lead to negative social 
consequences and can be viewed as deviant and unusual 
behavior, especially at social occasions during which people 
typically drink (Bartram et al., 2017; Herman-Kinney & 
Kinney, 2013; Romo et al., 2015). In cultures where drinking 
is a cultural norm, abstinence can be seen as stigmatized, 
relating to both felt and enacted consequences. Enacted 
stigma refers to episodes of discrimination based on the 
unacceptability of abstinence, whereas felt stigma refers 
either to shame of being associated with the negative char-
acteristics of a nondrinker or to fear of encountering 
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negative consequences (e.g. Scambler, 2004). According to 
the study by Cheers et al. (2021), drinkers may perceive 
nondrinkers as judgmental in drinking situations and there-
fore posing a threat to the group’s aim to have fun and 
connect with each other. Also, nondrinkers may be viewed 
as unsociable compared with drinkers (Regan & Morrison, 
2013), and male nondrinkers may be viewed as less mas-
culine (Conroy & De Visser, 2013). Nondrinkers’ encounters 
with enacted stigma vary. They may experience bullying, 
expressions of nonacceptance (such as negative comments), 
and somet imes even physica l  confrontat ions 
(Paton-Simpson, 2001).

Previous studies have examined how young nondrinkers 
cope with and manage the enacted stigma in situations in 
which other people drink. These studies have pointed out 
how nondrinkers are often required to justify their behavior 
on drinking occasions (Romo et al., 2015). Studies have 
highlighted how nondrinkers are compelled to legitimize 
abstinence, citing reasons that are viewed as “valid,” such 
as religion, health issues, or an athletic lifestyle (Advocat & 
Lindsay, 2015; Conroy & De Visser, 2014; Nairn et al., 2006). 
As for the felt stigma, nondrinkers may be required to adopt 
strategies to hide the fact that they are not drinking in 
order to pass as drinkers (Herman-Kinney & Kinney, 2013), 
or they may withdraw from drinking situations or avoid 
them completely to lessen social risks (Bartram et al., 2017; 
Herman-Kinney & Kinney, 2013). Findings from previous 
studies have also illustrated how nondrinkers are compelled 
to construct positive counter-identities to challenge the 
stigma of abstinence (Conroy & De Visser, 2014; Supski & 
Lindsay, 2017). However, recent research has pointed out 
how nondrinkers also resist cultural expectations that absti-
nence should be central to their social identities (Banister 
et al., 2019).

Drinking and abstinence are learned social behaviors that 
are affected by indirect influences, such as perceived 
drinking-related norms, and direct influences, such as drink-
ing habits prevalent in social environments and pressures 
and cues concurrent with drinking situations (Borsari & 
Carey, 2001). For example, drinking tends to be heavier in 
mixed-gender groups (Thrul et al., 2017), and friends are 
likely to share similar habits regarding drinking (Burk et 
al., 2012). According to a study by Mäkelä & Maunu (2016), 
almost half of the Finnish population and Finnish non-
drinkers reported that they had experienced direct pressure 
to drink during the previous 12 months. Previous studies 
also suggest that reactions to abstinence vary, e.g. friends, 
family members, and coworkers are likely to react differently 
to abstinence. Friends are more likely to pressure peers to 
drink more (Kuntsche et al., 2004), whereas family members 
typically encourage abstinence (Holmila et al., 2009). 
However, previous research on social influences and pres-
sures to drink almost exclusively has focused on adolescents 
and young adults in college environments (Monk & Heim, 
2014). The reasons for this may be that the young are more 
likely to engage in heavy drinking activities and be more 
susceptible to peer pressure and drinking-related cues than 
adults (Kuntsche et al., 2004; Nash et al., 2005) and also 
because the young often seem to be easier objects of study 

and concern. Still, adults are not immune to these influ-
ences, but very little is known about negative social conse-
quences and reactions to abstinence experienced by adults.

In this study, we wish to shed more light on the ques-
tion of how adult nondrinkers are encountered in a society 
geared toward the norm of drinking and how nondrinkers 
experience these encounters. We studied these encounters 
first by analyzing in what types of social situations non-
drinkers (including both lifetime abstainers and former 
drinkers) are typically exposed to other people’s drinking. 
We looked at these occasions from the point of view of 
the nondrinker; we call these “non-drinking occasions.” 
The pressures to drink are likely to be strongest in these 
situations. We also compared the characteristics of these 
situations to the characteristics reported by drinkers of 
their drinking occasions to see what is specific to the 
non-drinking occasions. The differences are indicative of 
the types of drinking occasions that nondrinkers consider 
best to avoid.

Second, we studied the social consequences that adult 
nondrinkers experience on non-drinking occasions. We mea-
sured these social consequences by analyzing nondrinkers’ 
self-reports of how often they have experienced social pres-
sure and negative reactions, what kinds of attitudes toward 
abstinence nondrinkers experience from family, friends, and/
or colleagues, and how the experienced consequences depend 
on the respondent’s gender, age, and abstinence status. As 
previous studies of abstinence and its social consequences 
have mostly focused on youth and based on qualitative data, 
there is very little knowledge of the extent to which the 
adult nondrinkers are susceptible to negative reactions and 
pressure. Finland makes an interesting case for such a study, 
as drinking (and often excessive drinking) is a predominant 
cultural norm. To our knowledge, this is the first study 
anywhere to explore the social consequences of abstinence 
at the population level.

Methods

Data

The data were based on the Finnish Drinking Habits 
Survey (FDHS), a general population survey of Finnish 
drinking carried out in 2016. The survey covered Finns 
aged 15–79, with 2,285 respondents and a response rate 
of 60%. This was a simple random sample from the 
national Population Information System, excluding the 
Åland Islands (0.5% of the population), the homeless, and 
the institutionalized (1.5%). Young adults ages 18–25 were 
given a two-fold selection probability in the random sam-
pling compared with other age groups, which is taken into 
account in analyses through weighting (see below). The 
survey was carried out in the autumn through face-to-face 
interviews conducted by Statistics Finland. In the 
pre-notification letter, it was explained that responses were 
important regardless of their drinking status. Furthermore, 
interviewers were instructed to motivate nondrinkers and 
drinkers to participate in equal measure. FDHS was 
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evaluated and approved for ethical practices by ethical 
committees from the Finnish Institute for Health and 
Welfare THL and Statistics Finland.

Measurements

Early on in the interviews, the respondents were identified 
as either drinkers or nondrinkers. The criterion for a non-
drinker was not having consumed any alcohol in the pre-
vious 12 months, not even small amounts. If nondrinkers 
had drunk alcohol prior to the most recent 12-month 
period, they were categorized as former drinkers—and if 
not, as lifetime abstainers. Most of the questions for non-
drinkers were closed-ended, with a limited set of response 
options.

At the individual level, the social consequences of absti-
nence were measured by a nine-item battery, with the fol-
lowing introduction: “When you think about the past 
12 months, how often has the following occurred…?” The 
nine items included questions about experiences of both felt 
and enacted stigma (such as being pressured to drink), 
proper nonalcoholic alternatives to alcoholic drinks, coping, 
and social rejection. The response alternatives were Often, 
Occasionally, Seldom, and Never (see Appendix 1). Attitudes 
toward abstinence in three different social environments 
were asked: “What are your family members’ attitudes 
towards you not drinking alcohol?” The same question was 
repeated for “friends” and for “co-workers or schoolmates.” 
The response alternatives were “Only positive,” “Mostly pos-
itive,” “Not positive or negative,” “Mostly negative,” and 
“Only negative.”

Unique to the current data was a set of questions specific 
to (non-)drinking occasions. For drinkers, these concerned 
occasions when respondents themselves drank. For non-
drinkers, the questions were about occasions when some-
body else in their presence drank. First, a question about 
the overall frequency of such occasions was posed. The 
length of the period to be covered, i.e. the “survey period,” 
depended on this frequency. This was seven days for respon-
dents experiencing such occasions most frequently and an 
entire year for respondents experiencing such occasions least 
frequently, with five frequency–period options in between. 
Characteristics of all the (non-)drinking occasions during 
this survey period were asked about. Their expected number 
for all was four by design, and in practice, 0–16 for drinkers 
and 0–10 for nondrinkers. In total, 6,730 drinking occasions 
were reported by 1,891 drinkers (97 percent of all 1,955 
drinkers), and 590 non-drinking occasions were reported 
by 218 nondrinkers (65 percent of all 330 nondrinkers). 
There were 64 drinkers and 112 nondrinkers who had no 
drinking/non-drinking occasions during the survey period.

The questions posed about each occasion were the same 
for drinkers and nondrinkers (except those concerning the 
amounts drunk by the respondent). In the current analysis, 
we use the date, start and end times, location, social context, 
and those present during the occasion. The location of 
drinking (the main location if several were reported) com-
prised: (1) home surroundings (their own or others’ home 

or summer house), (2) licensed premises, and (3) other 
locations (e.g. outdoors).

The day of the week was categorized as Monday–
Thursday, Friday–Saturday, and Sunday when presenting 
results in a table format, as this divides the days into homo-
geneous categories with respect to drinking in Finland 
(Mäkelä & Warpenius, 2020). After midnight, the next day 
was used for the categorization. Timing within the day was 
characterized by the time when the drinking occasion ended. 
In a graph of the proportion of the respondents being in a 
(non-) drinking occasion during any given hour of the week, 
a drinking occasion lasting from 6:00–9.30 p.m. (for exam-
ple) was included in all one-hour slots beginning with the 
6–7 p.m. slot and ending in the 9–10 p.m. slot.

Each respondent was asked to choose what type of occa-
sion was in question from a list of nine options: “What 
type of situation was it? You can choose several: Paying 
visits, Entertainment, Game or hobby, Meeting friends, 
Celebration (e.g. birthday, wedding, a public holiday), Party 
or night out, Meal, Work occasion (e.g. work lunch), Sauna 
bathing, and No special occasion—originally based on 
Simpura (1983) but developed thereafter. Finally, respondents 
reported whether a partner, any children under 16, family 
members or relatives, friends, fellow employees, or anyone 
of the opposite sex had been present, and how many people 
over age 15 were present.

Analysis

The statistical analysis of the data comprised primarily sim-
ple tabulations. At the individual level, the differences 
between groups of respondents in reporting consequences 
or experiences were tested using logistic regression. Analysis 
weights were derived using post-stratification for gender, 
age, and region, and they were used in all analyses to restore 
the population representation and correct the deviation 
caused by the oversampling of young adults. Hence, the 
results presented here can be considered to represent the 
general population of Finland aged 15–79.

We tested whether the type of occasion (non-drinking 
occasion vs. drinking occasion) explained the differences in 
the characteristics of the occasions. Before combining 
occasion-level data across individuals, it was important to 
account for the fact that some people responded for one 
week only, some for a whole year, and others for some 
duration in between. To make the responses representative 
of all Finnish drinking/non-drinking occasions, all occasions 
were scaled so that they represented occasions for a whole 
year before calculating the proportions. The number of occa-
sions in a 7-day survey period was multiplied by 52, occa-
sions in a 2-week period by 26, occasions in a 52-week 
period by 1, etc. Differences in the characteristics of drink-
ing occasions and non-drinking occasions were tested using 
logistic regression models with the characteristics—one at 
a time—as dependent variables (e.g. was the company a 
“partner only,” were children present, etc.). And the inde-
pendent variable was whether the occasion was a 
non-drinking occasion or a drinking occasion. The 
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clustering of the occasions within respondents was taken 
into account using generalized estimating equations (using 
the GENMOD procedure in the SAS statistical package). 
When scaling the observations to a year, it was ensured by 
calibration that this did not lead to a spuriously large num-
ber of observations in the tests—the weighted total number 
of occasions matched the observed one.

Results

In the whole data describing the Finnish population aged 
15–79, 14.6% were nondrinkers (weighted proportion; 330 
respondents). Of the nondrinkers, 57% were female, 39% 
were aged 60 and up, and 57% were former drinkers (Table 
1). The former drinkers’ drinking frequency before absti-
nence was somewhat lower on average than that of current 
drinkers in 2016. But among them, the proportion of very 
frequent drinkers (4–5 times per week or more) had been 
about one-fourth higher than among current drinkers (6.9% 
vs. 5.5%). A note needs to be made here about the inter-
pretation of the number of observed (non-)drinking occa-
sions, which is complicated by the structure of the data. 
For example, men and women in the sample reported almost 
as many non-drinking occasions (294 and 296), but when 
these were scaled to a year, a much higher proportion of 
such occasions occurred among women than among men 
(63% vs. 37%). The latter is the correct depiction of the 
distribution in the population. The n’s in the sample are 
similar because women were assigned shorter survey periods 
(because they reported having such non-drinking occasions 
more frequently). Compared to the distribution of nondrink-
ers (i.e. people), the non-drinking occasions were more com-
mon not only among women but also among middle-aged 
respondents and former drinkers. This also means that both 
older and younger respondents reported fewer non-drinking 
occasions than could be expected based on their share of 
the population.

Often, the non-drinking as drinking occasions were sim-
ilar social situations. Both took place most frequently on 
weekend evenings at home so that only the partner and 
possibly children were present (Table 2). The most common 
characterization of the type of non-drinking occasions was 
“no special occasion.”

A more careful comparison of non-drinking and drinking 
occasions allowed the examination of the characteristics that 
were more common in either the drinking or the non-drinking 
occasions (Table 2). The greatest differences were found in 
the ending time and the social context. Compared to those 
of drinkers, nondrinkers’ occasions clearly ended earlier, and 
the social context was much more often “no special occasion” 
and much less often “going to sauna” or “entertainment game 
or hobby.” Correspondingly, among nondrinkers, it was more 
often the case that children and other family members and 
friends were present, and the occasion took place during the 
week, and the location was “other location” (home surround-
ings less often). These may be weddings or other such 
get-togethers that often take place in “other locations.”

Some of the prominent differences in the sample were 
not statistically significant (paying visits, meals), indicating 
that these may more likely be accounted for by random 
variation. In some of these cases, clustering within individ-
uals may have been particularly high, and taking that into 
account in the tests reduced the statistical significance.

In Figure 1, we took a closer look at how the timing of 
non-drinking occasions differed from those of drinking 
occasions during the week. The figure confirms the main 
pattern (also seen in Table 2) of peaks occurring in the 
evenings, especially on Fridays and Saturdays, and 
non-drinking occasions occurring earlier and spread more 
evenly across daily hours. Also, the peaks on Friday and 
Saturday evenings were not as pronounced for non-drinking 
occasions as for drinking occasions.

Next, we turn to the matter of the kinds of social conse-
quences nondrinkers experience when encountering drinkers. 
The most commonly reported social consequence from absti-
nence was that the respondent was prompted to explain or 
justify why they chose not to drink (Table 3). Of the 
non-drinking respondents, 24% reported that this happened 
often or occasionally during the previous 12 months. 
Experiences of feeling like an outsider due to abstinence were 
almost as common (21%), with 17% having been pressured 
to drink. The most rarely reported consequences were getting 
into arguments (2%) and a need to conceal abstinence (4%). 
Experienced negative consequences were significantly more 
prevalent among those under age 60 and among former 
drinkers. Pressure to drink was reported more often in the 

Table 1. N umber of nondrinkers, “non-drinking occasions,” drinkers and drinking occasions, and their distribution (%) by sex, age, and 
abstinence status1.

Nondrinkers 
n (%)2

Non-drinking occasions 
n (%)3

Drinkers 
n (%)2

Drinking occasions 
n (%)3

Total 330 (100) 590 (100) 1955 (100) 6730 (100)
Male 142 (43) 294 (37) 1029 (53) 3606 (54)
Female 188 (57) 296 (63) 926 (47) 3124 (46)
15–29 96 (29) 197 (21) 655 (34) 2414 (34)
30–59 106 (32) 230 (48) 803 (41) 2974 (42)
60–79 128 (39) 163 (31) 497 (25) 1736 (24)
Former drinker 189 (57) 384 (81) na na
Lifetime abstainer 141 (43) 206 (19) na na
1Please note that due to the design of the survey (similar number of occasions are covered whether they occur frequently or infrequently), differences between 

groups in the reported crude number of non-drinking or drinking occasions in the data (the n’s in the table) cannot be interpreted as indicating similar 
frequencies in the population. The percentages correctly describe distributions within the population.

2N is the crude number from the data; percentages are weighted by analysis weights.
3N is the crude number from the data; percentages have been calculated using analysis weights and scaling to a year.
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15–29 and 30–59 age groups than among older respondents, 
and more often among former drinkers than among lifetime 
abstainers. Social rejection was reported the most among 
30- to 59-year-olds and among former drinkers more than 
among lifetime abstainers. No statistically significant differ-
ences existed between men and women in reported 
consequences.

Most nondrinkers had experienced only positive attitudes 
toward their abstinence from family members, and family mem-
bers’ attitudes were reported to be more positive than those of 
friends, coworkers, or schoolmates (Table 4). These results did 
not differ between genders or age groups, but lifetime abstainers 
reported that their family members and friends have more 
positive attitudes toward their abstinence than former drinkers.

Table 2. C haracteristics of (non-)drinking occasions (%) by type of respondent (nondrinkers and drinkers), and the odds ratios from 
models (for each row separately) comparing the odds of the given characteristic in the occasions of nondrinkers compared to 
drinkers.

Non-drinking occasions 
n = 590

Drinking occasions 
n = 6730

OR: 
non-drinking vs 

drinking occasions* 95 % Cl

Weekday1 Mon–Thu 40 33 1.36 (0.96,1.92)
Fri–Sat 50 59 0.71 (0.51,0.98)

Sun 10 9 1.20 (0.86,1.66)
End time1 07:00–17:59 34 8 4.97 (2.74,8.99)

18:00–23:59 58 77 0.49 (0.30,0.81)
24:00–01:59 6 8 0.75 (0.35,1.61)
02:00–06:59 2 7 0.30 (0.11,0.78)

Social context  (categories not mutually exclusive)
Paying visits 19 10 1.84 (0.89 ,3.81)
Entertainment game and hobby 6 13 0.51 (0.29,0.90)
Meeting friends 21 16 1.15 (0.56,2.37)
Celebration 6 9 0.78 (0.49,1.25)
Party or night out 3 7 0.47 (0.23,0.97)
Meal 16 27 0.54 (0.26,1.11)
Work-related event 5 3 ǂ

Going to sauna 12 31 0.35 (0.20,0.60)
No special occasion 40 21 2.12 (1.14,3.92)
Location1 Home 78 81 0.49 (0.29,0.81)
Licensed premise 10 15 0.75 (0.38,1.47)
Other 12 4 3.46 (1.63,7.36)
Company (categories not mutually exclusive)

Partner only 42 47 0.66 (0.36,1.20)
Children 19 10 2.03 (1.06,3.90)
Family members and relatives 22 12 2.78 (1.62,4.77)

Friends 29 22 1.39 (0.79, 2.46)
Fellow employee/student 7 9 1.08 (0.53, 2.17)
Single gender 12 11 1.40 (0.70, 2.83)
More than four persons 19 18 1.37 (0.86, 2.18)
1Categories add up to 100%.
*Reference group: drinking occasions. Statistically significant ORs are in bold.
ǂThe model did not converge.

Figure 1.  Distribution of non-drinking (medium gray with black borders)ǂ and drinking (light gray)ǂ occasions across hours of the week 
(% of the whole week’s (non-)drinking occasions)*.
ǂAreas with dark gray are areas where non-drinking and drinking occasion proportions overlap each other.
*The weekday label is centered at 12 o’clock noon, vertical cross bars on x-axis denote midnight.



62 A. KATAINEN ET AL.

Table 4. A ttitudes in the social environment toward abstinence: proportion of respondents reporting only positive reactions from 
others (%).

All Men Women 15–29 30–59 60–79 Former drinker Lifetime abstainer

Number of respondents 330 142 188 96 106 128 189 141
Family members 86 88 84 90 83 82 79** 92
Friends 59 55 62 57 55 59 46*** 72
Coworkers or schoolmatesǂ 49 46 51 52 53 35 47 54

Differences between groups were tested using logistic regression.
* p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001 (Reference groups: women, ages 60–79, and lifetime abstainers).
ǂWas not asked if the respondent was retired, on a disability pension, or taking care of the household.

Discussion

Previous studies of abstinence have emphasized the negative 
social consequences that nondrinkers may face and that cop-
ing strategies are required from nondrinkers as well as drink-
ers who aim to drink less (Cherrier & Gurrieri, 2013; Nairn 
et al., 2006; Paton-Simpson, 2001). The vast majority of stud-
ies of these experiences have been qualitative and focused 
on youths, and very little is known about the prevalence of 
negative social consequences from abstinence in a general 
adult population. Finland is an example of a country where 
drinking, sometimes heavy drinking, is expected at many 
occasions, and this particularly has been the case among 
young people (Maunu, 2014). In this study, we were able to 
analyze the characteristics of occasions where nondrinkers 
most likely confront pressure and other negative conse-
quences, as well as self-reports of coping mechanisms (felt 
stigma) and the reaction they have faced (enacted stigma) 
due to their abstinence. We did not concentrate only on 
youths. Rather, the data enabled comparisons between age 
groups and between former drinkers and lifetime abstainers.

Non-drinking occasions were most common among 
women, middle-aged respondents, and former drinkers. Our 
results showed that non-drinking occasions shared many 
characteristics with drinking occasions. Both often took 
place on weekend evenings at home with one’s partner. 
However, the non-drinking occasions more often took place 
earlier in the day and on weekdays compared to drinking 
occasions, which accumulated during later weekend hours. 
It seems that the most typical non-drinking occasions were 
when a partner is having a drink at home or related to 
family events, as family members and children were reported 
to be present more often during nondrinkers’ than drinkers’ 
occasions.

Our results also showed that family members were 
reported to be far more positive toward alcohol abstinence 
than were friends and colleagues, coinciding with the pre-
vious research finding of family members being more sup-
portive as “beneficiaries” of abstinence, especially in the 
case of former drinkers with problematic drinking behavior 
in the past (Holmila et al., 2009; Raitasalo & Holmila, 
2005). Given that the most common non-drinking occa-
sions were with family members, it is not surprising that 
non-drinking FDHS respondents reported relatively low 
levels of negative social consequences. This indicates that 
nondrinkers often experience their encounters with drink-
ers as non-problematic. The most severe consequences of 
enacted stigma, such as getting into arguments, were rarely 
reported.

On the other hand, it is equally important to note that 
people in all age groups in this study (not just young peo-
ple) reported negative social consequences, and those neg-
ative consequences reflected both felt and enacted stigma. 
Compared to lifetime abstainers, middle-aged former drink-
ers reported more non-drinking occasions, more pressure 
and rejection, and more negative reactions, especially from 
their friends and coworkers. This describes the social chal-
lenges that people may face if they wish to reduce or quit 
drinking and yet maintain their social relations, which has 
also been documented by Bartram et al. (2017) among 
Australian adults who had stopped or considerably reduced 
their alcohol use.

By and large, men and women reported consequences 
equally. Findings from previous research on social pressure 
to drink suggest that men experience more pressure than 
women (e.g. Astudillo et al., 2013) and that it is easier for 
women to deal with the enacted stigma by finding acceptable 

Table 3.  Social consequences of abstinence: proportion of nondrinkers responding “often” or “occasionally,” %.
Pressure Alternatives Coping Social rejection

Pressured to 
drink

Prompted 
to explain 
or justify 

abstinence

No proper 
nonalcoholic 
alternatives

Has skipped 
drinking 

occasions

Has 
concealed 
abstinence

Has felt like 
an outsider

Others have 
avoided

Has gotten 
into an 

argument

Experienced 
problems in 

social 
relationships

Number of 
respondents

All 16 21 13 14 4 21 9 2 4 330
Men 17 24 14 17 2 24 11 1 5 142
Women 15 18 11 12 6 18 7 3 4 188
15–29 17 31** 12 23** 4 14 7 2 3 96
30–59 22* 28** 17 17 6 25 16** 3 9** 106
60–79 10 8 9 6 3 21 4 2 2 128
Former 

drinker
22*** 24 15 12 6 25* 12* 3 6 189

Lifetime 
abstainer

6 16 10 15 2 15 4 1 2 141

Differences between groups were tested using logistic regression.
*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 (Reference groups: women, age group 60–79, and lifetime abstainers).
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reasons to drink less or not at all (Emslie et al., 2012). 
According to our results, it seems that Finnish nondrinkers, 
both men and women, experienced the felt and enacted 
stigma of abstinence in a relatively similar manner.

Not surprisingly, older people reported negative social 
consequences to a lesser extent than younger groups. 
Traditionally, abstinence has been common in older age 
groups in the Nordic countries, and abstinence is still more 
common among older people than in the adult population, 
especially among women (Tigerstedt et al., 2020). Older peo-
ple may also suffer from health conditions and issues that 
require moderation or abstinence. Therefore, their abstinence 
is well understood by others. Our results on non-drinking 
occasions showed that older people had fewer non-drinking 
occasions in their lives, suggesting that they are also less 
frequently exposed to social situations where other people 
drink, which contributes to fewer negative consequences.

Young nondrinkers, by contrast, seemed to have the most 
experiences of felt and enacted stigma. They reported that 
they had been prompted to explain or justify abstinence. 
In particular, young respondents reported that they avoided 
situations in which other people drink. Young people’s 
drinking occasions are more concentrated in the late hours 
of the night than are older people’s (Mäkelä & Warpenius, 
2020). The finding that young nondrinkers avoided such 
occasions could also be seen in our results on non-drinking 
occasions, which were clearly less common in the late hours 
of the night than were drinking occasions. Previous studies 
have shown that friends are the most likely source of social 
pressure to drink (Kuntsche et al., 2004). Drinking occa-
sions with friends may involve more pressure because at 
many social occasions with them (such as nighttime par-
tying), drinking can be expected as a form of social ritual 
(Cheers et al., 2021; Maunu, 2014; Katainen & Rolando, 
2015). Skipping drinking occasions may be a rational escape 
route from this pressure, which likely shields a nondrinker 
from experiencing negative consequences. On the other 
hand, a study by Conroy and De Visser (2018) demon-
strated that young nondrinkers identify many benefits from 
social non-drinking, such as a higher quality of social life. 
According to Graber et al. (2016), nondrinkers and mod-
erate drinkers aim at “the sweet spot” of a desired physical 
and psychological state in a drinking situation by balancing 
subjective well-being and challenging aspects of situations 
where others drink. Our results on the timing of 
non-drinking occasions suggest that this sweet spot could 
be found temporally during weekend evenings, avoiding 
the late nights when blood alcohol concentrations rise 
(Mäkelä & Warpenius, 2020).

The study’s limitations include the small number of 
non-drinking respondents, as it is based on a general survey 
of drinking habits rather than a survey specifically on 
non-drinking. The proportion of nondrinkers (14.6%) was 
similar to that found in population-based general health stud-
ies (FinHealth 2017: 16% in the 30–64 age group (Koponen 
et al., 2018); ATH Study 2016: 14% in the 20–64 age group 
(Yearbook…, 2021)), so there is no reason to assume that 
nondrinkers would have dropped out from the “Drinking 
Habits Survey” to a greater extent. Moreover, having been 

able to examine the prevalence of perceived negative outcomes 
in a general population is also a strength of the study. Other 
limitations include difficulty in considering how respondents 
interpreted the survey questions. Some pilot testing was done 
before the survey, but it was not sufficient to reliably evaluate 
questions to minority respondents such as nondrinkers, and 
it was not nearly as ideal as could be achieved by a proper 
qualitative approach to this matter. Similarly, a qualitative 
study could have dug deeper into the respondents’ motivations 
and varying life histories. It is also difficult to assess whether 
systematic differences exist in how people respond and how 
willing they are to report negative reactions. Additionally, in 
an ideal situation, drinkers would also have been asked about 
non-drinking occasions and about consequences of their more 
occasional non-drinking because it is important to understand 
how people respond to nondrinkers (people) as well as 
non-drinking (behavior) in whomever the latter occurs. As 
in all surveys, the drinkers and nondrinkers who responded 
to the survey are not necessarily similar in all respects to 
the drinkers and nondrinkers who decided not to respond. 
The analysis of non-drinking situations can provide only 
rough estimates of the situational variance between drinkers 
and nondrinkers, but to our knowledge, this is the first study 
to analyze these differences.

Conclusions

Nondrinkers are a minority in high-income countries, but 
their proportion seems to be growing. As previous studies 
have typically focused on adolescents and young adults, the 
present study provides insights into how sanctioned absti-
nence is when the adult population is considered, how non-
drinkers encounter drinkers on drinking occasions, and how 
they experience these encounters. The study shows that 
negative social consequences from abstinence are reported 
in all age groups, but that they are the least frequent in 
older age groups. In addition, the results indicate that absti-
nence may not be as socially sanctioned even among youths, 
as has been emphasized in previous studies of how young 
people manage the pressures to drink in the “culture of 
intoxication” (e.g. Herman-Kinney & Kinney, 2013; Advocat 
& Lindsay, 2015). Instead, nondrinkers in all age groups 
reported mostly supportive social environments and social 
spaces in which coping strategies are not required constantly. 
Nondrinkers who confront little pressure and negative con-
sequences have successfully managed to integrate their life-
style into their everyday life in a culture that promotes 
drinking. However, regarding preventive efforts that aim to 
promote the adoption of less harmful drinking habits and 
reduce drinking-related harm, such efforts would be even 
more feasible if those who wish to cut down on their drink-
ing or abstain could avoid negative feedback altogether. 
Resilience is especially required from former drinkers, indi-
cating that drinking cultures need to be challenged to better 
facilitate abstinence and moderation of drinking.

Health promotion efforts should especially focus on alle-
viating the strong distinction between types of drinkers and 
nondrinkers, as Banister et al. (2019) have suggested, to 
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create a more tolerant culture toward abstinence and light 
drinking, and to normalize non-drinking (also see Graber 
et al., 2016). Future research may also play a part by empha-
sizing the heterogeneity of motivations and experiences of 
nondrinkers as well as by studying concrete methods by 
which cultures could be changed to be more tolerant toward 
non-drinking. Further research is especially needed on the 
types of light and nondrinkers and their motives in the 
adult population. Moreover, suitable datasets are required 
to examine in which population groups non-drinking as 
well as light drinking are gaining ground. Such studies 
should not involve just young people because social pressure 
to drink and drinking-related norms concern all age groups.
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Appendix 1. Other person’s attitudes toward 
abstinence

When you think about the last 12 months, how often has the 
following occurred?:

1.	 You have been pressured to drink alcoholic beverages even if it 
has become evident that you do not drink.

2.	 You have been prompted to explain or justify why you do not 
drink.

3.	 No proper nonalcoholic alternative to alcoholic beverages has 
been available.

4.	 You have decided not to attend an event because it will serve 
alcohol.

5.	 You have tried to hide that you do not drink.
6.	 You have felt like an outsider in a situation where others consume 

alcohol.
7.	 You have felt that others are avoiding you because you do not drink.
8.	 You have ended up in an argument because you do not drink 

(no matter who started the argument).
9.	 You have experienced problems in your social relationships 

because you do not drink.
Response categories:

1.	 Often
2.	 Occasionally
3.	 Seldom
4.	 Never


