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Abstract

Research among young adults (YA), in samples of
majority White college students, indicates links between
posting about alcohol on social media and self-reported
drinking behavior. We sought to extend this work by
examining unique associations between public versus
private posting about alcohol and the high-risk outcome
of alcohol-related blackouts, among a sample of
racially/ethnically diverse, non-college YA. A sample of
610 participants (74% non-White) completed an online
survey about social media use and drinking behavior.
Across three platforms (Twitter, Instagram, TikTok),
public posting on Instagram was most common. A
higher frequency of private posting about alcohol was
associated with a higher frequency of past-month
blackouts. Private posting on Instagram and TikTok
(though not Twitter) were uniquely related to blackouts,
as was public posting on TikTok. Results have
implications for eventual online interventions, which
can identify individuals potentially at risk for hazardous
drinking, based on their social media posting behavior.

Keywords: alcohol, blackouts, social media, non-
college young adults, racial/ethnic identity

1. Introduction

Alcohol misuse is a major public health concern,
particularly for young adults (YA, age 18-29). YA have
high rates of heavy episodic drinking (HED), alcohol
use disorders (AUD), and related mortality (Grant et al.,
2017). However, YA rarely seek alcohol treatment
(Buscemi et al., 2010; Mulia et al., 2014). It is critical to
continue to develop efficient methods for identifying
young adult problematic drinkers, in order to ultimately
disseminate effective interventions for this high-risk
group.

One particularly concerning consequence of
alcohol use among Y A is alcohol-induced memory loss,
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or blackouts, reported by one third to one half of YA
who drink (Hingson et al., 2016; Wetherill & Fromme,
2016; White & Ray, 2013). Blackouts confer risk for
other negative outcomes both concurrently (e.g.,
hangover) (Merrill et al., 2019) and longitudinally (e.g.,
subsequent injury, alcohol use disorder) (Mundt et al.,
2012; Studer et al., 2019). Blackouts may be a good
marker of a need to change drinking behavior, and for
some, they may even motivate change (Marino &
Fromme, 2018). As such, blackouts have been
recommended as a potential screening criterion for
alcohol-related problems (Merrill et al., 2016; Miller et
al., 2019).

The majority of research on blackouts, and etiology
and treatment of alcohol misuse among YA more
broadly, focuses on students in 4-year colleges. Yet,
70% of YA in the US are not in 4-year college (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2019), and only 60%
who seek a Bachelor’s degree complete it (College
Graduation Statistics, 2021). An additional 10% of YA
attend 2- rather than 4-year college. Non-college YA
(defined here as not graduated from and not currently
attending 4-year college) differ in several ways from
college YA and report experiencing different negative
alcohol-related consequences (Patrick et al., 2020).
Even one year post high school, they are more likely to
report offenses for driving while under the influence
(DWI) than their college attending peers (Simons-
Morton et al., 2017). Whereas community college
students engage in heavy drinking and experience
negative consequences at rates similar to 4-year students
(Cremeens-Matthews & Chaney, 2016; Wall et al.,
2012), they are at higher risk for more serious
consequences like DWI and attempting suicide
(Cremeens-Matthews &  Chaney, 2016). Yet,
opportunities to identify hazardous drinking among
non-college YA are scant. Since non-college YA are not
located in one single place, they are often not targeted
in mass approaches to alcohol screening and are subject
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to fewer opportunities for intervention, such as those
available on 4-year college campuses.

Moreover, there are racial/ethnic disparities in
college attendance (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2019; Provasnik & Planty, 2008), alcohol
misuse (Grant et al., 2015; NIAAA, 2021), and alcohol
treatment (Cummings et al., 2011; Mulia et al., 2014).
Non-college YA are more likely to be Black, Hispanic,
or Native American (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2019), and non-White individuals are
particularly unlikely to receive treatment (Manuel,
2017; Mulia et al., 2014). Given a lack of representation
in both research and receipt of intervention, research on
alcohol misuse among YA from diverse racial/ethnic
groups and who are not enrolled in 4-year college is
crucial.

Social networking sites (SNS) may be a simple,
cheap, and scalable way to screen for alcohol risk. SNS
are online platforms where users create public profiles
and interact with others. SNS use is especially common
among YA; 88% use at least one (Smith & Anderson,
2018) and many SNS are used at similar rates across
racial/ethnic groups (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). In
research, SNS recruitment can increase heterogeneity of
samples, reach, and access to underrepresented groups
(Wasilewski et al., 2018). For similar reasons, SNS may
serve as a valuable platform for screening for hazardous
drinking, using publicly posted content. Ultimately,
such an approach could be used to disseminate
interventions and document rates of high-risk drinking
in populations that include individuals otherwise
underrepresented in research or outreach efforts. A first
step involves determining the extent to which SNS
posting about alcohol is in fact a marker of alcohol risk.

Three especially popular SNS include Twitter (now
known as X), Instagram, and TikTok. Twitter is a free
platform where users can post public micro-blogs (i.e.,
Tweets) for other users to interact with by “liking,”
replying, or re-tweeting. Twitter is used by 25%
Hispanic, 24% Black, 21% White individuals, and by
44% of 18-24 year-olds (Perrin & Anderson, 2019).
Instagram is a free online photo sharing platform, where
users post images with a caption for others to engage by
liking, commenting, or re-posting. Instagram is used by
51% of Hispanic, 40% Black, 33% White individuals,
and by 75% of 18-24 year-olds (Perrin & Anderson,
2019). TikTok is a free online video sharing platform,
where users post videos with a caption for others to
engage with by liking or commenting. TikTok is used
by 31% of Hispanic, 30% Black, 18% White individuals
(Pew Research Center, 2021), and by 52% of U.S YA
(Vaterlaus & Winter, 2021). All three platforms can
involve either public posts (e.g., users make posts that
can be viewed by the public) or private posts (to just a
select group).

SNS are a common outlet for YA to discuss
substance use (Boyle et al., 2016; Egan & Moreno,
2011; Erevik et al., 2017), and non-college YA post
about substance use publicly (George et al., 2019).
Notably, people (1) use SNS to publicly discuss a desire
to engage in blackout drinking (Riordan et al., 2019),
and (2) often describe blackouts in a positive light on
SNS (Merrill et al., 2020).

Posts about alcohol may represent an opportunity to
identify someone drinking hazardously. Indeed,
alcohol-related content in SNS posts has been linked to
actual drinking behavior. For example, college students’
alcohol-related Facebook postings positively predicted
number of drinks per week, alcohol-related problems,
risk of AUD, and alcohol cravings (Westgate et al.,
2014); and number of alcohol-related Tweets was
associated with self-reported number of drinks (Moreno
etal., 2016). In a sample of 186 college and non-college
YA (Litt et al., 2018), researchers found a link between
alcohol-related Tweets and higher willingness to drink,
drinks per week, number of consequences experienced,
and higher Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test
(AUDIT) scores. In another study (Moreno et al., 2012),
college students with Facebook profiles including posts
about intoxication/problem drinking had increased
likelihood of hazardous drinking (positive AUDIT
scores) and alcohol-related injury in the past year.

While valuable, this prior work is marked by
several gaps. First, this work has been conducted
primarily with college students. Understanding whether
similar associations between SNS posting behavior and
personal drinking behavior are observed among non-
college attending YA is an essential prerequisite for
using SNS to screen for risky drinking on a broader
scale. Second, no prior study has examined the link
between SNS posting about alcohol and alcohol-related
blackouts in particular, despite how common and
serious alcohol-induced blackouts are.

Third, samples in prior work were largely White,
and the extent to which SNS posting is related to
hazardous drinking in more racially/ethnically diverse
samples has not been examined. Likewise, whether
racial/ethnic identification moderates links between
SNS posting and drinking behavior is understudied. A
single study showed that posting and high-risk drinking
was moderated by race/ethnicity (Bergman et al., 2020).
Specifically, at-risk drinking was associated with a
higher number of Instagram posts among White, Asian,
and Black participants, whereas drinking and posting
were unlinked for Hispanic individuals. However, this
study focused only on Instagram posts, and on posts of
any type, rather than alcohol-specific posts.

Moreover, others acknowledge that work in this area
must continue to expand beyond Facebook (Boyle et al.,
2017), where participants’ profiles and posts are now
typically private. Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok are
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more often used publicly, which can allow for more
convenient and unbiased screening for hazardous
drinking. The extent to which public posting on SNS
relates to actual behavior may differ from posts made
privately (LaBrie et al., 2019), such as those accessed
only with permission in prior work. Research
underscores that some people share more risky
depictions on their private social media posts because
public displays of the same content could damage their
image if viewed by parents or employers (Vanherle et
al., 2023). Recent research also suggests that male
students who had Finstas (fake/private Instagram
accounts) had higher alcohol use than those who only
had public Instagram accounts (LaBrie et al., 2023).
Little is known about use of private social media
accounts among non-college-attending YA.

1.1. Current Study

The goal of the present study was to test the
hypothesis that posting on SNS about alcohol at higher
frequencies would be positively associated with past-
month alcohol-induced blackout frequency. We
explored whether associations between SNS posting and
blackout frequency differed by racial/ethnic
identification. ~ Additionally, we explored whether
frequency of posting on three separate SNS (Twitter,
Instagram, TikTok), both publicly and privately, was
associated with past 30-day blackouts.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedures

Participants included 610 YA. To be eligible,
participants were required to report age 18-29 years, not
currently enrolled in 4-year college, not having
completed a 4-year college degree, living in the United
States (U.S.), a public account on Twitter or Instagram,
past-month posting of alcohol-related content on either
Twitter or Instagram, and willingness to allow
researchers to archive past 30-day public SNS posts.
Although we were interested in studying self-reported
TikTok usage, participants were not required to have a
public TikTok account.

Participants were recruited via Qualtrics Panels.
Potentially eligible respondents within a panel were sent
an email invitation informing them of an available
survey. To avoid self-selection bias, the email invitation
did not include specific details about the content of the
survey. Those who opened the link were directed to
complete an online consent form and screening
questionnaire. Those who were eligible, based on their
responses to an initial set of items, could continue
through the remainder of the survey. Participants in the
Qualtrics panels were recruited from various sources

including website intercept recruitment, member
referrals, target email lists, gaming sites, and other
sources such as social media. Rather than being paid by
the research team, they were compensated by the panel
provider in a variety of ways (e.g., airline points, cash,
gift cards). To ensure a diverse and representative
participant pool, the Qualtrics panel was programmed to
meet target quotas for the race/ethnicity with which each
participant most strongly identified. Quotas were set as
follows: 25% Black or African-American, 25% White,
25% Latinx or Hispanic, 10% Asian, 5% Native
American, and 10% other. For participants who
provided a verified SNS account, we supplemented this
with a $5 payment to Amazon.com.

Data quality was managed by both a Qualtrics
survey specialists as well as research staff. Cleaning of
the Qualtrics panel data included removal of duplicate
responses, partial or incomplete data, and fraudulent
responses. To avoid scam responses within the survey
data, we included security checks such as asking
participants to answer simple questions in full sentences
or affirm their age. Further, use of IP address monitoring
and other Qualtrics bot-detections were used to ensure a
participant pool from within the U.S.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Demographics. Demographics assessed included
age, sex assigned at birth (male, female, intersex),
transgender (yes, no), gender identity (man, woman,
non-binary, prefer not to answer), highest level of
school completed, sexual orientation, and employment
pattern for the majority of the past year. The survey also
assessed ethnicity (Hispanic or Latino/a/x; yes/no) and
race (White, Black or African American, American
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander, Other). Participants who checked more
than a single race/ethnicity were asked, “With which
racial/ethnic group do you most strongly identify?”

2.2.2. Alcohol Use. Past 30-day alcohol use was
assessed via a grid modeled after the daily drinking
questionnaire (Collins et al., 1985). Number of standard
drinks and hours over which they were consumed were
assessed for each day of a typical week. For the present
study, these data were summed across days to indicate
drinks consumed per typical week.

2.2.3. Blackouts. Past 30-day blackouts were assessed
with the 8-item Alcohol-induced Blackout Measure-2
(ABOM) (Boness et al., 2022). The questionnaire
assesses past 30-day experiences of various types of
memory loss ranging in severity (e.g., unable to
remember a few minutes of what happened, wake up
with no idea where you had been or what you had done

Page 3812



after a certain point). Responses were scored on a scale
including 0 (never), 1 (1 time), 2 (2 times), 3 (3 times)
or 4 (4 or more times). Items were summed to create a
total scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .94).

2.2.4. SNS use. Participants reported the approximate
number of posts they make per week on SNS.
Participants were instructed that examples of alcohol-
related content might include “a posted statement about
your own or someone else’s drinking, a meme related to
alcohol, or a photo or video where you or someone else
is drinking alcohol.” For each of six possible account
types endorsed at screening (public Twitter, private
Twitter, public Instagram, private Instagram, public
TikTok, private TikTok), they were asked about
frequency of alcohol-related posting in the past three
months. Response options were: never (0), less than
once a month (1), monthly (2), weekly (3), and daily (4).
We created sums of (a) private posting frequency, and
(b) public posting frequency, across the three platforms.

Participants were asked to indicate on which of the
following platforms they had posted alcohol-related
content (a) publicly and (b) privately in the prior 30
days: Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, TikTok,
Finsta (fake Instagram), another fake SNS account, or
“other.” We calculated the total number of platforms
(out of these 8) on which the participant posted (a)
publicly and (b) privately, about alcohol in the past
month. Participants were also asked how often they view
alcohol-related content on SNS (never, less than once a
month, monthly, weekly, and daily).

2.3. Analysis Plan

Following descriptive and correlational analysis,
ANOVAs were used to test differences by racial/ethnic
identification in blackout frequency, public and private
posting about alcohol. Next, three multiple linear
regression models were used to examine associations
between alcohol-related posting on public and private
SNS (two primary independent variables) and blackouts
(dependent variable). Model 1 included only public and
private posting, to examine unique contributions of each
type of posting when controlling for the other. In Model
2, we add all covariates of interest. The categorical
racial/ethnic identity variable was recoded into three
dummy codes: contrasts between White race and (1)
Black, (2) Hispanic, and (3) Other (collapsed due to
small subgroup sizes). We controlled several potential
confounding variables, given the possibility each may
relate to both our primary predictor (alcohol-related
SNS posting) and outcome (blackouts), and to isolate
unique effects of posting. These included typical weekly
drinking, general posting on SNS (i.e., posts per week),
number of different platforms across which participants

post alcohol content, and viewing of alcohol-related
content on SNS. In Model 3, we added a set of 2-way
interactions to examine whether either public or private
posting about alcohol was moderated by racial/ethnic
identity. Finally, to examine for which specific account
types the frequency of posting about alcohol was related
to blackout frequency, we used an additional multiple
regression model with six predictors (public posting
about alcohol on each of three platforms, private posting
about alcohol on each of three platforms). Covariates
and interaction terms were not included in this model.

3. Results

3.1. Sample Descriptives

Participant demographics are shown in Table 1
(next page). Participants reported an average of 11.25
(SD = 12.27) drinks per typical week. They had an
average ABOM score (blackout frequency) of 8.81 (SD
= 8.39) out of maximum possible score of 32, and 76.5%
of the sample reported at least one instance of alcohol-
induced memory loss in the past month. ANOVAs did
not reveal significant differences by strongest
racial/ethnic identification in frequency of blackouts,
public posting about alcohol, or private posting about
alcohol (ps>.05).

3.2 SNS Use and Alcohol-related Posting

Figure 1 shows past three-month frequency of
posting about alcohol privately on private accounts and
publicly on public accounts. Across platforms, public
posting about alcohol was more frequent than private
posting, and Instagram had the highest rates of past
three-month public posting about alcohol. Table 2 (next
page) shows descriptives on general SNS use.

Public TikTok B ]
Private TikTok [
Public Instagram |l ]
Private Instagram [ S
Public Twitter § ]
Private Twitter ]

0 50 100

Percentage of Sample

m daily mweekly mmonthly m<1x/month mnever

Figure 1. Frequency of posting about alcohol in
past 3 months on public vs private TikTok,
Instagram, and Twitter accounts
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of
Participants (N = 610)

Table 2. Social Networking Site (SNS) Account Use
(N=610)

Variable % or Mean (SD)

Age 2451 (3.12)

Strongest racial/ethnic identity

Black/African American 39.7%
White 25.7%
Hispanic/Latino 25.2%
Asian 4.9%
American Indian/Alaska Native 2.9%
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.5%
Other 1.1%
Female sex at birth 50.5%
Transgender 1.6%
Gender |dentity
Woman 49.5%
Man 49.8%
Non-Binary 0.7%
Sexual Orientation
Heterosexual 76.1%
Gay/Lesbian 4.2%
Bisexual 15.6%
Other 3.3%
Prefer not to say 0.8%
Highest Education
Less than High School 3.3%
High School Diploma 52.6%
GED 4.9%
Some College 24.3%
Associates Degree 14.4%

Other 0.5%

Variable % or Mean (SD)

Public Account Ownership

Twitter 70.7%
Instagram 84.1%
TikTok 70.2%
Private Account Ownership
Twitter 16.6%
Instagram 23.1%
TikTok 16.7%
Posts per week (range 0-99) 7.53 (13.53)
Frequency of viewing alcohol
content on SNS
Never 8.0%
<1x/month 15.6%
Monthly 20.2%
Weekly 37.4%
Daily 18.9%
# accounts where alcohol is posted
Publicly (observed range 1-7) 2.40 (1.33)
Privately (observed range 0-6) 1.92 (1.21)

Note. Account Ownership = percentage of sample that
owns this account type; SD = standard deviation, SNS
= Social Networking Site; # = number.

Note. SD = standard deviation, GED = general
educational development test

3.3 Associations between alcohol-related

posting and blackouts

Frequency of posting about alcohol privately and
publicly significantly correlated with blackout
frequency (» = .13 and .14, respectively, ps<.05).
Regression results are shown in Table 3. In Model 1,
both public and private posting about alcohol were
related to blackout frequency. In Model 2 (adjusting for
covariates), only private posting was significant. Across
models, there were no main effects of racial/ethnic
identification on blackout frequency. In Model 3, we
observed no main effects or interactions with

racial/ethnic identification for the frequency of private
alcohol posting. However, significant interactions
suggested racial/ethnic differences in associations
between public posting and blackout frequency (Table
3, Model 3). As White identity served as the referent
group, the significant main effect of public alcohol
posting frequency is specific to this group. To probe the
significant interaction between public alcohol posting
for each additional group, we ran follow-up models in
which we changed the referent group. The effect of
effect of public posting about alcohol and blackout
frequency was non-significant for participants
identifying as Hispanic (beta = -.05, B =-0.16, 95% CI
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Table 3. Multiple regression models predicting blackouts from frequency of alcohol-related social
networking site (SNS) posting and by strongest racial/ethnic identity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Beta B 95%ClofB Beta B 95%Cl of B Beta B 95%Cl of

Public alcohol posting freq .11 .32 .06,.58 .07 .20 -.07, .48 .25 .76 .24, 1.28
Private alcohol posting freq .14 .84 32,136 .12 .68 19,117 14 .80 -.08, 1.69
Covariates

# platforms public alcohol .08 .51 -.19,1.21 .08 .53 -17,1.23
# platforms private alcohol .06 43 -.35,1.21 .06 44 -.35, 1.22
# SNS posts per week -16 -1 -16,-.05 -17 -1 -17, -.06
Freq viewing alcohol on SNS 10 .50 .07, .94 10 .52 .08, .96
Drinks per typical week 36 .26 .20, .32 .34 .25 19, .31
Black (vs White) -04 -72 -245,1.02 -05 -92 -2.66, .83
Hispanic (vs White) .02 3 -1.58,2.20 .00 .05 -1.85, 1.94
Other race/ethnicity (vs White) -02 -54 -3.09202 -03 -74 -3.31,1.83
Interactions between public posting and racial/ethnic identity

Black x public alcohol posting -13  -.58 -1.22, .05
Hispanic x public posting -14  -92 -1.66, -.17
Other race x public posting =13 -1.24 -2.25, -.23
Interactions between private posting and racial/ethnic identity

Black x private posting .00 -.00 -1.16,1.15
Hispanic x private posting -06 -.83 -2.27, .60
Other race x private posting .01 15 -1.57,1.87

Note. Overall F tests of all three models were significant (ps<.001). Cl = confidence interval; Beta is standardized, B
is unstandardized; Effects adjusted for all other variables in the model; bolded effects are significant at p<.05

Table 4. Predicting blackouts from social networking site posting specifically about alcohol

Beta B 95%Cl of B
Public posting: Twitter -.08 -.52 -1.30, .26
Public posting: Instagram .08 48 -.28,1.24
Public posting: TikTok 16 1.05 .26, 1.84
Private posting: Twitter .06 .78 -.68,2.20
Private posting: Instagram A2 1.08 .08, 2.08
Private posting: TikTok 11 1.25 .03, 2.48

Note. All predictors entered into a single model; Cl= confidence interval, Beta is standardized, B is unstandardized.

=-0.72 - 0.40, p = .584), Black (beta = .06, B = 0.18,
95% CI =-0.22 - 0.57, p=.375), and “other” race (beta
=-.16,B=-0.48, 95% CI = -1.34 - 0.39, p=279).
Regression results examining posting on specific
platforms (Table 4) also indicated that, collapsing across
racial/ethnic groups, more frequent posting about
alcohol specifically on TikTok publicly, and Instagram
or TikTok privately, was associated with increased
blackout frequency. Posting on Twitter, publicly or
privately, was not associated with blackout frequency.

Discussion

The present study was the first to examine how
self-reported posting on SNS about alcohol, across a
range of platforms, and both publicly and privately, may
relate to alcohol-induced blackout frequency. Primary
findings revealed that public alcohol posting is
associated with blackout frequency among White non-
college-attending YA, though not for those who most
strongly identify as Hispanic, Black, or with other non-
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White racial/ethnic groups. This finding has
implications regarding the specific groups that may be
able to be identified as risky drinkers, based solely on
what they post online.

Descriptively, we found public (vs private) posting
about alcohol was more frequent, and Instagram had the
highest rates of past three-month public posting about
alcohol. These findings were promising with regards to
the potential use of SNS for screening for problem-
drinking among YA, because public alcohol posts are
accessible to interventionists (unlike private posts).
Also, that Instagram was the more common platform for
public alcohol posts suggests this may be one ideal
platform for reaching large numbers of YA for eventual
alcohol interventions via SNS. Such potential is
bolstered by the fact that Instagram is currently the more
widely used SNS by YA, of whom large proportions are
from racially diverse groups (Perrin & Anderson, 2019).
The next most common SNS for posting alcohol-related
content (in the past 3-months) were Twitter, followed by
TikTok. This order roughly aligns with the general
popularity of these SNS among YA, in the current study
and previous research (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). This
indicates that interventionists who aim to maximize
reach to YA posting alcohol-related content, it is valid
to prioritize the current popularity of the SNS among
YA as a selection criterion (above other
features/characteristics of the SNS).

Our primary goal was to examine associations
between both public and private SNS posting about
alcohol, and recent blackouts, and whether racial/ethnic
identity may moderate such associations. While there
was no main effect of racial/ethnic identity on recent
blackouts, there were interactions between identity and
public posting on recent blackouts. We found that for
those identifying most strongly as White, more frequent
public posting about alcohol was a significant, positive
correlate of past 30-day blackouts. This association
between SNS posting and blackouts was not observed
among other racial/ethnic subgroups. Findings were
largely consistent with prior work (Bergman et al.,
2020), and extended beyond prior research by
examining (1) multiple platforms and (2) distinguishing
public from private posting. Research on marginalized
groups in the U.S supports that YA who identify with a
minority racial or ethnic group (e.g., Hispanic and
‘other’ non-White race) are less likely than White YA
to drink hazardously (Wechsler & Kuo, 2003), perhaps
to avoid stigma. This would also explain why public
posting on SNS about alcohol did not relate to blackouts
among some racial/ethnic minority groups in this study.
If this interpretation is accurate, these findings also raise
a challenge for using public SNS posts about alcohol to
screen for problem drinking among racially diverse YA,
because it appears that among YA from some racially
diverse groups, public posting about alcohol may not

represent a good screener for whether they also report
high-risk drinking outcomes (e.g., blackouts). However,
results indicate that screening for problem drinking
among White YA via public SNS posts about alcohol
may be effective. Though reaching racially diverse
groups is the eventual goal of this research (rather than
White YA), any advancement in potential intervention
approaches for high-risk drinking among YA in the U.S.
is important, particularly for non-college YA who
generally have lesser access to alcohol interventions.

Of note, when collapsing across racial/ethnic
groups (and accounting for other covariates), frequency
of private (not public) posting about alcohol was
significantly associated with past 30-day blackout
frequency. Therefore, it may be that, generally, what
YA post privately about drinking indicates risk. Once
again, this indicates a potential problem with utilizing a
social media approach to screening/intervention of
problematic alcohol use among YA generally, because
private posts cannot be readily accessed and analyzed.
In contrast to these findings, when no covariates were
accounted for in the model, and only frequency of
alcohol posting (private and public) was used to predict
blackout frequency, posting both public and private
alcohol content was significantly related to more
frequent blackouts. However, the models that included
covariates likely provided a more realistic estimate of
real-world relationships, than the models that did not
account for any covariates.

The above results were supplemented by
exploration of how public and private posting on the
individual SNS explored in this study (Instagram,
Twitter, TikTok) related to past-30-day blackout
experiences. For Instagram and TikTok, more frequent
private posting of alcohol-related content related
significantly to self-reported blackouts. Contrarily, for
Twitter, public posting of alcohol-content (not private
posting) was related to blackouts. However, this finding
may only reflect a difference in the nature of these
platforms, since a person’s Twitter account typically is
publicly viewable to any person (regardless of whether
that person is approved as a ‘follower”), which is not the
case for Instagram and TikTok. Further research is
needed to test these effects, which suggest that both the
specific platform and the nature of posting (private vs
public) are important to consider.

In addition to primary findings, some of our
covariate effects were of interest. One significant
correlate of past-30-day blackouts in this study was
frequency of viewing alcohol-related content online.
The correlation between viewing alcohol-related
content and experiencing blackouts could indicate
potential consequences of viewing alcohol-related
content on SNS for personal drinking outcomes, or
indicate that heavy-drinking YA engage more with
alcohol-related content online. Past research favors the
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latter explanation, since posting alcohol-related content
is a stronger predictor of personal drinking problems
than viewing alcohol content on SNS (Westgate et al.,
2014), although further research is needed on this
relationship. The high rates of viewing alcohol content
reported by participants in this study (see Table 2)
support that YA are likely to notice alcohol-related
content on SNS. The implications of this are both
negative (e.g. potentially increasing drinking and
blackouts) and positive (e.g. for potential bystander
interventions, or for recruiting for alcohol interventions
via SNS). We also found a negative relationship
between greater fotal posting on SNS and blackouts. A
possible explanation for this finding is that YA who
spend more time on social media spend less time
participating in ‘real world” social communities (Kuss
& Griffiths, 2011), which may relate to fewer blackouts
due to a lack of social drinking opportunities. Finally,
this study suggests that the number of SNS on which the
YA posted alcohol-related content (publicly or
privately) was not related to experiencing alcohol-
related blackouts, so screening across multiple sites
does not necessarily increase likelihood of identifying a
young adult’s problem drinking behavior (i.e., screening
across the few most popular SNS is a valid approach to
SNS screening interventions).

Further research is needed to support the idea that
public posting about alcohol may indicate risk for
subsets of non-college-attending YA. If such research
supports this idea, eventual interventions could be
effective in reaching high-risk young adult drinkers, by
screening public alcohol-related posts on popular SNS,
and inviting participants to engage with further
screening and/or intervention. Additionally, the
significant relationship between private alcohol-related
posting (e.g. on Instagram and TikTok) and recent
blackout drinking suggests that a SNS-informed
‘bystander’ intervention approach (wherein witnesses to
dangerous behavior step in to protect others) may hold
potential. Such intervention might involve a public
health campaign wherein YA are educated to recognize
frequent SNS posting about alcohol as a marker of
potential problem drinking, to support their peer.

3.2. Limitations

First, data were collected at a single time point,
preventing any conclusions regarding directionality of
associations between SNS posting and blackouts. Future
studies could examine how these online and offline
behaviors track together over time. Second, participants
were recruited based on endorsement of public posting
on three particular platforms, preventing a generalizable
assessment of SNS posting about alcohol for those who
only post privately or use other platforms. Third,
measures of SNS posting were designed by the research

team, and the extent to which they correspond to
objective measures of posting behavior is unknown.
Therefore, future research testing these results with data
collected directly from SNS (not self-report SNS-usage
data) is necessary. Actual post frequency and content
should be compared both to self-reported posting
behavior and drinking behavior. Fourth, our dependent
variable (blackouts) was assessed with a past month
time frame, while our predictors (alcohol-related
posting) were assessed with a three-month time frame.
Finally, the model examining platform-specific alcohol-
related posting did not include confounding variables,
and should therefore be interpreted with caution.

3.3. Conclusions

This study found that public posting about alcohol
is more common than private posting about alcohol, and
popular SNS for posting alcohol-related content among
YA in the U.S include Instagram, Twitter and TikTok
(in that order). Because of the commonness of alcohol-
related posting on SNS by YA from diverse groups in
the U.S, there is potential for using SNS to reach at-risk
YA for alcohol interventions, via SNS. It appears that
the frequency of public posting about alcohol on popular
SNS is the behavior that best relates to heavy drinking
(resulting in blackout), however only among White YA.
Nonetheless, it may be worth investigating SNS as a
way to reach YA from a wide variety of backgrounds in
the U.S, who would benefit from support, education
and/or intervention for alcohol-use. We suggest more
research is needed to support the findings of this study,
and to increase understanding of the potential SNS-
based interventions for various health behaviors and a
range of groups.

There is a need for improvements in outreach and
treatment engagement of heavy drinking non-college
YA from diverse backgrounds. Racial/ethnic minorities
in particular are underrepresented in research and
underserved with respect to alcohol intervention. Prior
work highlights alcohol-related content posted on SNS
as indicative of real-life hazardous drinking in largely
White samples. Unfortunately, online posts about
alcohol are often positive in nature (Beullens &
Schepers, 2013; Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2015; Hendriks et
al., 2018), with great potential to normalize and even
glorify alcohol misuse. To combat this, SNS ultimately
may be useful platforms for identifying individuals in
need of intervention. Eventually, this work could inform
automated methods to screen social media posts for
high-risk drinkers, particularly those from traditionally
underrepresented segments of the population, and in
turn send further screening and online brief
interventions, which are particularly efficacious among
young adult drinkers (Tait & Christensen, 2010).
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