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Abstract Because young adult drinking occurs primarily in
peer groups, this should be taken into account when
studying influences on drinking behaviour. This paper
aimed to assess influences on drinking by observing
existing peer groups in a naturalistic setting. We first
analysed the basic levels at which two types of influence
take place. The first, modelling (imitating others’ drinking),
was found to significantly influence individual drinking,
whereas for the second one, persuasion (drinking resulting
from others offering drinks), no predictions were found.
Subsequently, we examined whether peer group members’
sociometric status in the group affected the amount of
influence and persuasion exerted and received. No indica-
tions were found that sociometric status had an impact on
influence in alcohol consumption within a drinking situa-
tion. Features and weaknesses of the study are discussed.
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Introduction

Peers are assumed to have an important impact on young
persons’ drinking levels (see review by Petraitis et al.
1995). Traditionally, best friends are the main focus when
studying peer influences (e.g., Andrews et al. 2002; Jaccard
et al. 2005; Poelen et al. 2007). The drinking behaviour of
best friends may be a useful parameter in measuring peer
influence, since best friends spend much time together
(Jost et al. 1985) and play an important role in the lives of
young adults (Hartup 1996). On the other hand, because
young adult drinking in The Netherlands is concentrated in
social settings such as bars, discos and pubs (Engels et al.
1999) and takes place primarily in groups (Van de Goor
1990), it is likely to assume that peer group members
besides the best friend influence individual alcohol
consumption (see e.g. also the Social Impact Theory;
Latané 1981). Moreover, it is questionable whether the
emotional bond that exists between best friends necessarily
implies that they exert the strongest influence on individual
drinking.

We acknowledge that the best friend may be influential
concerning, for instance, the frequency of visiting places in
which alcohol is consumed (Engels et al. 1999; Fink and
Wild 1994). However, within a drinking situation, often
more people are involved in shaping the actual drinking of
a person, and a friendship between two people may not be
the most important aspect affecting the magnitude of
influence. For instance, Bot et al. (2005b) showed that
nonreciprocal friends may have more influence on drinking
than reciprocal ones, which may indicate that in a dyad not
consisting of typical best friends, the influence may be
stronger than in a reciprocal friendship. Further, findings as
to whether the best friend or peer group members exert
more influence on adolescent alcohol consumption are
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inconsistent (Bauman and Ennett 1996; Ennett and Bauman
1996; Maxwell 2001; and Urberg et al. 1997). Therefore,
we postulate that peer influence may depend on factors
other than friendship, and that the influence of others within
a specific drinking situation is neglected in most studies
(see also Cairns et al. 1998). In studies in which the
influence of peers other than friends has been examined, the
unit of analysis is often substance use of the group
members in general (for an overview: Bauman and Ennett
1996), and not separate group members. The aim of the
present study is to examine the role of peer group members’
sociometric status in the prediction of influence on
individual drinking.

Many researchers—starting with Moreno (1934)—
suggested that the power to influence others depends on an
individual’s sociometric position in the group. The
information individuals provide regarding which group
members they, for example, like and dislike, perceive to be
popular, or perceive to be withdrawn, appears to be related to
a variety of characteristics, such as leadership, aggression,
athletic skills, and power to control or influence others (e.g.,
Lease et al. 2002a). In terms of alcohol consumption, one
might expect that the more dominant and popular group
members exert a stronger influence on the drinking levels
of other group members, whereas more withdrawn and
permissive members are more susceptible to be affected by
peer group drinking. As far as we know, very few studies
examined the role of sociometric position in the actual
influence on others in the group (Polansky et al. 1950a, b).
In studies the objective is usually the perception of (power
to) influence others or susceptibility to influence (as
reported in questionnaires by peers, teachers or parents)
and not the actual interpersonal influence (Lease et al.
2002a; b). Even though the outcomes of these studies may
be a good indicator of actual social influence being exerted,
it is uncertain to what extent and on which time scale this
influence occurs. In this study we explore whether
information on the sociometric status of individuals in a
peer group determines actual influence on the drinking
levels of individual members.

In most studies that apply sociometric measurements the
focus is on groups that are formed in a top-down manner,
such as school classes and work groups. Alcohol consump-
tion, however, is a behaviour that typically takes place in
friendship groups, which are formed in a bottom-up
manner. The composition and development of friendship
groups might e.g. depend on the group members’ opinion
about the others and the individual decision to stay or leave
the group (Engels et al. 1997). Even though composed
groups, for which it is more common to apply sociometric
measurements, are fundamentally different from friendship
groups, we assume that the application of sociometric
measurements is also meaningful in friendship groups, or

possibly even more meaningful. Reasons may be that
individuals are more motivated to remain a member of a
friendship group, or because emotional wellbeing depends
more on friendship groups compared with, for instance,
professional groups (Van Daalen et al. 2005). Even though
memberships of friendship groups are on a voluntary basis,
differences in intrapersonal preferences, or even antipathies,
may occur commonly. Further, the impact resulting from
one’s position in a peer group may be larger than in a
composed group, because in friendship groups behaviour is
not often defined by rules made by others (e.g. teachers),
but merely by implicit and explicit rules imposed by the
group members themselves. Also, in the case of social
drinking, in which the amount of alcohol consumed is often
not planned ahead but situation dependent (Knibbe et al.
1991), individuals may be more sensitive to peer influence.
In sum, we assume that sociometric information may be a
useful parameter in predicting influence concerning
drinking in peer groups.

It is often reported that peer influence takes place in
diverse ways (Cialdini and Sagarin 2005; Graham et al.
1991) and this should therefore be incorporated in our
research design. Within a drinking situation, both modelling
and persuasion have been found to account for unique
variance in alcohol use according to survey studies (Aitken
1985; Brown et al. 1986; Graham et al. 1991; Keefe 1994).
Modelling (also referred to as passive pressure) refers to
adapting drinking levels to the consumption of other
persons. Persuasion (also referred to as active pressure)
refers to soliciting others to engage in a certain drinking
behaviour. The relative impact that passive and active
pressure have may be modified by an individual’s position
in the group, as reflected by the sociometric status. The role
of sociometric status on these two processes of peer
influence may be twofold. On the one hand, peer group
members with a certain sociometric status (e.g. those who
are more popular or dominant) may be more influential than
others, by being both a behavioural model and by
persuading others. On the other hand, a certain sociometric
status (e.g. being perceived as conformist or socially
anxious) may be related to a higher susceptibility to
influence, both by means of modelling others or by being
persuaded to drink. In conclusion, we will test whether
sociometric measures differentiate which individuals may
be more likely to be modelled by others in the group, or
will be more likely to persuade others to drink. Also, it will
be tested whether sociometric status differentiates between
which individuals may be more likely to model others or be
affected by others who persuade them to drink.1

1 For more information on refusal assertiveness, see Epstein et al.
(2001).
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In the present study, we test the impact of sociometric
status of peer group members on peer influence processes
on alcohol consumption. In contrast to researchers who
employed a longitudinal survey design to study peer
influence processes, we examine influence in existing peer
groups in a bar lab, as we think it is essential to capture
these processes in its natural context (see Bruun 1959).
Modelling and persuasion, namely, are assumed to occur on
several occasions during a “wet” situation, to take place
partly unconsciously (Chartrand and Jefferis 2003), and
incidents of conceding to social influence may be uncom-
fortable to admit; all of these may lead to bias in self
reports. We think that only in a naturalistic context it is
possible to assess the actual process in which influence
takes place during drinking sessions.

Materials and Methods

Participants

The participants were 238 young adults who volunteered to
participate (see also Bot et al. 2005a). They entered our
laboratory setting as a group in a sense that one
undergraduate student invited six to eight friends to join
this research project. A total of 30 peer groups enrolled.
The majority of the groups (n=27) consisted of eight
persons; two groups consisted of seven, and one of nine
persons. A total of 128 men (54%) and 110 women (46%)
participated in age range 18–28 years,2 of whom 203 (85%)
had at least finished education allowing admittance to
university, which indicates that this study involved partic-
ipants with a relatively high educational level. A total of 50
respondents (21%) lived with their parents or other
caretakers, whereas the remainder either lived alone or
with a partner or friend. The vast majority of the
participants were from Dutch nationality and of Caucasian
origin, but we also had some North African and Central
Asian participants. The composition of the groups ranged
from all men (7%) through a variety of mixed gender (86%)
to all women (7%).

Procedure

The participants were approached on the campus grounds
and invited to join a study on the effects of alcohol on
group discussions and judgements. This explanation was
offered to avoid drawing the participants’ attention to the

actual aims of the study, i.e. examining alcohol consump-
tion in an ad-lib drinking setting. This type of procedure is
employed in many studies on modelling effects of alcohol
consumption (see review by Quigley and Collins 1999).
The groups were invited to our bar lab for two sessions in
1 year; this article presents the results of the first mea-
surement only. The sessions lasted 2 h each and took place
between 7 and 9 P.M. in a bar laboratory on our campus.
This bar lab was situated in a room furnished as an ordinary
small pub, with a bar and stools, tables and chairs, indoor
games (e.g. table soccer and billiards), and a TV/video set.
During the sessions the radio played popular music.
Volume and type of music were kept similar for all groups.
Participants were told that we rented this bar from the
faculty and that it was normally used for private parties and
celebrations of staff members of the university.

First, after the participants had entered the bar lab, the
procedure of the study was explained. Then, they were
asked to fill in a questionnaire containing various questions
about e.g. drinking patterns, friendships, and sociometric
status within the group. This took about 40 min. Next, they
evaluated ten persons for attractiveness and intelligence by
means of images shown on the TV screen, after which they
had 30 s to discuss each image within the group. This task
was constructed to be undemanding, since answers were
dependent on the participants’ own judgement. The aim of
employing an undemanding task was to avoid that the
amount of alcohol consumed was dependent on some
participants’ urges to do well. During the completion of the
questionnaire and task non-alcoholic drinks were offered.

After completing the first task, which took about 10 min,
they had a 52 min break, in which they had to stay in the
bar lab. They could play some of the games, watch TV, or
have conversations. Participants were told that they could
order a drink at the bar, but that the bartender would not
offer them anything because this would burden him
unnecessarily, and it would be unethical for researchers to
push the participants towards drinking. This way we could
assume that the drinking resulted only from the respon-
dents’ initiation. Soft alcoholic beverages (i.e. beer and
wine) and non-alcoholic drinks were freely available. It is
essential to mention that soft alcoholic drinks are relatively
cheap in The Netherlands; for example, in ordinary bars or
restaurants the price of a 0.25 l beer does not exceed
2 Euros. This implies that offering drinks for free does not
encourage excess drinking for the majority of Dutch
youngsters (compare for instance the drinking levels
reported by Van de Goor 1990). Of course, if this study
had been conducted in countries with a different drinking
culture, offering drinks for free might lead to binge drinking
in some of the participants. Nonetheless, many students
consumed a substantial number of drinks in this time-out
session. Nuts and chips were also offered for free. After the2 Drinking in public in The Netherlands is allowed from 16 years on.
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52 min free time slot, a second task similar to the first one,
but with different pictures had to be carried out. After 2 h
the participants went home by taxi. They received 30 Euros
per group for their participation.

During the 2-h session video and audio recordings were
made. Two cameras were used (one flexible with zoom, and
one steady), unobtrusively placed in two corners of the bar
lab. A research assistant operated the camera in an
observation room adjacent to the bar lab. Participants were
told in advance that they would be observed during the
complete experiment and all gave written permission for the
use of these data for our study. We stressed that they were
not obliged to drink alcohol, because non-drinkers or light
drinkers were also of interest for our study. Pilot studies
were conducted to verify the credibility of the setting and
procedure (see Bot et al. 2005b). Participants strongly
endorsed the setting’s credibility and none of the 32
participants in the pilot studies guessed the actual aim of
the study. Participants were allowed to smoke during the
session (if the other group members approved), because in
the pilot studies we noticed that forcing smokers not to
smoke while drinking strongly affects the feasibility of a
normal drinking occasion for them.

The research proposal was approved and funded by The
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research. The local
medical ethical committee (CCMO Arnhem-Nijmegen)
approved of the protocols for our study. Debriefing was
done after the second assessment. After debriefing, the
participants were reminded of the possibility to withdraw
their consent to use the observational data in our research or
ask additional questions. None of them withdrew consent.

Measures

Sociometric Status in the Peer Group Sociometric nomi-
nations of peer group status are a powerful method to assess
individual group positions relevant to the study of social
influence, among other reasons, because they are multi-
informant. Nevertheless, few attempts have been made to
assess sociometric status in young adult leisure groups. We
applied the nomination method described by Newcomb and
Bukowski (1983) (“Which three persons in the group do
you like most/least”) to assess social impact (a sum of like
and dislike nominations received) and preference (a sub-
traction of like and dislike nominations received) (items 1
and 2, see Table 1), and combined this with 12 items to
assess six more constructs we regarded potentially relevant
in terms of social influence (both in terms of influence
exerted or received), which are all displayed in Table 1.
Some of these items arose from a consideration of the
Revised Class Play (Masten et al. 1985), but were adapted
to fit the assessment sociometric status of young adults in a
friendship group. The constructs other than impact and
preference were labelled “social” (items 3 and 4), “leader-
ship” (items 5 and 6), “withdrawal” (7 and 8), “dominance”
(9 and 10), “confidence” (11 and 12), and “conformism”
(13 and 14) and were offered in randomised order. In
concordance with the method applied by Newcomb and
Bukowski, all items asked for the names of three persons in
the group for whom the statement applied most. The
nominations the respondents gave were transformed into
the probability of being nominated (the number of
nominations received divided by the maximum possible

Table 1 Items and pattern matrix of the sociometric peer group nomination scale

Item Dimension 1 Dimension 2 Dimension 3
Social-Leader Conformism Impact

1. Social Impact 0.762
2. Social Preference 0.792 0.306 0.101

Which 3 persons in the group...
3. ...are easygoing and cooperative? 0.818
4. ...are open and spontaneous? 0.810 −0.161
5. ...are able to motivate others? 0.671 −0.379 0.219
6. ...facilitate cooperation? 0.834
7. ...are surly and introverted? −0.670 0.265 0.374
8. ...are shy and withdrawn? −0.523 0.449 0.300
9. ...dominate the conversation? 0.566 −0.457 0.100
10 ..like to be in charge in the group? 0.511 −0.541 0.133
11. ...have a lot of self-confidence? 0.223 −0.702 0.224
12. ...don’t lose their heads? 0.140 −0.694 0.394
13. ...find it hard to say no? 0.360 0.781
14. ...tend to conform to group norms? 0.759 0.165

N=214. Values under 0.100 are suppressed; values over 0.500 are printed in bold.
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nominations one could obtain in the group), by the software
program ‘SOCSTAT’ (Thissen-Pennings and Bendermacher
2002). We allowed both same-gender and cross-gender
nominations.

Since this instrument was newly developed, we tested
the structure of our constructs by conducting a principal
components analysis (see scree plot in Fig. 1). Direct
oblique rotation was applied to approximate underlying
constructs rather than searching for uncorrelated sociomet-
ric dimensions. Three interpretable sociometric dimensions
with Eigenvalues of 6.31, 2.05, and 1.14 (following the
Kaiser criterion) were found, accounting for 67.77% of the
total variance. The pattern matrix is depicted in Table 1. In
concordance with the first sociometric dimension revealed
in the revised class play, the first sociometric dimension
found in our study could be labelled Sociability-Leadership
(45.04% of the variance; Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.91). Prefer-
ence, sociability, leadership, dominance and withdrawal
(negative) all loaded high on this sociometric dimension.
The second sociometric dimension was labelled Conform-
ism (14.61% of the variance; Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.81), with
the conformism items loading highly positive, and the con-
fidence items loading highly negative. The third sociomet-
ric dimension mainly consisted of the score on impact
(8.13% of the variance). Individual scores on the sociomet-
ric dimensions were calculated by multiplying the individ-
ual probability scores on each construct with the item’s
loading on the sociometric dimensions and adding up the
scores on all constructs.3 Dividing by the sum of the

loadings provided individual scores on the sociometric
dimensions.

Weekly Alcohol Consumption Weekly alcohol consumption
was assessed by asking on which of the previous seven days
the respondent consumed alcohol and, if so, how many
drinks were consumed. The summed amount of drinks of
the last 7 days was used in the analyses (cf. Hajema and
Knibbe 1998).

Observed Alcohol Consumption We counted the number of
drinks consumed in the 52-min break during the ad-lib
drinking session using The Observer 5.0 (Noldus Informa-
tion Technology b.v., Wageningen, The Netherlands). In the
present study we used beer glasses that were smaller than
standard glasses. In all sessions the same glasses were used,
and filled to the same level. The contents of beer glasses
were on average 160 ml and the contents of wine glasses
110 ml (a standard glass). The (lager) beer used in our study
contained 5% alcohol, which means that a glass of beer
contained on average 8 ml pure alcohol. The wines we
offered contained from 11 to 12% alcohol, therefore a glass
of wine contained from 12.1 to 13.2 ml pure alcohol.
Assuming that participants drank more glasses of beer since
the glasses were smaller, we divided the number of glasses
consumed beer by 1.5 to end up with a score reflecting
standard drinks. If participants did not finish their drinks at
the end of the session, we subtracted the remaining volume
from the total consumption. Non-alcoholic drinks were not
counted for this measure. Several research assistants scored
the amount of drinks participants consumed and offered;
the intraclass correlation was 0.90. This relatively high
level of agreement, together with an analysis of the
recordings in which different codings appeared, and a

3 In case of negative loadings on a sociometric, the original scores on
the items were reversed and multiplied with the positive value of the
loading.
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discussion about the differences between the observers’
initial codings, led us to decide to allow drinking to be
coded by one observer.

Alcoholic Consumptions Offered The number of times an
offer was made to each group member for an alcoholic
consumption was counted.

Strategy for Analyses

To explore the relations between the variables tested in this
study, we first calculated Pearson correlations. To examine
to what extent respondents’ drinking was influenced by
other group members, we tested the impact of modelling
and persuasion from others in the peer group. Because
modelling and persuasion only occur within groups, and
participants’ observed drinking levels are strongly depen-
dent on the specific peer group they are in, (reflected in the
intraclass correlation; r=0.46, p<0.001), we used multilevel
analyses (MLwiN 2.02) to answer our questions. We tested
both fixed and random effects; fixed effects are the
regression weights of the independent variables, and random
effects indicate the variance in the regression weights
between groups. If a random effect is found, this means
that a relation between an independent and dependent
variable varies between groups.

Individuals have a certain habitual drinking pattern
which predicts individual drinking in our bar lab (Bot et al.
2005b), and we assumed that the drinking behaviours and
persuasive actions of others might lead to individual
drinking outcomes other than predicted by drinking habits.
We tested this by applying the actor-partner interdepen-
dence model, as proposed by Kenny et al. (2002). In this
model, outcome behaviour is predicted by an actor and a
partner effect. The individual effect is called the actor
effect. The effect from the group members, called the
partner effect, is composed by summarising the individual
scores of all group members other than the individual. In
our analyses, we used the habitual drinking pattern of each
individual, as reflected in the weekly alcohol consumption
given in the questionnaire, as actor effect. The mean of the
others’ weekly alcohol consumption was used as partner
effect. This way the impact of others in the group on
individual behaviour, corrected for the individual’s initial
behaviour, can be calculated. By correcting for initial
behaviour we aim to capture changes in drinking, rather
than absolute drinking levels; this way we assume to reflect
influence processes. To test whether any of the three
sociometric dimensions had an effect on the amount of
influence exerted, we calculated three other partner effects,
in which the other group members’ mean weekly consump-
tion was weighed by their scores on the three sociometric

dimensions we found. The effects of both the original
partner effect and the three partner effects based on
sociometric status were tested to observe whether any of
the three sociometric dimensions resulted in a significantly
better prediction of individual alcohol consumption.

Then, we tested whether scores on any of the three
sociometric dimensions influenced the extent to which
respondents were susceptible to modelling the drinking of
others. This was done by calculating and testing interac-
tions of the (standard) partner effect with individuals’
scores on the sociometric dimensions. A significant
interaction would indicate that the score on a sociometric
dimension has an effect on the magnitude of the partner
effect.

It is conceivable that applying other group members’
drinking scores originating from the questionnaires may not
be a powerful enough measure to find partner effects on an
individual’s alcohol consumption. The relation between
weekly drinking (as assessed in the questionnaire) and
observed drinking in the bar lab is moderate (r (214)=
0.342, p<0.001), and intrapersonal differences between
peer group drinking according to the questionnaire and
according to observations may distort findings concerning
modelling. Therefore, we also conducted analyses in which
we applied the observed drinking of group members as
partner effect in the prediction of individual drinking. A
problem with this analysis is that the assumption of
independence in the data is violated. A group member’s
drinking is a dependent variable, but also part of the partner
effect of the other group members. Strictly speaking, one
can state that associations are being tested in this analysis,
instead of influence. Nevertheless, it can be informative to
observe whether stronger associations exist with the
drinking of individuals with a certain score on the
sociometric status dimensions, than with individuals with
different scores.

In the same series of analyses, we tested the effect of
persuasion on individual drinking. The effect of offers for
alcoholic consumptions on individual drinking was tested.
Again, we tested whether interactions existed between the
sociometric status of the one offering drinks and the
individual reported consumption of the one being offered
drinks on observed drinking, and between the sociometric
status of the one being offered drinks and his or her
reported alcohol consumption on observed drinking.

Concerning the analyses of the observational data, we
had to omit two groups; one because of technical problems,
and one because the group members decided to do a
drinking game during the time-out session. In the latter
group, individual drinking behaviour could of course not be
predicted by possible explanatory variables such as the
chosen activity. It should be stressed that none of the other
28 groups played drinking games.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

A total of 122 males (57%) and 92 females (43%) were
involved in the 28 groups we analysed. Group composition
ranged from all males through all females to mixed gender
groups, and participants were aged 18–28 years (M=20.48;
SD=2.10). For age, no differences were found concerning
alcohol consumption and amount of influence received or
exerted, so age was left out of the subsequent analyses. On
average, participants drank 16.83 (SD=14.55) alcoholic
drinks in the last week (the mean for Dutch students is 16 a
week; Maalsté 2000), and 2.77 (SD=1.44) standard al-
coholic drinks in our research setting. The average number
of alcoholic consumptions offered to group members
during the break was 1.07 (SD=2.85).

Associations Between Sociometric Dimensions
and Drinking Variables

Table 2 presents the correlations between the model
variables. Sociability-Leadership (sociometric dimension
1) and Conformism (sociometric dimension 2) are nega-
tively moderately correlated, whereas between sociometric
dimension 1 and 3 (positive) and between sociometric
dimension 2 and 3 (negative) small correlations exist. The
three sociometric dimensions were not significantly related
to reported and observed alcohol consumption and offers
for drinks. Males reported higher weekly drinking levels in
the questionnaire and drank more in the observed setting,
but no significant gender differences existed concerning the
amounts of offers for alcoholic drinks given as well as

received. Weekly alcohol consumption is positively related
to observed drinking and offering and being offered
alcoholic drinks, but observed drinking is unrelated to
offering and being offered alcohol. This could be an
indication that offering drinks leads to convergence of
drinking in a setting. Finally, offering drinks and being
offered drinks are slightly positively related.

Multilevel Analyses on Modelling and Persuasion
of Observed Drinking

Table 3 presents the results of four multilevel analyses. The
first shows that, overall, gender plays an important role in
determining the amounts of alcohol consumed in the bar lab
setting. Further, the reported weekly alcohol consumption is
a positive predictor of observed alcohol consumption
(Actor-effect), and the reported drinking of peer group
members is another marginally significant predictor (at the
0.10-significance level) of individual drinking. Random
effects were found for the intercept, gender, and their
covariance, indicating that the overall drinking levels
differed per group, as did the effect of gender, which varied
between groups and depended on the overall drinking level.
The three other analyses in Table 3, in which the partner
effects were weighted for individual scores on the socio-
metric dimensions, showed a similar picture and no smaller
model deviance as compared to that in the overall analysis,
indicating that adjusting group members’ reported alcohol
consumption for sociometric status in the partner effect
does not lead to a better prediction of modelling than
without weighing for individual scores on the sociometric
dimensions. For sociometric dimension 1 (social-leader),
which would intuitively be the most interesting sociometric
dimension when searching for a strong predictor of social

Table 2 Correlations between model variables

Dimension
1

Dimension
2

Dimension
3

Gender Weekly
consumption

Observed
consumption

Offering
alcohol

Social-
Leader

Conformism Impact

Social Leader
Conformism −0.695**
Impact 0.152* −0.267**
Gender −0.014 0.126 −0.101
Weekly
consumption

0.063 −0.114 0.017 −0.362**

Observed
consumption

0.090 −0.107 0.021 −0.446** 0.342**

Offering alcohol 0.123 −0.114 −0.016 −0.100 0.183** 0.125
Being offered
alcohol

0.067 −0.080 0.061 −0.105 0.238** 0.118 0.189**

N=214. **p<0.001; *p<0.01.
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influence, the partner effect was not even marginally
significant, indicating that the reported drinking of the
individuals scoring highest on sociability and leadership
was not predictive of other participants’ observed drinking.

Table 4 shows whether differences between members
exist concerning susceptibility for peer group influence.
The overall test is equal to the one in Table 3, but now
interactions were tested of the participant’s sociometric

Table 4 Multilevel analyses on differences regarding susceptibility to influence from reported drinking on observed drinking behaviour

Overall Values (SE) Social-Leader Values (SE) Conformism Values (SE) Impact Values (SE)

Fixed Effects
Intercept 3,01 (0.50)* 3.01 (0.50)* 3.01 (0.50)* 3.01 (0.50)*
Gender 0.75 (0.21)* 0.75 (0.21)* 0.75 (0.21)* 0.75 (0.21)*
Actor (Weekly) 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)**
Partner (Weekly) 0.03 (0.01)*** 0.03 (0.01)*** 0.03 (0.01)*** 0.03 (0.00)***
Dimension X – – –
Dimension X Partner X – – –

Random Effects
Level 2
Intercept 2.81 (1.15) 2.81 (1.15) 2.81 (1.15) 2.81 (1.15)
Gender 0.45 (0.28) 0.45 (0.28) 0.45 (0.28) 0.45 (0.28)
Actor (Weekly) – – – –
Partner (Weekly) – – – –
Dimension – – – –
Dimension X Partner – – – –

Covariance Intercept-Gender −1.13 (0.56) −1.13 (0.56) −1.13 (0.56) −1.13 (0.56)
Level 1
Intercept 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10)

Deviance intercept-only model: 677.78
Deviance full model 631.43 631.43 631.43 631.43
χ2 (as compared to empty model) 46.35 46.35 46.35 46.35

N=214. *p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.10. Presented values are significant, or obligatory (when non-significant, indicated with NS) model
variables. Non-significant values are omitted from the analyses, and indicated by dashes. Variables not in the analysis are indicated with an X.

Table 3 Multilevel analyses on differences regarding influence from reported drinking on observed drinking behaviour

Overall Values (SE) Social-Leader Values (SE) Conformism Values (SE) Impact Values (SE)

Fixed Effects
Intercept 3,01 (0.50)* 3.16 (0.49)* 3.07 (0.49)* 3.03 (0.49)*
Gender 0.75 (0.21)* 0.74 (0.20)* 0.76 (0.21)* 0.75 (0.21)
Actor (Weekly) 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)** 0.02 (0.01)**
Partner (Weekly) 0.03 (0.01)*** – 0.01 (0.00)*** 0.01 (0.00)***
Gender X Actor (Weekly) – – – –
Gender X Partner (Weekly) – – – –

Random Effects
Level 2
Intercept 2.81 (1.15) 2.77 (1.14) 2.78 (1.14) 2.82 (1.15)
Gender 0.45 (0.28) 0.41 (0.28) 0.43 (0.28) 0.45 (0.29)
Actor (Weekly) – – – –
Partner (Weekly) – – – –
Gender X Actor (Weekly) – – – –
Gender X Partner (Weekly) – – – –

Covariance Intercept-Gender −1.13 (0.56) −1.08 (0.55) −1.11 (0.55) −1.14 (0.56)
Level 1
Intercept 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10) 0.91 (0.10)

Deviance intercept-only model: 677.78
Deviance full model 631.43 633.23 631.82 631.41
χ2 (as compared to empty model) 46.35 44.55 45.96 46.37

N=214. *p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.10. Presented values are significant, or obligatory (when non-significant, indicated with NS) model
variables. Non-significant values are omitted from the analyses, and indicated by dashes.
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dimension score with the partner effect. A significant
interaction would indicate that individuals with a high
score on the sociometric dimension would more likely be
affected by the reported drinking of others in the group.
Intuitively sociometric dimension 2, on which the
“confidence” and “conformism” items scored high, would
be most likely to affect susceptibility to modelling others’
drinking. Nevertheless, no interactions were found, and
thus we can state that sociometric status does not affect
susceptibility to modelling.

Table 5 shows the results of the multilevel analyses in
which observed drinking of the group members was taken
as a predictor of individual drinking levels. Main gender,
actor and partner effects were found, but were specified by
interactions between gender and actor effect, and gender
and partner effect. Corrected for these interactions the main
effects for gender and actor effect disappeared and only the
partner effect remained significant. This implies that the
drinking behaviour of others in the group was predictive of
both male and female drinking. The interaction of gender
and actor effect means that, only for girls, the reported
drinking in the last week was predictive of drinking in the
bar setting. The interaction of gender and partner effect
entails that drinking of group members in the setting was
more predictive concerning drinking in men. Apparently,
males are more sensitive to the drinking behaviour of others
in shaping their own drinking rate (see also Engels et al.
2006). Weighing the partner effect with each of the three
sociometric dimensions and conducting the same analyses
led to slightly better, but not significantly better results
(for sociometric dimension 2 and 3) in the prediction of
individual drinking, implying that no stronger associations

exist with the drinking of participants who were scoring
high on any of the sociometric dimensions. Furthermore,
we tested in this model whether offering alcoholic drinks
had an effect on drinking. It was found that being offered
drinks had no effect on drinking, nor had weighing for the
sociometric dimension score of the persons who offered
drinks. Finally, gender of the one being offered alcoholic
consumptions made no difference in observed drinking.

Table 6 shows that scores on the sociometric dimensions
were also unrelated to the extent to which group members’
drinking was associated with others’ drinking.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the role of peer group
members’ sociometric status on influence exerted and
received concerning alcohol consumption in a naturalistic
setting. Other group members’ reported and actual drinking
levels predict individual drinking. Reported drinking
accounts for a small but significant part of other group
members’ drinking, which means that young people’s
drinking habits actually influence others’ drinking in a peer
group setting. Within the setting individual drinking
strongly predicts others’ drinking, so it can be concluded
that strong similarities exist in drinking within the situation,
which can be partly explained by reported individual
drinking. This supports the argument that peers are
important in shaping the drinking of individuals into
adulthood (see also Bartholew et al. 2003), at least when
together in a drinking setting. It is noteworthy that robust
evidence was found for modelling but not for persuasion.

Table 5 Multilevel analyses on differences regarding influence from others’ observed drinking on individual observed drinking behaviour

Overall Values (SE) Social-Leader Values (SE) Conformism Values (SE) Impact Values (SE)

Fixed Effects
Intercept 0.13 (0.62)NS 0.18 (0.63)NS 0.42 (0.60)NS 0.11 (0.61)NS
Gender 0.34 (0.42)NS 0.38 (0.42)NS 0.22 (0.42)NS 0.39 (0.41)NS
Actor (Weekly) −0.01 (0.02)NS −0.02 (0.02)NS −0.02 (0.02)NS −0.02 (0.02)NS
Partner (Observed) 1.35 (0.20)* 2.48 (0,37)* 2.53 (0.39)* 2.40 (0.34)*
Being offered – – – –
Gender X Actor (Weekly) 0.02 (0,01)*** 0.02 (0,01)*** 0.02 (0,01)*** 0.02 (0,01)***
Gender X Partner (Observed) −0.48 (0,15)* −0.94 (0,27)* −0.90 (0,30)* −0.89 (0,25)*
Gender X Being offered – – – –

Random Effects
Level 1
Intercept 0.98 (0.10) 1.04 (0.10) 0.98 (0.10) 1.05 (0.10)

Deviance intercept-only model 677.78
Deviance full model 603.33 615.47 602.81 602.73
χ2 (as compared to empty model) 74.45 62.31 74.97 75.05

N=214. *p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.10. Presented values are significant, or obliged (when non-significant, indicated with NS) model variables.
Non-significant values are omitted from the analyses, and indicated by dashes.
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An explanation for this difference can be that the effects
from persuasion are stable over time and already reflected
in the questionnaire data. That is, some individuals may be
susceptible to persuasion from generally anyone, and
usually there will be someone to play that role. The
outcomes of modelling processes, on the other hand, might
depend on the absolute drinking levels of those present in
the drinking session and therefore lead to outcomes that
were not reflected in the reported drinking.

Further, the sociometric status of peer group members
does not predict variations between the amount of influence
being exerted or received. This means that, even though
adaptation in drinking takes place in groups, sociometric
information does not add to the prediction regarding which
members’ drinking will most likely be a source of influence
to others. In general, we have two possible explanations for
these findings. The first is that sociometric status does make
a difference, but no relations were found in this study. The
second is that sociometric status does not make a difference
concerning influence on drinking in groups.

Reasons for Lack of Findings concerning Sociometric
Status: The Present Study

To start with the first explanation, one feature of this study
may account for the absence of a differentiating role of
sociometric status, namely that these measures are most
often used in groups with younger people. Coie et al.
(1982) showed that at a higher age, less variance in
dependent variables can be accounted for by sociometric
scores. This may imply that studying sociometric influences
may be more successful in younger age groups.

Concerning the impact of age on influence processes as
such, Berndt (1979) found that the peak concerning
tendency to conform to peer antisocial behaviour lies around
the age of 15. On the other hand, concerning alcohol use,
Keefe (1994) found that the pressure to drink more
increases with age, which might undo the effect of the
decreasing tendency to conform. This suggestion is sup-
ported by studies of e.g. McLaughlin et al. (1985) and
Urberg et al. (1997), who found no age differences in the
amount of peer influence on alcohol use. Nevertheless, it is
possible that apart from age differences concerning influ-
ence, sociometric status is more important in shaping
drinking within groups in younger age groups.

A second reason for the lack of findings on the role of
sociometric status would be4 that we applied sociometric
measures on a continuous scale, instead of combining
scores to classify people in groups (like Newcomb and
Bukowski 1983). Combining continuous scores into two-
dimensional categories might have revealed certain combi-
nations of sociometric scores that are predictive of social
influence. On the other hand, Jiang and Cillessen (2005)
reported that many scholars studying sociometric peer
nominations have shifted to the use of continuous measures
nowadays, and these measures allow for more exact
measurements of (changes in) levels of the constructs
assessed, in comparison with categorical measures.

4 For completeness, we have tested variability in influence exerted and
influenceability as a function of the sociometric status groups popular,
neglected, rejected, controversial, and average. For none of these
groups differences in effects were found.

Table 6 Multilevel analyses on differences regarding susceptibility to influence from others’ observed drinking on individual observed drinking
behaviour

Overall Values (SE) Social-Leader Values (SE) Conformism Values (SE) Impact Values (SE)

Fixed Effects
Intercept 1,32 (0.36)* 1,32 (0.36)* 1,32 (0.36)* 1,32 (0.36)*
Gender 0.58 (0.16)* 0.58 (0.16)* 0.58 (0.16)* 0.58 (0.16)*
Actor (Q) 0.01 (0.01)** 0.01 (0.01)** 0.01 (0.01)** 0.01 (0.01)**
Partner (O) 0.74 (0.07)* 0.74 (0.07)* 0.74 (0.07)* 0.74 (0.07)*
Dimension X – – –
Dimension X Partner X – – –
Being offered – – – –

Random Effects
Level 1
Intercept 1.04 (0.10) 1.04 (0.10) 1.04 (0.10) 1.04 (0.10)

Deviance intercept-only model 677.78
Deviance full model 615.20 615.20 615.20 615.20
χ2 (as compared to empty model) 62,58 62,58 62,58 62,58

N=214. *p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.10. Presented values are significant, or obligatory (when non-significant, indicated with NS) model
variables. Non-significant values are omitted from the analyses, and indicated by dashes. Variables not in the analysis are indicated with an X.
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Third, the impact of people with a particular sociometric
position may depend on the dyadic relation between the
source of influence and the person being influenced.
Different outcomes may, for example, be expected in the
case where a popular person tries to persuade someone who
does or does not like him or her (albeit that one cannot
simply state that people who are not liked are of no
importance in shaping behaviour); the dyadic evaluation of
an influencer by a target of influence may be quite different
from the total group’s evaluation of this influencer.

A fourth reason why our sociometric measures did not
explain influence may be that the nominations the partic-
ipants were asked for were on a general level and not
situation specific. Fink and Wild (1994) and Jiang and
Cillessen (2005) suggested that it might be better to ask
participants about which group members they would
nominate in a certain situation or for a certain activity. In
the present study this may have led to asking people, e.g.,
whom they were most willing to go out with, instead of
whom they liked most; or who were the most dominant in
persuading others to continue drinking rather than asking
who were dominant in general.

Fifthly, we applied only one method of using sociometric
information to study influence, whereas many other ways
of using information of individuals’ positions in a group are
available, e.g. social network data (for an overview: Valente
et al. 2004).

Finally, it is possible that influence in drinking resulting
from sociometric position leads to different results than we
expected from modelling or persuasion. They may be
expressed in a manner that does not lead to convergence to
behaviour in more or less the average of the peer group
members’ reports. For example, Dishion et al. (1999) found
that friends may reinforce each other’s deviant expressions,
which may lead to overall elevated levels of antisocial
behaviour in all youngsters.

Reasons for Lack of Findings concerning Sociometric
Status: No Actual Relation

When looking more closely at the second explanation for
the lack of findings related to sociometric status (i.e. that
sociometric status does not make a difference concerning
influence in drinking in our research groups), other
explanations are possible. An example of why sociometric
measures may be insufficient in predicting influence is that
other processes play a role, together with sociometric status.
For example, for group “political” reasons, certain individ-
uals that may be well liked and even perceived as leaders in
the group may not be followed when struggles concerning
leadership occur. Also, group members may keep a balance
when it comes to following others’ behaviour, to maintain
an equilibrium that each group member conceives as

‘righteous.’5 It may even be typical for friendship groups to
not want to have strong leadership behaviour or to permit
behaviour non-standard in the group; perhaps this even leads
to the finding that attachment to friends has an effect on
norm-breaking behaviour (Helsen et al. 1999). As friendships
are formed on the basis of equality, leadership tendencies
may even be a threat to the continuity of friendships.

Another possibility is that adaptation in drinking within
groups takes place at a very basic level, and sociometric
status and dyadic relations play a very limited role. The
drinking levels of people present in a ‘wet’ context may be
adopted, unrelated to these persons’ sociometric status or
relations existing between members in the group. For
example, Overbeek et al. (2007) found that, in a bar lab
setting, best friends’ drinking did not predict individual
drinking more than that of other group members. Bruun
(1959) found that group members are likely to adopt the
drinking of the heaviest drinker in the group. This may
indicate a strong influence of people in the situation
(irrespective of the type of interrelations they have), or
possibly characteristics of the situation itself, on individual
drinking. The findings of observational research in public
drinking places of Van de Goor (1990), who found effects
from gender composition of the group, group size and
music volume on drinking levels, confirms the contextual
specificity of drinking levels. This line of reasoning may be
substantiated by findings of Van de Beek (2006) who found
that, within a drinking situation, alcohol consumption will
be modelled mainly from the people involved in the same
subgroup and activity.

Group members, triggered by relatively simple causes,
such as one person who starts to drink quickly, an overall
tendency to celebrate, or positive expectancies or evaluations
of alcohol use, may contaminate each other when together in a
situation where alcohol is available. Therefore, we might
understand young people’s drinking in existing social groups
in terms of social drifts leading to heavy drinking in one group
and limited drinking in another, instead of influence processes
affected by variations of group members’ social roles.

Limitations

Apart from the explanations given for modest findings,
some weaknesses of our study should be stressed. At first,
we studied our participants’ drinking for only one hour.
Capturing longer drinking sessions may give more insight
into what makes people quit drinking after a few drinks, or
contrarily, what makes them binge.

Also, we claim to have captured already existing
similarities between group members in the actor effects. It

5 In that case, group leaders may only initiate drinking or ordering
behaviour, instead of being dominant during a total drinking episode.
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is, however, possible that most of the influence took place
in the past in these existing peer groups and therefore will
not have been captured in this study. In that case, however,
we would not have found significant partner effects, but we
did. Consequently, our findings can be considered an
addition to the literature of influence on current drinking
and not one that allows claims on processes over time.

It can, as mentioned before, be questioned whether
stronger influence processes in drinking can be expected in
younger age groups. The young adults we studied may be
at an age on which strong drinking habits already have
developed and companions may not be making a large
difference in the amounts of alcohol consumed. Also, for
example, in the United States, different results may have
been found, since drinking is illegal before the age of 21,
and drinking in bars is less common among young adults.
To allow generalising findings, such differences should be
taken into account.

Conclusion

Pointing back to the introduction of this paper in which it
was stated that researchers’ attention concerning best
friends’ influence on alcohol consumption is disproportion-
ate compared to that for the peer group, we stress that the
findings in the present study do not rule out that friends
may be very influential concerning drinking patterns, for
instance, by inviting each other to drinking occasions, and
may remain influential within the situation, but possibly
this may only be because of the time they spend together.

These findings may have relevance for the prevention of
drinking in young adults. Besides the often-studied best
friends, peer group members, or more basically the ones
present in a drinking situation, may strongly affect
individual alcohol consumption. This means that it may
be appropriate to teach young people to resist influence
overall, rather than teaching them skills to resist influence
from leading figures. It may also be advisable to teach
young persons to be aware of the potential automatism at
which influence processes take place. Not the acts of
persuasion, but the (more automatic) modelling of drinking
is important in shaping the individual’s drinking in a peer
group. This knowledge may help to find prevention
programmes for binge drinking, in any case for the part
that is caused by the influence the youngsters may only
partly or totally be unaware of.
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