
Alcohol’s Getting a Bit More Social:
When Alcohol Marketing Messages on

Facebook Increase Young Adults’
Intentions to Imbibe

Saleem Alhabash, Anna R. McAlister,
Elizabeth Taylor Quilliam, Jef I. Richards, and Chen Lou

Department of Advertising and Public Relations
Michigan State University

This study investigates the effects of social media marketing of alcoholic
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of alcohol marketing status updates and display advertisements predict social
media users’ intentions to consume alcohol, as a function of message virality
and display ad type. Participants’ viral behavioral intentions (intentions to
like, share, and comment on) for status updates were strongest in predicting
intentions to consume alcohol, and this relationship was strongest when the
Facebook status update had high likes and shares. The article argues that
alcohol marketing on social media reflects a social norm of alcohol
consumption, which leads users to consume more alcoholic drinks. Findings
are discussed within the framework of persuasion theories and policy changes
regarding regulation of alcohol marketing on social media.

INTRODUCTION

Alcohol use and abuse results in 88,000 annual deaths and $223.5 billion in
associated health costs (Centers for Diseases Control and Prevention [CDC],
2014). Young adults, aged 18 to 24, have high risk of alcohol use and abuse
(CDC, 2012; National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism
[NIAAA], 2013). Not only are young adults the group most likely to
consume alcohol, they also are the most frequent and intense binge drinkers.
Further, they are highly vulnerable to related advertising and marketing
strategies, as demonstrated in past research showing that exposure to
alcohol marketing correlates with alcohol consumption (Dunn & Yniguez,
1999; Ellickson, Collins, Hambarsoomians, & McCaffrey, 2005; Garfield,
Chung, & Rathouz, 2003; Morgenstern, Isensee, Sargent, & Hanewinke,
2011; Snyder, Milici, Slater, Sun, & Strizhakova, 2006).

The alcohol industry spent $3.45 billion on marketing in 2011, with 8% of
that amount dedicated to online and digital advertising, recording a fourfold
growth from 2005 (Federal Trade Commission, 2014). Although 8% of total
marketing budgets may seem minuscule, the affordances of high reach at
reduced prices on the Internet (compared to traditional ad spending) signify
the magnitude of investment in digital marketing of alcohol. The high risk of
alcohol use and abuse among young adults, coupled with their high adop-
tion and use of social media and social networking sites (SNSs; Duggan
& Brenner, 2013), elevate the need to investigate the effects of alcohol
marketing via social media and SNSs on this vulnerable population.

THE NEW MEDIA MIX

Advertisers see SNSs as increasingly important to the media mix used to
reach their audiences, evidenced by 64% of advertisers who planned to
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increase their 2013 social media budgets (‘‘Advertisers Boost,’’ 2013). SNSs
are defined as

web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or
semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users
with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of
connections and those made by others within the system. (boyd & Ellison,
2007, p. 211)

Alcoholic beverage manufacturers have a strong presence on social media.
An informal content analysis of the top 25 alcohol brands identified by
Siegel et al. (2013) as most consumed by underage drinkers (e.g., Bud Light,
Smirnoff Malt Beverages, Budweiser, Coors Light, etc.) showed that more
than 90% of these brands have active accounts on Facebook, Twitter, and
YouTube. These brands also have a sizable following, with an average of
2.6 million Facebook fans, more than 11,500 followers on Twitter, and more
than 2.9 million average video views.

Research on the effects of alcohol marketing has been conducted for
decades, but only recently has it begun to explore the phenomena of SNSs.
For young consumers—both those just beginning to drink (legally or
illegally) and those merely aspiring to do so—social media tend to dominate
much of their personal media mix. Moreover, social media are a growing
segment of the media mix encountered by more mature consumers.

A decade ago, SNSs were not even known to most consumers, but there
has been a dramatic change since then. Edison Research recently found
that 56% of all Americans now have a profile on an SNS (Harrison,
2012). Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, and Zickuhr (2010) found that 73% of
American teens ages 12 to 17 use SNSs. In addition, as of December
2013, Facebook had more than 1.23 billion active users (Facebook, 2014).
SNSs cannot be ignored. Any campaign aimed at reducing alcohol abuse
that fails to incorporate these platforms arguably is missing an opportunity
to speak to at-risk consumers where they spend much of their media time.
Yet little is known about the effects of using SNSs in relation to marketing
alcohol.

Empirical research on SNSs related to alcohol is in its infancy. Most
studies to date have been descriptive, simply cataloging the features of
alcohol marketers’ websites and users’ SNS profiles (Nicholls, 2012; Ridout,
Campbell, & Ellis, 2012). One alcohol-related correlational study compared
students’ self-portrayals on social media to their self-reported drinking
behavior (Glassman, 2012). Still, what is known about the relationship
between alcohol consumption and SNS use, particularly causal relation-
ships, remains superficial at best.
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eWOM AND VIRALITY

From an advertising perspective, SNSs are generally viewed as electronic
forums for ‘‘word-of-mouth.’’ Electronic word of mouth (eWOM), defined
as ‘‘any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former
customers about a product or company, which is made available to a mul-
titude of people and institutions via the Internet,’’ has potential as a tool to
help spread information and excitement about a brand (Hennig-Thurau,
Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004, p. 39). For advertisers attempting to
use this tool, the ultimate objective is to initiate an eWOM chain reaction,
where positive recommendations about a brand are rapidly passed from
consumer to consumer, known as viral marketing (Liu-Thompkins, 2012).
The industry buzzword to measure the effectiveness of such marketing
efforts is called ‘‘virality.’’

Past research defined virality within the scope of access to content (e.g.,
views and click-through rates; Bonchi, Castillo, & Ienco, 2011; Guerini,
Pepe, & Lepri, 2012; Tucker, 2011), eWOM approaches focusing on spread-
ability and sharing of online messages (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2004; Eckler &
Rodgers, 2014; Golan & Zaidner, 2008; Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004; Pastore,
2000; Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, & Raman, 2004; Thomas, 2004; Welker,
2002), and through the lens of engagement with online content (Tucker,
2011). To reflect the growing sophistication of the social web, Alhabash
and McAlister (2014, p. 3) argued that virality is the combination of users’
online behaviors pertaining to the following:

Viral reach refers to the volume of message viewership, sharing and forwarding
by Internet users (e.g., sharing messages on Facebook, re-tweeting on
Twitter, etc.).

Affective evaluation refers to users’ explicit emotional responses to online
messages. For example, users can ‘‘like’’ a Facebook message, ‘‘like’’ or ‘‘dislike’’
a YouTube video, and make a tweet a ‘‘favorite’’ on Twitter.

Message deliberation deals with Internet users’ active and public deliber-
ation of the message within online social network boundaries (e.g., Facebook
comments, Twitter replies). These explicit indicators of deliberation can also
reflect the expressed emotional responses to online messages.

Because of its importance, much of the research on virality seeks to
unearth what motivates users to interact with messages online (Hennig-
Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004; Strutton, Taylor, & Thompson,
2011). Yet, aside from discovering that relational closeness between sender
and receiver (known as tie strength) is a factor, far too little is known about
what triggers virality. One possibility is that SNS users discuss or redistrib-
ute alcohol messages (pro-alcohol commercials or anti-binge-drinking
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PSAs) with which they feel great affinity or that are successful in persuading
them to feel positively toward the message.

THE THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOR

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) defined persuasion as the process by which an
individual’s attitude toward an object, issue, or a person changes. Dual pro-
cessing models, like the elaboration likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986) and the heuristic-systematic model (Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken &
Troppe, 1999), argue that an individual’s motivation and ability to process
information results in either central (systematic) or peripheral (heuristic)
route processing. Whereas central or systematic processing requires greater
cognitive resources and involves greater elaboration of persuasive argu-
ments, in peripheral or heuristic processing individuals rely on cues and
shortcuts to process persuasive messages (Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken &
Troppe, 1999; Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

Dual process models explain how individuals undergo attitude formation
or change as a result of processing information and assume attitudes are
strongly related to behaviors. On the other hand, the theory of planned beha-
vior (TPB; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), derived from the theory of reasoned
action (Ajzen, 1991), suggests that attitudes are not directly related to beha-
viors, but rather this relationship is mediated by behavioral intentions (Ajzen,
1991; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1991). TPB posits attitudes, subjective norms, and
perceived behavioral control predict behavioral intentions and actual
behaviors (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). In the current study, we limit our inves-
tigation to the relationship between attitudes and social norms, on one side,
and behavioral intentions, on the other. We do not investigate the effect of
perceived behavioral control (self-efficacy to perform the behavior), pre-
viously found to significantly affect behavioral intentions (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980). We do, however, add another dimension to the TPB by focusing on
viral behavioral intentions side by side with attitudes and social norms.

ALCOHOL-RELATED ATTITUDES AND VIRAL
BEHAVIORAL INTENTIONS

Attitudes are defined as affective evaluations about individuals (self and
others), objects, and issues that vary on two independent dimensions of
emotional valence (positive and negativity) and arousal (Maio & Haddock,
2007; Petty & Wegener, 1998; Petty, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1997). Per TPB,
attitudes can be evaluations toward persuasive messages (e.g., advertisement)
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or the behavior in question (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). Subjective norms refer
to perceived social pressures to engage in or avoid particular behaviors and
are usually enforced by family, friends, or loved ones (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980; Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990). For example, a young person
may have a favorable attitude toward consuming an advertised alcoholic
beverage, but due to social pressure to not engage in underage drinking
(i.e., parental disapproval), he or she does not actually consume the product.
Perceived behavior control, on the other hand, refers to an individual’s belief
in his or her ability to control performance of a behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980). An individual may form a negative attitude toward drinking because
an antidrinking PSA is effective but nevertheless may engage in drinking
because the social norm suggests that drinking is normal, making abstinence
difficult to manage.

In the current study, we expose participants to alcohol marketing status
updates shared on the Facebook page of an unfamiliar alcohol brand. We
are primarily interested in what facets of engaging with an alcohol market-
ing message posted on a popular SNS lead to the development of intentions
to consume alcohol. In addition to the development of attitudes toward the
persuasive message (Facebook status update), we also introduce the concept
of viral behavioral intentions (VBIs). VBIs are defined as individuals’ inten-
tions to engage in behaviors that would make a message viral. These beha-
viors include liking, sharing, and commenting on messages. Thus, we make
a distinction between two types of behavioral intentions: one that is carried
out online and does not have direct potential effects on an individual’s
health (VBI) and another that could potentially affect an individual’s health
(intentions to consume alcohol). We argue that development of favorable
attitudes toward an alcohol marketing Facebook status update, along with
developing the intentions to like, share, and comment on it, will significantly
increase intentions to consume alcohol. In the context of the current study,
a Facebook status update refers to a text message posted by an alcohol
company on its own Facebook page.

With regard to attitudes toward the status update, past research on TPB
showed that message evaluations positively predicted behavioral intentions
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). With limited research linking VBIs to offline
behavioral intentions, we posit that expressing intentions to like, share,
and comment on the status update signals acceptance of the message and
its argument, and thus will positively affect the expression of offline beha-
vioral intentions. Based on this, we hypothesize the following:

H1: Participants’ (a) attitudes toward the status update (ASU) and (b) viral
behavioral intentions toward the status updates (VBISU) will predict
intentions to consume alcohol.
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We also vary the type of display advertisements accompanying each
Facebook status update by including a pro-alcohol advertisement, an anti-
binge-drinking PSA, and a control condition featuring a local financial
institution. Past research has explored the effectiveness of online display
advertising primarily in relation to behavioral intentions and behaviors
related to the advertised product, object, or issue (Berthon, Pitt, & Watson,
1996; Burns & Lutz, 2006; Ducoffe, 1996; Goldfarb & Tucker, 2011; Ha,
2008). The current study explores how display advertising can affect
outcomes related to the primary messages—the alcohol marketing status
updates, in this case. We ask the following questions:

RQ1: How will participants’ (a) attitudes (AAD) and (b) viral behavioral
intentions (VBIAD) toward the display ads predict intentions to
consume alcohol?

RQ2: How will participants’ (a) ASU, (b) VBISU, (c) AAD, and (d) VBIAD

predict the intentions to consume alcohol, as a function of the type
of display ad?

SOCIAL NORMS REGARDING DRINKING

Numerous social psychological theories support the notion that one’s
attitudes and behaviors are guided by both the behaviors exhibited by
others in one’s environment and how they are perceived (i.e., condoned or
shunned). Social norms are a prominent part of social learning theory
(Ajzen, 1991), social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), and social compari-
son theory (Festinger, 1954). Cialdini et al. (1990) identified two types of
social norms, descriptive and injunctive. Descriptive norms refer to the
perceived prevalence of a particular behavior or attitude in a group or
society (e.g., knowing that 80% of college students drink leads to more
alcohol consumption), whereas injunctive norms refer to perceived
acceptability of behaviors or attitudes (e.g., knowing that 75% of college
students think drinking alcohol is fun would prompt students to consume
more alcohol).

With four in five college students drinking and half of them binge drink-
ing (NIAAA, 2013), alcohol consumption is considered ‘‘the norm’’ among
young adults in America both in terms of descriptive and injunctive norms.
This is especially important, because perceptions of alcohol consumption
being ‘‘normal’’ have been shown to influence actual alcohol consumption.
Borsari and Carey (2000, 2003) demonstrated that college students typically
overestimate their peers’ alcohol consumption, and this misperception
impacts their own drinking behavior.
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Other studies have focused on disseminating descriptive norms about
drinking to correct overestimation of peers’ drinking behaviors (Glazer,
Smith, Atkin, & Hamel, 2012; Neighbors et al., 2012; Perkins, Linkenbach,
Lewis, & Neighbors, 2010; Thombs & Hamilton, 2002). Lewis and Neighbors
(2006) found that when information about norms was effective in correcting
misperceptions, this was sufficient to facilitate change in college students’
own attitudes toward drinking and actual drinking behavior. Larimer,
Turner, Mallett, and Geisner (2004) also found that descriptive norms
influence college students’ current drinking behavior, whereas injunctive
norms are important for influencing planned future drinking behavior.

A number of factors have been found to moderate the effects of social
norms on performing behaviors. For example, the amount of attention paid
to norms can play an important role in the relationship between norms and
actual behaviors, as can the clarity of the normative information, and believ-
ability of disseminated information about norms (Cialdini et al., 1990; Park,
Smith, Klein, & Martell, 2011). Regarding alcohol consumption, Cullum,
O’Grady, Armeli, and Tennen (2012) found that the discrepancy between
one’s own drinking behavior and the perceptions of others’ drinking influ-
enced participants’ drinking behavior. Individuals consumed more alcohol
when they thought others consumed more, on average, than they did. Of
interest, though, the opposite was not true. Individuals did not reduce their
alcohol consumption when the average level of consumption of group
members was perceived lower than their own.

In the online environment, a message’s virality (the number of likes,
shares, and comments) could signal social norms surrounding a certain issue
or behavior, as it indicates the level of acceptance and prevalence of such
issues and behaviors. Virality metrics serve as persuasive cues in affecting
people’s information selection and processing. As virality signals perceived
popularity, it also affects users’ decision making and behaviors (e.g., Fu &
Sim, 2011; Knobloch-Westerwick, Sharma, Hansen, & Alter, 2005). In
addition to measuring virality as a behavioral response—that is, VBI—we
argue that message virality can be perceived as a message feature reflecting
the social norms related to drinking. In other words, if participants are
exposed to a Facebook status update with a higher number of likes and=or
shares, they will perceive the message to be normative in reflecting social
prevalence and acceptance of the behavior promoted in the status update.
As we manipulate the number of likes and shares,1 we predict that compared

1In the current study, we limited the manipulation of virality to likes and shares. We did not

include comments in our manipulation, as it would entail additional layers of complexity in

relation to the features of comments (e.g., valence, length, language, etc.).
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to messages with low likes and shares, highly liked and shared alcohol
marketing status updates portray greater behavioral acceptance, and will
therefore affect participants desires to consume alcohol. We predict the
following:

H2: The influence of (a) ASU and (b) VBISU on intentions to consume alcohol
will be higher for participants exposed to highly viral status updates (high
likes and=or shares) than those exposed to lowly viral status updates (low
likes and low shares).

We also explore ways in which attitudes and behavioral intentions
toward display advertisements affect intentions to consume alcohol. Due
to limited research in this area, we ask the following:

RQ3: How will the influence of (a) AAD and (b) VBIAD on intentions to
consume alcohol vary as a function of virality (the number of likes
and shares)?

Finally, we explore how the interaction between display advertisement
type and virality affect the relationship between attitudes, VBIs, and
intentions to consume alcohol. We ask the following:

RQ4: How will the influence of (a) ASU, (b) VBISU, (c) AAD, and (d)
VBIAD on intentions to consume alcohol vary as a function of the
interaction between display ad type and virality (the number of likes
and shares)?

METHOD

Study Design and Participants

The current study employs a 2 (likes: low vs. high)� 2 (shares: low vs.
high)� 3 (display ad type: alcohol ad vs. anti-binge-drinking PSA vs. local
bank)� 6 (status update repetitions) mixed design, with all factors manipu-
lated between subjects, except repetition. Stimuli comprise various status
updates shown with their corresponding likes and shares, alongside display
ads. Each status update was written in one of two styles of persuasive
appeal: informational and transformational. Although persuasive appeal
is not analyzed as a separate independent variable in this study, these differ-
ent message types increase ecological validity of the stimuli. The present
article focuses on the effects of attitudes and viral behavioral intentions
on drinking intentions as a function of virality and display ad type.
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Participants (N¼ 413) were recruited from introductory classes at a large
U.S. midwestern university and were awarded extra credit for participation.
Participants were mostly female (57.1%), freshmen and sophomores
(63.7%), and White=Caucasian (77.2%), with a mean age of about 21 years
(M¼ 20.58, SD¼ 1.52). A conservative criterion was used to retain data
from participants whose data points were within 2 standard deviations of
the mean on all variables. This resulted in the deletion of 34 outlier cases,
some of which had outlying data points on more than one variable (ASU

had 16 outliers, VBISU had four outliers, and Aad had 19 outliers). Hence,
the final sample used in analyses comprised 379 cases.

Independent Variables

Display ad type. Display ads were placed alongside alcohol-related
Facebook status updates. Each display ad featured a pro-alcohol message
(happy hour at a local restaurant), a localized anti-binge-drinking PSA, or
a local financial institution. A local bank was used as a control condition
because it is highly familiar to the sample and because, unlike a local res-
taurant, it does not promote or serve alcohol. This factor was manipulated
between subjects.

Likes and shares. These two factors were manipulated between
subjects. Participants were exposed to status updates in the following
conditions: low likes and low shares, low likes and high shares, high likes
and low shares, or high likes and high shares.

Status update repetitions. Participants, across all conditions, saw six
alcohol-related Facebook status updates presented as screenshots taken from
the Facebook page of a rum brand (see Stimuli section). Half of these had an
informational appeal, and the other half had a transformational appeal.

Dependent Variables

Attitudes toward the ad (Aad) and status update (ASU). Participants
rated each display ad and Facebook status update using three 7-point
semantic differential scales (Choi, Miracle, & Biocca, 2001; Coulter & Punj,
2007; MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; Muehling, 1987). Upon satisfactory factor
and reliability analyses (see the appendix), Aad and ASU were computed for
each message.

Viral behavioral intentions for ads (VBIad) and status updates
(VBISU). Participants indicated their agreement=disagreement with
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statements using 7-point scales anchored with strongly disagree and strongly
agree. VBIad and VBISU shared five items (Alhabash et al., 2013). Two
additional items were added to the VBIad measure. Upon satisfactory factor
and reliability analyses (see the appendix), VBIad and VBISU were computed
for each message.

Intentions to consume alcohol (ICA). Four items were developed to
measure participants’ intentions to consume alcohol upon exposure to the
message and were rated on a 7-point scale anchored by strongly disagree
and strongly agree. Upon satisfactory factor and reliability analyses (see
the appendix), ICA was computed for each message.

Stimuli

Stimuli were specifically constructed for this experiment. A panel of advertis-
ing and consumer psychology experts comprising professional graduate stu-
dents and faculty members (N¼ 16) pretested 24 status updates featuring an
unfamiliar alcohol brand (Bundaberg Rum—also known as Bundy Rum—
which exists in Australia but is unavailable for purchase throughout North
America). Twelve messages were predominantly informational and delivered
relevant facts to consumers, whereas the other 12 were transformational
focused on achieving product acceptance by moving consumers emotionally
(Cutler, Thomas, & Rao, 2000). Manipulation of persuasive appeal was
achieved through the text of Facebook status updates. Informational mes-
sages provided specific product information (e.g., ‘‘Bundaberg Red . . . dou-
double distilled and full of character. Who would want a rum without
character?’’), whereas transformational ones focused on winning over view-
ers with humor or other emotional appeals (e.g., ‘‘Bundy makes me feel bet-
ter, and her look better. Yep, we’re in the business of making lives better ’’).

In addition, pretest participants rated the positivity, negativity, arousal
level, and humor of 18 Facebook display ads2 that were constructed for this
experiment using InDesign: six featuring a happy hour at local restaurants,
six featuring an anti-binge-drinking PSA, and six featuring a local financial
institution (control). A high-resolution screenshot of the Bundy Rum
Facebook page was used as the basis for creating a mock Facebook page
for the brand. Ads were placed to the right side of the screen, and text
messages were posted as Facebook status updates. All participants saw the

2Alcohol-related Facebook status updates and display ads were pretested on positivity,

negativity, arousal, and humor to ensure that the messages are comparable and that the effects

are not contaminated by the emotional tone and appeal in these status updates and ads.
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same status updates with differences in display ad type of display and virality
(see Figure 1).

Procedure

The experimental protocol was approved by the local Institutional Review
Board. Participants received a link to an online questionnaire, provided
via the Qualtrics online survey service. After providing consent, participants
were randomly assigned to conditions. First, they completed unrelated
psychological tasks and responded to alcohol and social media use questions.
Participants were then exposed to 12 Facebook screenshots in random order.
Six of the screenshots were relevant to the manipulations in the current study,
and six were distractors (unrelated status updates) that are not included in
our analyses. Prior to seeing these screenshots, participants were instructed
to take as much time as they like to view each page and then, when they
are ready, to click on the ‘‘Next’’ button to answer questions. Participants
were not specifically instructed to pay attention to the status updates or
the display ads. Following each screenshot, participants answered questions
related to dependent variables. ASU questions were asked first, followed by
VBISU, Aad, VBIad, and ICA. Questions within each of these blocks were
presented in a random order.

Finally, participants reported their gender, age, education, ethnicity, and
income level. Participants were not asked to respond to questions about
whether they noticed the number of likes or shares, or the display ads. This
research is focused on the effects of intrinsic message properties on persuas-
ive outcomes, rather than the psychological states elicited by messages. As
such, manipulation checks are not required (see O’Keefe, 2003). Participants
took, on average, 1 hour to finish the study.

FIGURE 1 Sample experimental stimuli. Note. PSA¼ public service announcement.
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RESULTS

Descriptive Results

Most participants (91.9%) reported that they consume alcoholic beverages at
least monthly, of which 17.2% reported consuming alcohol monthly or less,
33.0% drink two to four times a month, 33.4% drink two to three times a
week, and 7.3% drink four or more times a week. Most participants reported
having a Facebook account (96.3%), where they spend an average of 1.5
hours daily (SD¼ 87.40 minutes) interacting with 749 friends (SD¼ 437.76).

Predicting Intentions to Consume Alcohol

The first set of hypotheses predicted that ASU (H1a) and VBISU (H1b) would
significantly predict intentions to consume alcohol. In addition, RQ1 asked
about how Aad and VBIad would predict intentions to consume alcohol. Data
for ASU, VBISU, Aad, and VBIad were entered as predictors and the intentions
to consume alcohol as criterion in a linear regression model.

The regression model was significant (R¼ .70, R2
adj ¼ :49), F(4, 375)¼

89.65, p< .001. In support of H1a and H1b, results showed that ASU

(b¼ .22, t¼ 4.54, p< .001) and VBISU(b¼ .51, t¼ 6.64, p< .001) positively
predicted intentions to consume alcohol. Aad (b¼�.08, t¼�1.57, ns) was
not a significant predictor of intentions to consume alcohol, whereas VBIad

marginally predicted intentions to consume alcohol (b¼ .14, t¼ 1.86, p¼ .06).

Display Ad Type

RQ2 asked about how ASU, Aad, VBISU, and VBIad predict intentions to
consume alcohol, as a function of Facebook display ad type. Simultaneous
regression models for each display ad type condition (alcohol, PSA, control)
were run with ASU, VBISU, Aad, and VBIad as predictors of intentions to
consume alcohol (criterion). As shown in Table 1, all regression models
were significant. Results showed that VBISU was the strongest predictor
of intentions to consume alcohol yet with nearly double the standardized
beta weight for the PSA and control display ad conditions, compared to
the alcohol display ad condition.

Virality Effects

The second set of hypotheses predicted that virality would affect the strength
of association between ASU (H2a) and VBISU (H2b) and the intentions to
consume alcohol. In addition, RQ3 asked about how the relationship
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between Aad and VBIad, on one side, and intentions to consume alcohol, on
the other, would differ as a function of virality. We ran simultaneous
regression models for all virality conditions (low likes=low shares, low
likes=high shares, high likes=low shares, and high likes=high shares) with
ASU, VBISU, Aad, and VBIad as predictors of intentions to consume alcohol
(criterion). The regression models were significant for all four conditions (see
Table 2).

Results showed that—compared to messages that were not viral (low
likes and low shares)—messages that were viral showcased a significant
effect of VBISU on intentions to consume alcohol, which was strongest in
all conditions. In addition, ASU was a significant positive predictor in almost
all conditions yet strongest in high likes and high shares condition. An inter-
esting case is illustrated in the regression for the low-virality condition,
where VBIad was the strongest predictor of intentions to consume alcohol.

TABLE 2

Regression Results for the Effects of Attitudes and VBIs on Intentions to Consume Alcohol,

by Virality (Likes and Shares)

Variable

Low likes=low

shares

Low likes=high

shares

High likes=low

shares

High likes=high

shares

ASU .25� .15 .25� .34���

VBISU .21 .45�� .63��� .49���

AAD �.18 �.11 �.06 �.06

VBIAD .37� .31 �.07 .15

Model

statistics

R¼ .64, R2
adj ¼ :41,

F(4, 93)¼ 16.08���
R¼ .75, R2

adj ¼ :57,

F(4, 93)¼ 30.34���
R¼ .68, R2

adj ¼ :37,

F(4, 87)¼ 18.97���
R¼ .78, R2

adj ¼ :60,

F(4, 87)¼ 23.34���

Note. VBI¼ viral behavioral intentions; SU¼ status update; AD¼ attitudes. �p< .05.
��p< .01. ���p< .001.

TABLE 1

Regression Results for the Effects of Attitudes and VBIs on Intentions to Consume Alcohol,

by Display Ad Type

Variable Alcohol Ad PSA Control

ASU .24� .20�� .20�

VBISU .30� .59��� .57���

AAD �.01 �.11 �.15

VBIAD .21 .17 .09

Model statistics R¼ .61, R2
adj ¼ :37,

F(4, 121)¼ 17.70���
R¼ .80, R2

adj ¼ :64,

F(4, 128)¼ 57.64���
R¼ .71, R2

adj ¼ :50,

F(4, 116)¼ 28.61���

Note. VBI¼ viral behavioral intentions; PSA¼public service announcement; SU¼ status

update; AD¼ attitudes.
�p< .05. ���p< .001.
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Display Ad�Virality Interaction

RQ4 asked about how ASU, VBISU, Aad, and VBIad predict intentions to
consume alcohol as a function of the interaction between virality (likes
and shares) and display ad type. Similar to previous models, the four predic-
tors were regressed on intentions to consume alcohol for each of the 12
conditions (see Table 3).

Participants exposed to viral alcohol marketing status updates paired
with alcohol-related display ads and anti-binge-drinking display ads showed
a similar trend in terms of the ways in which ASU, VBISU, Aad, and VBIad

predict intentions to consume alcohol. Status updates that had low likes
and low shares (low on virality) showed no effect of all four predictors on
intentions to consume alcohol as a function of display ad type, except for
a few marginally significant effects. However, viral status updates interact
differently with display ad type.

For status updates paired with alcohol display ads, status updates with
high likes and high shares showed a significant effect of ASU and VBISU

on intentions to consume alcohol. Although this is also observed with highly
viral messages paired with anti-binge-drinking PSAs, the strongest relation-
ship for VBISU and intentions to consume alcohol was when messages had
low likes and high shares. Generally, results suggest that the relationship
between VBISU and intentions to consume alcohol becomes stronger with
greater virality of the status update.

DISCUSSION

Against a backdrop of serious health risks associated with excessive alcohol
consumption, this study aimed to determine factors that affect young adults’
intentions to consume alcohol after seeing alcohol related messages on
Facebook. We find that consumption intentions are higher when parti-
cipants’ attitudes toward alcohol status updates and their viral behavioral
intentions toward status updates (e.g., intentions to like, share, and comment
on) are more positive. Although the directionality of this relationship is not
well understood, it appears that those who intend to consume alcohol and
intend to engage in viral behaviors with the alcohol brand’s Facebook status
update do so, irrespective of subtle messages that might be intended to nudge
them in a different direction. It is plausible that the relationship between eva-
luations and VBIs for pro-alcohol status updates, on one side, and intentions
to drink, on the other, is the result of cognitive dissonance reduction strate-
gies participants employ (Festinger, 1962). Developing favorable message
evaluations, coupled with intentions to publicly endorse a message through
viral behaviors, could be precursors of performing offline behaviors.
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Regression results predicting intentions to consume alcohol from
attitudes and VBI, as a function of display ad type, show that intentions
to consume alcohol is significantly related to VBISU even in the condition
where an anti-binge-drinking message was present. Even more so, ASU

and VBISU’s association with intentions to consume alcohol was strongest
when status updates were paired with anti-alcohol PSAs. Possibly, parti-
cipants in this particular condition experienced psychological reactance,
which contributed to a rejection of anti-alcohol messages and acceptance
of pro-alcohol ones (Brehm & Brehm, 1981). This is echoed in findings
related to the boomerang effects of anti-alcohol, anti-smoking, and anti-drug
messages that end up increasing consumption likelihood upon exposure to
messages denouncing such behaviors (Hornik, 2006; Ringold, 2002;
Wolburg, 2006; Yzer, Capella, Fishbein, Hornik, & Ahern, 2003). Social
norms likely play a role here as well. With higher likes and shares, drinking
consumption norms are clearly reinforced. Because social norms are so
important in driving behavioral intentions, the influence of pro-alcohol sta-
tus updates outweighs the persuasive appeal of paid display advertisements.

In addition, a similar trend is observed with the control condition (local
bank ad). The relationship here, we argue, might be slightly different. The
irrelevance of the control condition display ad to the content of the status
update may have led participants to focus on status updates more than dis-
play ads, especially when it came to evaluating status updates and their inten-
tions to consume alcohol. This finding signals to advertisers the importance
of congruence between various messages, that is, alcohol-related advertising
paired with high likes and shares resulted in greater VBI than the control
condition. An incongruent advertisement from a completely different
product or service category appears to be irrelevant, with the status update
and its social norms indicators taking precedence. In the context of online
social marketing, the findings of this study seems to provide similar implica-
tions for advertisers and media planners as they do in traditional venues (e.g.,
De Pelsmacker, Geuens, & Anckaert, 2002; Zanjani, Diamond, & Chan,
2011): The congruence of ad content and context should also be carefully
considered when planning online marketing strategies.

Social norms also appear to play a role in participants’ intentions to
consume alcohol, consistent with prior research (Glazer et al., 2010; Larimer
et al., 2004). In this study, social norms were signaled by high likes and
shares, providing cues indicating status updates’ popularity; the higher
the likes and shares, the greater the indicated strength of the social norm.
Virality, as expressed through different combinations of likes and shares dis-
played underneath the status update, played a significant role in the strength
VBI influence on intentions to consume alcohol. Compared to messages that
were not viral (i.e., those with low likes and low shares), viral messages had a
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significant effect of VBISU on intentions to consume alcohol. This finding
echoes Cullum and colleagues’ (2012) findings.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study dealt primarily with factors that can predict intentions to consume
alcohol, beyond the content of persuasive messages. With the abundance of
online communication channels and advertising and marketing strategies,
theorizing about persuasion should adapt to this new media environment
and further expand the relationship between online and offline behaviors.
Our findings show that a considerable amount of variance in the intentions
to consume alcohol can be attributed to the likelihood of engaging with
content designed for viral distribution online. It is plausible that indicating
greater likelihood to engage in viral behaviors (e.g., liking, sharing, and com-
menting on content shared on SNSs) more strongly primes participants to
express intentions to engage in offline behaviors. However, we do realize that
the directionality of this relationship requires further investigation, as it is
also plausible that those with greater intentions to adopt behaviors offline
might be the ones who are more likely to engage in viral behaviors online.
In all cases, the new media environment pushes us to acknowledge the
dynamic and iterative nature of persuasion. Whereas traditional persuasion
models perceived message receivers as passive, our findings provide evidence
that the active nature of audience members contributes significantly to how
they are affected by persuasive messages. Another theoretically relevant
implication provided by our findings deals with the effects of virality on off-
line behaviors. Our findings confirm the need to redefine social norms within
the context of online communication. The volume of affective evaluations
(i.e., likes) and viral reach (i.e., shares) subtly influences the online-to-offline
behavioral equation.

Taken together, our findings have significant policy implications with
regard to regulating alcohol marketing on social media and other socio-
technical systems. Whereas regulatory bodies put ample focus on regulating
exposure to alcohol marketing messages by underage drinkers, more empha-
sis should be put in understanding the complex and user-generated nature of
social media that extend beyond traditional modes of marketing.

From an advertising perspective, our findings point to the complexity of
social media marketing and online advertising in affecting attitudes and
behaviors of consumers. It is important to consider this complexity when
theorizing about the effects of interacting with persuasive content online.
In addition, our findings show that the type of display ads paired with
SNS content varies the relationship between attitudes and VBI for status
updates and offline behaviors. This also challenges dominant claims about
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banner advertising blindness (i.e., highlighted advertisements are most likely
to be missed; Benway, 1998), as our findings showed evidence of a possible
effect of SNS display advertising on offline behaviors. It is also important
to further explore the phenomenon of display advertisement congruence
and relevance in line with recent developments in social media advertising.

The effects we found for both attitudes and social norms (virality) on
young adults’ drinking intentions clearly suggest a challenge for those who
may wish to deliver messages promoting responsible drinking. Given that
alcohol companies typically have large budgets for creating and dissemi-
nating their messages, as well as for hiring paid brand ambassadors (i.e.,
individuals hired to promote brands with paid-for eWOM), government-
sponsored messages promoting responsible drinking are likely to suffer.
PSAs, advocacy-group sponsored anti-drinking campaigns, and other mes-
sages designed to counteract the prevalence of pro-alcohol messages are in
fact the underdog in terms of not having the paid-for power of viral spread.

The absence of some mechanism to show responsible drinking or anti-
binge-drinking messages as being normative intensifies perceptions that
drinking is ‘‘the norm’’ and alternative views as counternormative. Further,
when viewed in concert with Cullum et al.’s (2012) findings, pro-alcohol
norms appear to be stronger influencers on behavioral intentions than
anti-drinking norms, thus, the challenge becomes even greater to positively
influence health behaviors online.

Limitations and Future Research

First, our main dependent variable was a general measure of intentions to
consume alcohol, which might hinder the validity of the claim regarding
the directionality of the relationship between VBI and drinking intentions.
Future research should apply a diverse set of measures to better capture this
causal relationship (e.g., intentions to consume the promoted alcohol brands
and actual postexposure drinking behavior). Second, we investigated two of
TPB’s components (attitudes and social norms). Future studies should
include a measure of perceived behavioral control to fully test the TPB
model. Third, the use of an alcohol brand unknown to our sample to guard
against effects of previous brand awareness and loyalty, reliance on self-
report measures, and the questioning of participants about their alcohol
consumption and social media use prior to stimuli exposure could have influ-
enced the way participants responded to the different measures, and thus
should be taken into consideration for future research. Fourth, the sample
used in the current study comprised college students from advertising and
communication courses. These students were recruited from introductory-
level classes and are by no means ‘‘experts’’ in the field of advertising;
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however, a sample of individuals outside of the college environment, who
also vary in terms of alcohol use and risk for alcoholism, would likely yield
more generalizable results. In addition, with a mean participant age of 21
years, the present study includes both legal and underage drinkers. Because
recent reports show that underage college students frequently engage in
alcohol consumption (e.g., NIAAA, 2013), we wanted to fully represent
the population of interest rather than imposing a minimum age requirement
for participation. Obviously, the advantage of this approach is that it
captures a representative sample of college students across all year levels
(freshmen to seniors); however, researchers who are interested solely in beha-
viors of legal drinkers would do well to replicate this study using a selection
criterion of participants being older than 21. Fifth, because the URL for the
survey was distributed online, there was an issue with some potential
participants visiting the site but not completing the survey. These potential
participants were not considered part of the sample in the present study.
Researchers who plan to conduct similar studies might consider a lab setting.
Having a 1-hour appointment to visit a lab might also alleviate concerns
about fatigue if participants know participation time in advance. Finally,
there may be other potential factors with significant potential to help us
understand online alcohol marketing. For example, the effects of individual
differences in motivational activation, sensation seeking (e.g., Lang, Shin, &
Lee, 2005), and past drinking behaviors and experiences (e.g., Lee, Maggs,
Neighbors, & Patrick, 2011) all introduce variables that need to be addressed
for a broader understanding of social media effects on young adults.

Conclusion

With the continued growth of social networking and its burgeoning popu-
larity among youth, understanding how messages on these platforms exert
their influence is critical. Social media are increasingly being used to dissemi-
nate commercial messages, and the landscape is not as well understood or
regulated as traditional media. With respect to risky behaviors such as under-
age drinking or binge drinking among youth, social media can both exacer-
bate and help solve the problems. The study described here offers an initial
understanding and a foundation for future researchers and policymakers.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1

Factor Loadings, Eigenvalues, Percentage of Variance Explained, and Cronbach’s Alpha for

Dependent Variables

Variables=items

Factor loadings per screenshot

(Satus Update=Display Ad)

1 2 3 4 5 6

Attitudes toward the status (ASU)

Negative . . . Positive .729 .595 .649 .684 .578 .689

Bad . . . Good .875 .927 .901 .912 .871 .903

Unfavorable . . . Favorable .911 .846 .881 .932 .887 .826

Eigenvalue 2.40 2.24 2.31 2.40 2.20 2.30

% variance explained 80.08% 74.52% 76.87% 80.13% 73.43% 76.51%

Cronbach’s a .875 .827 .849 .875 .818 .846

Attitudes toward the ad (AAD)

Negative . . . Positive .730 .734 .721 .674 .632 .741

Bad . . . Good .954 .947 .933 .960 .937 .895

Unfavorable . . . Favorable .858 .895 .878 .873 .907 .877

Eigenvalue 2.43 2.47 2.42 2.39 2.35 2.40

% variance explained 81.04% 82.31% 80.64% 79.63% 78.42% 80.01%

Cronbach’s a .882 .892 .880 .871 .861 .874

Viral behavioral intentions for status updates (VBISU)

This SU is worth sharing with others .888 .930 .926 .920 .938 .940

I would recommend this SU to others .928 .937 .943 .941 .952 .946

I would like this SU on Facebook .792 .849 .822 .767 .799 .829

I would share this SU on Facebook .930 .927 .943 .932 .943 .937

I would comment on this SU .881 .903 .908 .804 .893 .897

(Continued )
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TABLE A1

Continued

Variables=items

Factor loadings per screenshot

(Satus Update=Display Ad)

1 2 3 4 5 6

Eigenvalue 4.13 4.31 4.30 4.05 4.28 4.31

% variance explained 82.56% 86.16% 86.06% 81.04% 85.60% 86.27%

Cronbach’s a .945 .959 .956 .937 .956 .959

Viral behavioral intentions for ads (VBIAD)

This ad is worth sharing with others .883 .906 .914 .832 .917 .903

I would recommend this ad to others .927 .939 .937 .901 .907 .920

I would like this ad on Facebook .870 .850 .868 .840 .828 .819

I would share this ad on Facebook .895 .876 .874 .890 .876 .851

I would comment on this ad .834 .819 .833 .813 .857 .872

I would visit the ad’s website .902 .868 .880 .881 .877 .856

I would visit the Facebook page of

entity advertised in the ad

.886 .858 .891 .878 .880 .852

Eigenvalue 5.72 5.59 5.70 5.46 5.62 5.52

% variance explained 81.70% 79.78% 81.48% 78.03% 80.29 78.83%

Cronbach’s a .962 .957 .961 .952 .958 .954

Intentions to consume alcohol

Seeing this SC make me want to have

a drink

.924 .918 .908 .940 .913 .889

After seeing this SC, alcohol

sounds more appealing

.876 .882 .838 .888 .897 .928

Seeing this SC make me want to

drink more

.933 .938 .939 .940 .946 .924

Seeing this SC makes me want

to get wasted

.806 .839 .836 .824 .854 .793

Eigenvalue 3.35 3.40 3.33 3.42 3.44 3.34

% variance explained 83.69% 84.95% 83.14% 85.50% 86.07% 83.55%

Cronbach’s a .935 .941 .932 .943 .946 .934

Note. SU¼ status update; AD¼ attitudes; SC¼ screen shot.
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