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A variety of behavioral, environmental, developmental, and genetic factors have been documented
as contributing to the development of Substance Use Disorders (SUDs) in youth. For example, it has
been suggested that things such as the perceived availability of substances, familial history of anti-
social behavior, and personal attitudes favorable towards drug use all have strong correlations to the
development of substance use in youth [1]. What's especially troubling is that use initiation at younger
ages is also correlated with stronger likelihoods of developing a SUD [2]. Thus, it is crucial that
researchers continue to explore contributing factors to youth’s likelihood of substance use.

It is no secret that today’s youth is the largest consumer of social and digital media. Contemporary
media can profoundly influence youth body-image ideals and expose them to unhealthy products
and behaviors [3,4]. From this, it would be logical to assume that media’s portrayal of substance use
and abuse could have a profound effect on children and adolescents’ views of substances as well as
their likelihood to initiate use and potentially develop SUDs. As television and media became more
accessible to the average family around the turn of the century, astute scientists began to explore
this possible link. In 1997, Bahk discovered in a sample of 224 college students that those who were
exposed to media portraying alcohol consumption without the associated negative consequences
developed far more favorable attitudes to substance use than those who viewed the same media with
the consequences included [5]. Utilizing a similar procedure in 2001, Bahk also found that positive
portrayals of alcohol use seemed to increase favorable attitudes towards use in college students. Just
as importantly, Bahk also concluded “... the greater the role attractiveness of the drinking character,
the more favorable the viewer’s attitudes toward drinking and the more potent his or her behavioral
dispositions to drink alcohol.” Media as we know it has exponentially grown and expanded since the
beginning of this century, and thus it is crucial that we revisit this subject in order to better understand
its contemporary implications [6].

It has been suggested that many young individuals today view their favorite TV show characters as
“super peers” and that a large amount of substance consumption by these characters has a significant
amount of influence over subsequent viewer drinking behavior [7]. What compounds this issue is that
in an examination of the five most popular with youth TV shows between the years of 2002 and 2012
a majority of the episodes sampled (n=125, 83%) contained references to alcohol usage [7].

So how have such effects been playing out in this past decade, one might ask? In 2013, a study of
1,787 7th and gth graders from 16 different middle schools located across California was conducted,
focusing on the reciprocal longitudinal associations between alcohol/drug related media exposure
and subsequent alcohol use [8]. The researchers specifically examined exposure to alcohol/drug use
through the media platforms of Internet videos, social networking sites, movies, television, magazine
advertisements, songs, and video games. Tucker and colleagues discovered that greater substance use
media exposure during 7h grade was significantly associated with higher probabilities of alcohol use
in 8t grade; these results were stable across both gender and ethnicity. Recent studies have continued
to find support that social media substance use exposure contributes to the risk of personal use and
abuse in adolescents [9,10].
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This effect only continues as one advances in age, and even seems
to persist among traditionally considered ‘Tlow-risk’ populations.
In 2014, a study was conducted involving 2,346 adolescents who
reported never having drank and intent to not do so within the next
12 months, as measured at baseline. At a one-year follow-up, 40% of
the sample had begun to use alcohol, with 6% already participating
in binge drinking behaviors. After controlling for numerous other
outside factors, the authors concluded that alcohol use portrayal in
popular movies to youth was a significant independent risk factor for
the initiation of drinking [11].

It is worth noting that these types of trends have also been
documented outside the U.S. Hanewinkel and colleagues discovered
that the correlation between exposure to alcohol use in movies and
subsequent likelihood of adolescent alcohol use and binge drinking
was found across six unique European nations [12]. Such trends have
even been documented outside of Western cultures overall [13].

Such effects may not be limited to just visual media; with the
growing popularity of music streaming sites such as Soundcloud and
Spotify, entire libraries of music are now far more accessible to youth
than ever before. And it turns out substance references are increasing
in this genre as well; Hardcastle and colleagues found that “
alcohol references increased sharply between 2001 and 2011, when
almost one in five (18.5%) songs referred to alcohol and one in eight
(12.6%) to heavy drinking.” [14]. Other evidence has found that
these references usually frame substance use in a positive manner and
highlight positive emotions accompanying use [15]. Further research
is needed in order to better map out the most likely large effects
music has on influencing the likelihood of substance use in youth
populations.

It’s clear that the multitudes of contemporary media forms can
have profound effects on the likelihood of substance use in youth
populations. So, what can be done? Besides ceasing the prevalent
glorification, some experts believe that the key resides in utilizing
media’s power to portray the negative effects of substance use. Movies
such as Beautiful Boy, or music from bands such as Black Sabbath
serve as good examples of media displaying the severe personal and
relational damage that can accompany SUDs [16]. Such accurate
portrayals of the negative consequences of substance use may serve as
a protective factor against the development of youth SUDS, however
further research is needed.

References

1. Arthur MW, Hawkins JD, Pollard JA, Catalano RF, Baglioni Jr AJ.
Measuring risk and protective factors for use, delinquency, and other
adolescent problem behaviors: The Communities That Care Youth
Survey. Evaluation review. 2002 Dec;26(6):575-601.

2. Dawson DA, Goldstein RB, Patricia Chou S, June Ruan W, Grant BF.
Age at first drink and the first incidence of adult-onset DSM-IV alcohol
use disorders. Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research. 2008
Dec;32(12):2149-60.

3. Kleemans M, Daalmans S, Carbaat |, Anschitz D. Picture perfect:
The direct effect of manipulated Instagram photos on body image in
adolescent girls. Media Psychology. 2018 Jan 2;21(1):93-110.

4.Dunlop S, Freeman B, Jones SC. Marketing to youth in the digital age:
The promotion of unhealthy products and health promoting behaviours
on social media. Media and Communication. 2016 Jun 16;4(3):35-49.

5. Bahk CM. The impact of presence versus absence of negative
consequences in dramatic portrayals of alcohol drinking. Journal of
Alcohol and Drug Education. 1997 Apr 1;42(3):18.

6. Bahk CM. Perceived realism and role attractiveness in movie
portrayals of alcohol drinking. American Journal of Health Behavior.
2001 Sep 1;25(5):433-46.

7. Cukier S. The new normal? An examination of the portrayal of
alcohol use on TV programs popular among youth, 2002-2012 (Doctoral
dissertation, Johns Hopkins University).

8. Tucker JS, Miles JN, D’Amico EJ. Cross-lagged associations between
substance use-related media exposure and alcohol use during middle
school. Journal of Adolescent Health. 2013 Oct 1;53(4):460-4.

9. Brunborg GS, Andreas JB, Kvaavik E. Social media use and episodic
heavy drinking among adolescents. Psychological reports. 2017
Jun;120(3):475-90.

10. Curtis BL, Lookatch SJ, Ramo DE, McKay JR, Feinn RS, Kranzler HR.
Meta-analysis of the association of alcohol-related social media use
with alcohol consumption and alcohol-related problems in adolescents
and young adults. Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research. 2018
Jun;42(6):978-86.

11. Hanewinkel R, Sargent JD, Hunt K, Sweeting H, Engels RC, Scholte
RH, et al. Portrayal of alcohol consumption in movies and drinking
initiation in low-risk adolescents. Pediatrics. 2014 Jun 1;133(6):973-82.

12. Hanewinkel R, Sargent JD, Poelen EA, Scholte R, Florek E, Sweeting
H, et al. Alcohol consumption in movies and adolescent binge drinking
in 6 European countries. Pediatrics. 2012 Apr 1;129(4):709-20.

13. AlSayyari A, AlBuhairan F. Relationship of media exposure to
substance use among adolescents in Saudi Arabia: Results from a
national study. Drug and alcohol dependence. 2018 Oct 1;191:174-80.

14. Hardcastle KA, Hughes K, Sharples O, Bellis MA. Trends in alcohol
portrayal in popular music: A longitudinal analysis of the UK charts.
Psychology of Music. 2015 May;43(3):321-32.

15. Holody KJ, Anderson C, Craig C, Flynn M. “Drunk in love”:
The portrayal of risk behavior in music lyrics. Journal of Health
Communication. 2016 Oct 2;21(10):1098-106.

16.Conway KP, McGrain P. Understanding substance use and addiction
through the lyrics of Black Sabbath: a content analysis. Substance use &
misuse. 2016 Oct 14;51(12):1655-63.

Addict Subst Abuse 2020; 1(1): 1-2



