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effective prevention and intervention strategies, it is neces-
sary to better understand influences of problematic drink-
ing patterns (i.e., heavy drinking, and high alcohol-related 
consequences).

Emerging adulthood is a time that is typically charac-
terized by heavy drinking patterns, especially in college 
students [4]. One well established predictor of students 
engaging in heavier drinking patterns are drinking motives 
(i.e., enhancement, social, conformity, and coping) [5]. Spe-
cifically, drinking to cope is associated with higher levels 
of alcohol-related consequences, independent of the indi-
vidual’s alcohol use [5, 6]. On the other hand, drinking for 
enhancement has been associated with higher alcohol use 
and higher alcohol-related consequences [5]. For confor-
mity and social drinking motives, the literature has been 
inconsistent in identifying their associations with alcohol 
use and alcohol-related consequences; however, there is 

On average, at least 25% of emerging adults (i.e., 18–25 
years old) report alcohol consumption in the past month 
[1]. According to nationwide descriptive norms, 72–85% 
of graduate students report drinking alcohol in the past 
month, exceeding the nationwide drinking norms of adults 
[2]. More specifically, approximately 7% of graduate stu-
dents report engaging in heavy drinking (i.e., 5+/4 + drinks 
on any day or 14+/7 + drinks per week for males/females) 
[3]. In short, there is evidence that graduate students engage 
in problematic drinking patterns, in which prevention and 
intervention efforts are needed. To better tailor and produce 
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some evidence suggesting those who drink for conformity 
reasons have higher alcohol-related consequences [5].

There are unique associations between drinking motives 
and specific alcohol-related consequences [7]. In particular, 
individuals who endorse high levels of conformity motiva-
tion have more alcohol-related consequences related to their 
self-care, self-perception, and impaired control. Those who 
endorse high levels of enhancement motivation have more 
alcohol-related consequences related to blackout drinking. 
These associations have been shown to be true for adoles-
cence and college students; however, as students “mature 
out” of heavy drinking post-college, understanding these 
associations become stunted.

As noted, post-college, students tend to “mature out” of 
heavy drinking, causing a change in associations between 
drinking motives and drinking patterns (i.e., drinks per 
week, and alcohol-related consequences) [8]. For instance, 
when tracking college student drinkers until the age of 35, 
evidence showed there were decreases in endorsement of 
drinking to cope and in turn a decrease in alcohol-related 
consequences [9]. A decrease in problematic drinking may 
be due to changes in problem-solving and being able to 
manage negative emotions, such that individuals who do 
not increase skills in problem-solving and managing nega-
tive emotions are more likely to engage in drinking for cop-
ing motivation [9]. That said, graduate students who drink 
to cope with negative emotions drink more frequently, and 
those who drink for enhancement, coping or social reasons 
drink larger consumptions of alcohol [10]. Taken together, 
drinking motives are predictive of heavy drinking patterns 
in graduate students; however, there is a paucity of research 
examining the association between drinking motivation and 
alcohol-related consequences in graduate students.

To better understand these associations and potential 
implications, identifying unique associations between 
drinking motives and specific alcohol-related consequences 
is essential in informing future prevention and interven-
tion work. For instance, examining undergraduate student 
behavior at a five year follow up (post-college), there are 
unique changes in association between motives and specific 
alcohol-related consequences [11]. Specifically, the asso-
ciation between coping motivation and interpersonal alco-
hol-related consequences has a stronger association post 
college, when compared to the association during college 
[11]. On the other hand, the association between drinking 
to cope and blackout alcohol-related consequences weakens 
over time [11].

Furthermore, there are changes in the association 
between other drinking motives and specific alcohol-related 
consequences from college to post college. More specifi-
cally, conformity motives positively predicted all specific 
alcohol-related consequences post college [11]. When 

comparing college and post college, all changes in associa-
tions between conformity motives and consequences were 
significant, except for interpersonal alcohol-related conse-
quences [11]. As such, drinking to conform appears to be 
more problematic post college for emerging adults. Unfor-
tunately, there is a lack of research examining associations 
between drinking motives, and alcohol use and specific 
alcohol related consequences in emerging adults who con-
tinue onto graduate school. Nonetheless, this data could 
inform future prevention and intervention efforts for emerg-
ing adults post college.

Current Study

Graduate students engage in problematic drinking patterns, 
with up to 25% of students reporting engagement in heavy 
drinking. To better inform prevention and intervention 
efforts, understanding predictors of problematic drinking 
problems is needed. Drinking motives have unique associa-
tions with drinking frequency and consumption as well as 
specific alcohol-related consequences. The aim of the cur-
rent study is to explore the associations between drinking 
motives, drinking consumption, and specific alcohol-related 
consequences in graduate students.

Methods

Participants

Demographics. The study consisted of 330 participants 
who were enrolled in a graduate program from numerous 
universities nationwide in the United States. The mean 
age of the participants was 26.2 years old (SD = 3.3), and 
54.9% female. A majority of the participants identified as 
White (71.3%), with 38.4% identifying as Latino/Latina, 
20.7% Black, 4.9% Native American or Native Alaskan, 
1.8% Asian, 0.3% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 
0.3% other. There was a wide variety of degree fields in this 
sample, with psychology (18.6%) being the most preva-
lent, followed by dentistry (12.2%), economics (9.1%), 
engineering (8.5%), English (7%), and law (6.1%). Par-
ticipants were recruited by posts on social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter and Reddit, and via a daily email 
announcement.

Measures

Alcohol use. To assess drinking behaviors, participants 
completed The Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ) [12]. 
The DDQ consists of three questions that focus on how 
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much alcohol participants consume each day of the week 
(drinks per week), how many days they consume alcohol 
per week (i.e., frequency), and how many drinks they typi-
cally consume per drinking occasion (i.e., typical).

Alcohol-related problems. We used The Brief Young 
Adult Alcohol Consequences Questionnaire (BYAACQ) 
[13] to measure alcohol-related consequences, The 
BYAACQ contains 24 problems tailored to college students 
related to their drinking, and refer to the past month of drink-
ing. Participants respond on a dichotomous (yes/no) scale. 
Subscales were identified corresponding to subscales from 
the original 48-item version (Read et al., 2006). Subscales 
that had at least three items on the brief scale were used, 
totaling at six subscales. Reliabilities for each subscale were: 
interpersonal (3 items; α = 0.53), impaired control (3 items, 
α = 0.52), poor self-care (3 items, α = 0.49), risky behavior 
(4 items, α = 0.58), academic/occupation (3 items, α = 0.57), 
and blackout drinking (5 items, α = 0.53). Example items 
include: “While drinking, I have said or done embarrassing 
things” (interpersonal), “I have spent too much time drink-
ing” (impaired control), “I have been overweight because 
of drinking” (poor self-care), “I have driven a care when I 
knew I had too much to drink to drive safely” (risky behav-
iors), “The quality of my work or schoolwork has suffered 
because of my drinking (academic/occupational), and “I 
have passed out from drinking” (blackout drinking).

Drinking motives. We used the Drinking Motives Ques-
tionnaire (DMQ) [14] to assess participants’ motivation for 
drinking, There are 20 items in the DMQ that assess four 
unique drinking motives: enhancement, social, conformity, 
and coping. Participants respond to each item on a 5-point 
Likert scale from 1 (Never/Almost Never) to 5 (Almost 
Always/Always). Each subscale was calculated by taking 
the mean of the corresponding items. Sample items and 
reliabilities for each motive are as follows: enhancement 
(α = .71; “Because you like the feeling”), coping (α = .79; 
“To forget your worries”), social (α = .68 ; “Because it helps 
you enjoy a party”) and conformity (α = .71; Because your 
friends pressure you to drink”).

Procedure

Eligibility criteria for the study included being 18 years of 
age or older and current enrollment in a graduate program 
in the United States. All participants completed the consent 
form and went through a Captcha security prompt prior to 
completing the baseline assessments. The baseline assess-
ment included demographic information, questions about 
drinking patterns, and other health behaviors. Participants 
who accurately completed the check questions were com-
pensated with a $20 Amazon e-gift card for completing the 
study. This study was approved by the Institutional Review 

Board of the first author’s institution. Data were collected 
during the Fall of 2021.

Results

Data Cleaning & Planned Analyses

Data cleaning was conducted to ensure the reliability and 
validity of the data. Participants who did not complete at 
least two out of the three check questions were removed. 
Those whose reported an education level below a bachelor’s 
degree were also removed. In addition, any outliers that 
were beyond +/- three standard deviations from the mean 
were winsorized (i.e., replaced by the third standard devia-
tion value).

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were com-
puted in R Studio for all variables of interest and presented 
in Table 1. On average, graduate students reported drinking 
8 drinks per week, and reported experiencing 7.7 alcohol-
related consequences in the past month. The endorsement of 
drinking motives, on average, were some of the time to half 
of the time. Of note, all variables were positively associated 
with each other.

Drinking Motives Predicting Specific Alcohol-related 
Consequences

First, a negative binomial regression was used to explore 
how drinking motives predict drinks per week, while con-
trolling for gender. As seen in Table 2, conformity motiva-
tion positively predicted drinks per week, and enhancement 
motivation negatively predicted drinks per week.

Next, six negative binomial regressions were used to 
explore the association between drinking motives and 
six specific alcohol-related consequences, while control-
ling for gender and drinks per week. The first regression 
demonstrated that social motivation negatively predicted 
interpersonal and academic/occupational consequences. 
Conformity motivation positively predicted self-control, 
self-care, risky, academic/occupational and blackout con-
sequences. Finally, enhancement motivation positively 
predicted risky, academic/occupational consequences, and 
interpersonal consequences. To note, coping motivation did 
not significantly predict any of the specific alcohol-related 
consequences.
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significantly more self-control, self-care, risky, academic/
occupational, and blackout alcohol-related consequences. 
Our results are consistent with the evidence that conformity 
motivation has a unique positive association with specific 
alcohol-related consequences post college, and the notion 
that avoidance reasons for drinking put individuals at a 
higher risk for adverse consequences [5, 11]. It is possible 
that if those who endorse drinking for conformity reasons 
do not get their needs satisfied (i.e., sense of belonging), it 
could lead to more risky drinking and potential lead to prob-
lems in daily functioning and responsibilities.

Moreover, there was no association between graduate stu-
dents who endorsed drinking for social reasons and drinks 
per week; however, those individuals had significantly 
fewer interpersonal and academic/occupational conse-
quences compared to those who reported low social drink-
ing motivation. One possible explanation is that drinking 
for social reasons may increase adaptive social interactions 
and increasing a graduate students’ sense of belonging in a 
new environment, resulting in a reduction in risky behaviors 
that would typically lead to these specific types of alcohol-
related consequences. This explanation is consistent with 
the understanding that those who are socially motivated to 
drink are less risky, potentially acting as a protective factor 
for problematic drinking patterns [5]. Of note, there were 
no significant associations between drinking to cope, and 
drinks per week and specific alcohol-related consequences.

Limitations

Although these results are novel and have important impli-
cations for prevention and intervention, no study is with-
out limitations. First, the study employed a cross-sectional 
design, which limits the ability to assess changes over time. 

Discussion

We found unique associations between drinking motives 
and drinks per week, and between drinking motives and 
specific alcohol-related consequences in a graduate stu-
dent sample. For instance, graduate students who engage in 
drinking for enhancement reasons drink less. This is incon-
sistent with findings that graduate students who engage in 
drinking for enhancement reasons consume larger quantities 
of alcohol [10]. One explanation is that graduate students 
may think they have to consume lower levels of alcohol to 
achieve their desired effects. In addition, graduate students 
who drink for enhancement reasons reported significantly 
more interpersonal, academic/occupational, and risky con-
sequences. Graduate students who drink for enhancement 
reasons tend to drink in social situations and have higher 
risk for various alcohol-related consequences [6].

Additionally, there was a positive relationship between 
conformity motivation and drinks per week, such that those 
who drink for conformity reasons drink more. One expla-
nation for this finding is that graduate students often find 
themselves in smaller cohorts and are pressured to engage 
in professional environment that include alcohol consump-
tion (i.e., networking), resulting in graduate students drink-
ing more often to conform within the expectations of those 
around them. Another potential explanation is that graduate 
students tend to be heterogenous in their cultural identities 
(e.g., age, marital status, race, socioeconomic status), com-
pared to undergraduate students, suggesting graduate stu-
dents have a poor sense of belonging in their program, and 
may increase their conformity motivation to fit in with those 
around them [15].

Thus, it was not surprising that graduate students 
who endorsed drinking for conformity reasons reported 

Table 1  Descriptive and bivariate correlations of all variables of interest (N = 330)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Drinks per week
2. Social motivation 0.19**

3. Coping motivation 0.28** 0.57**

4. Enhancement motivation 0.15** 0.55** 0.58**

5. Conformity motivation 0.23** 0.38** 0.41** 0.61**
6. Interpersonal consequences 0.34** 0.17** 0.43** 0.40** 0.22**

7. Self-control consequences 0.32** 0.23** 0.42** 0.27** 0.26** 0.47**

8. Self-care consequences 0.18** 0.21** 0.26** 0.33** 0.44** 0.38** 0.37**

9. Risky consequences 0.37** 0.28** 0.38** 0.38** 0.38** 0.44** 0.53** 0.60**

10. Academic/occupational consequences 0.33** 0.13* 0.35** 0.33** 0.33** 0.67** 0.56** 0.46** 0.51**

11. Blackout consequences 0.31** 0.30** 0.39** 0.34** 0.30** 0.47** 0.50** 0.50** 0.63** 0.58**

12. Gender 0.28** 0.16** 0.21** 0.27** 0.11* 0.18** 0.03 0.27** 0.27** 0.12* 0.27**

M 8.05 2.80 2.56 2.64 2.72 0.93 1.02 0.98 1.25 0.95 1.82
SD 8.63 0.73 0.74 0.67 0.77 1.00 0.99 0.99 1.22 1.02 1.38
* p < .05
** p < .01
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To comprehensively examine alterations in drinking pat-
terns during graduate education, it would be appropriate 
to utilize longitudinal assessments in future research. Sec-
ond, the measure used to assess the specific alcohol-related 
consequences exhibited low reliability, which raises con-
cerns about the accuracy and precision of the obtained data. 
This could be due to the study’s reliance on self-reporting 
by the participants. Third, the sample was predominantly 
white graduate students, which restricts the generalizabil-
ity of these findings to graduate students from more diverse 
backgrounds. Future research endeavors should encompass 
an evaluation of cultural variances in drinking patterns and 
inconsistencies among graduate students. Lastly, the data 
collection for this study occurred during the Fall of 2021, 
a period characterized by high levels of COVID-19. There-
fore, the drinking patterns uncovered in this study might 
differ from pre-COVID-19 norms. To ensure accurate infer-
ences, ongoing research should investigate graduate student 
drinking patterns.

Conclusion

The graduate student experience is unique, and it is cru-
cial to examine graduate student drinking separately from 
undergraduate drinking patterns. Our results are consistent 
with this notion: we found unique associations between 
drinking motives and specific alcohol-related consequences. 
Future studies should aim to have a better understanding of 
problematic drinking patterns among graduate students by 
examining various factors that influence drinking motiva-
tion, and problematic drinking patterns to inform future 
interventions for this population.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains 
supplementary material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10900-
023-01283-9.
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