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Abstract Two cross-sectional studies investigated media

influences on adolescents’ substance use and intentions to

use substances in the context of exposure to parental and

peer risk and protective factors. A total of 729 middle

school students (n = 351, 59% female in Study 1;

n = 378, 43% female in Study 2) completed self-report

questionnaires. The sample in Study 1 was primarily

African-American (52%) and the sample in Study 2 was

primarily Caucasian (63%). Across the two studies, blocks

of media-related cognitions made unique contributions to

the prediction of adolescents’ current substance use and

intentions to use substances in the future above and beyond

self-reported peer and parental influences. Specifically,

identification with and perceived similarity to media mes-

sages were positively associated with adolescents’ current

substance use and intentions to use substances in the future,

and critical thinking about media messages and media

message deconstruction skills were negatively associated

with adolescents’ intention to use substances in the future.

Further, peer influence variables (e.g., peer pressure, social

norms, peer substance use) acted as risk factors, and for the

most part, parental influence variables (e.g., parental

pressure to not use, perceived parental reaction) acted as

protective factors. These findings highlight the importance

of developing an increased understanding of the role of

media messages and media literacy education in the pre-

vention of substance use behaviors in adolescence.
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Introduction

Although adolescents’ use of illegal substances has been

declining overall in the past few years, the rates of

experimentation remain alarmingly high. For example, in

2008, close to three-quarters of all twelfth grade students

reported trying an alcoholic beverage sometime in their

life (72%) and close to half have reported trying ciga-

rettes (45%) or another illicit drug (47%; Johnston et al.

2008). Furthermore, at least one in five students has used

a substance in the last 30 days (i.e., alcohol 43%; ciga-

rettes 20%; and other illicit drugs 22%). Thus, although

there has been some progress in preventing the use of

substances by adolescents, there is still much ground to

cover.

Adolescent substance use places millions of teenagers

at increased risk for a range of negative outcomes.

Commonly described consequences of adolescent sub-

stance use include juvenile delinquency (D’Amico et al.

2008), automobile accidents (NHTSA 2006), and risky

sexual behaviors (Cooper and Orcutt 1997). Furthermore,

neuropsychological research has revealed that experi-

menting with substances in adolescence can change the

structure and function of the developing brain (e.g.,

alcohol, Brown et al. 2000; marijuana, Jacobus et al.
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2009; nicotine, Jacobsen et al. 2007). Given the high rates

and negative consequences of adolescent substance use, it

is important to understand the myriad influences that may

affect adolescents’ choice to use substances in order to

better inform the content and methods of preventive

intervention programs.

The ecological perspective developed by Bronfenbren-

ner (1979) provides a broad perspective for considering

multiple influences simultaneously and suggests that chil-

dren develop in a multilevel system with dynamic devel-

opmental contextual influences that interact with the child

and with one another. Consistent with the microsystem

level in the ecological perspective, peers and parents

directly influence adolescent substance use behaviors and

these findings have been well-documented in concurrent

and longitudinal studies (Kung and Farrell 2000; Hawkins

et al. 1992). In addition to the consideration of proximal,

interpersonal influences on substance use behaviors,

Bronfenbrenner’s model suggests the importance of

studying and understanding other more distal sources of

influence on children’s behavior that are derived from the

broader culture and society, like settings contained within

the exosystem level. For example, adolescents exist in a

media-rich, if not media-saturated, environment that

broadens the peer network to include a virtual peer system

that is a powerful source of both normative information and

messages about social and personal success. Despite the

immersion of youth in a media world, relatively less is

known about the impact of media influences on adoles-

cents’ cognitions about substance use than what is known

about parental and peer influences (e.g., Johnson and

Johnson 2001; Hoffman et al. 2006). Thus, the main pur-

pose of the studies presented in this article was to examine

the influence of media-related cognitions on substance use

in the context of peer and parental influences.

Peer Influence

Peer influence has been found to be a potent risk factor and

predictor of adolescent substance use, and this influence,

both directly and indirectly, has been associated with both

current and future substance use behaviors (Hawkins et al.

1992). The mechanisms of peer influence on substance use

can be exerted in a number of ways. First, peers may

influence one another directly through positive and nega-

tive peer pressure to use substances. In fact, peer pressure

is perhaps the most frequently discussed risk factor for

early substance use, and studies of middle school youth

have found positive associations between smoking and

drinking related to direct peer pressure (Kung and Farrell

2000; Simons-Morton et al. 2001). Second, peers may

influence one another indirectly through observational

learning processes that are manifested by simply

associating with valued peers who use illegal substances.

Also, beliefs about social norms regarding substance use

are transmitted through relationships with valued peers

who use illegal substances. In general, peer use of sub-

stances is one of the strongest predictors of substance use

among youth (Barnes and Welte 1986). When adolescents

associate with peers who use drugs, they are much more

likely to initiate use themselves (Huizinga et al. 1995). Peer

groups also share information, attitudes, values, and norms

about drug use, thus providing a social context for drug use

(Oetting and Beauvais 1986). In the current study, we

investigated four peer influence factors on substance use

that examined both direct and indirect influences including

association with peers who use alcohol or tobacco, direct

peer pressure not to use, direct peer pressure to use, and

perceptions of social norms of the prevalence of peer

alcohol or tobacco use.

Parental Influence

Although adolescence constitutes a time of increased peer

influence, parents still have a significant effect on ado-

lescents’ substance use (e.g., Kung and Farrell 2000;

Steinberg et al. 1994). In fact, parenting practices have

been found to moderate the relationship between peer

pressure and drug use, suggesting that better parenting

can serve as a protective factor for youth against initiation

of early illegal substance use. For example, the relation-

ship between peer influence and drug use was stronger for

young adolescents who experienced low quality parenting

in comparison to adolescents who experienced high

quality parenting (Kung and Farrell 2000). Parents may

reduce an adolescent’s risk of substance use through

several avenues, including but not limited to: providing

positive modeling and reinforcement of appropriate

behaviors, monitoring of the adolescent’s environment,

maintaining positive attitudes and self-efficacy about

discussing substance use, and establishing positive norms

and expectations about substance use (Webb et al. 1996;

Simons-Morton and Haynie 2003; Barnes and Farrell

1992; Brown et al. 1987; Cohen and Richardson 1994;

Harakeh et al. 2004; Kodl and Mermelstein 2004). In

addition to parents’ providing these protective influences,

parental attitudes and behaviors also have the potential to

increase the likelihood that their adolescent will use

substances through mechanisms such as parental modeling

of negative substance use behaviors (Hops et al. 1996).

The current study included the examination of three

parental influence factors on adolescent substance use:

those factors included parental use of alcohol or tobacco,

direct parental pressure to not use alcohol or tobacco, and

perceived parental reactions to the potential of adolescent

alcohol or tobacco use.
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Media Influence

Mass media are becoming increasingly important envi-

ronmental contexts and influences in the lives of young

people. For example, children and adolescents in the U.S.

spend an average of almost 8.5 h per day engaged in

media-related activities, such as watching television, lis-

tening to music, using a computer, or playing video games

(Rideout et al. 2005). This high level of exposure to a wide

range of media messages leaves youth vulnerable to pro-

substance use messages that have inundated many media

outlets. For example, over 70% of teens aged 12–17 were

exposed to advertisements for eight of the top ten cigarette

brands five or more times in a year (Center for Tobacco

Free Kids 2000). In addition, positive references to drugs,

both legal and illegal, and depictions of substance use are

not confined to advertising. In fact, studies of television

have found that 20% of prime-time television episodes

mentioned illicit drugs, 19% showed characters using

tobacco, and 71% showed the consumption of alcohol,

including 65% of popular teen episodes showing alcohol

use (Christenson et al. 2000). In addition, adolescents are

exposed to approximately 84 explicit substance use refer-

ences every day in popular music (Primack et al. 2008).

These trends in youth’s exposure suggest that media mes-

sages about alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs are pervasive

in the lives of adolescents.

Unfortunately, not only are messages surrounding

alcohol and tobacco products pervasive, they are also

persuasive. The association between youth’s exposure to

pro-drug media messages and substance use (e.g., tobacco

and alcohol use) is well-documented (Strasburger and

Donnerstein 1999). Positive correlations have been repor-

ted between advertising exposure and: (1) adolescent

drinking, (2) intentions to drink among adolescent non-

drinkers, (3) excessive consumption, and (4) drinking while

driving (Atkin et al. 1983, 1984). For example, middle

school students who reported greater exposure to alcohol

advertising were significantly more likely to drink alcohol

in high school than those who reported less exposure

(Ellickson et al. 2005). Further, the most heavily advertised

beer brands have the highest brand awareness, brand usage,

brand preference, and brand loyalty among junior and

senior high school students (Gentile et al. 2001). Thus, it is

clear that the advertising of alcohol and tobacco is strongly

linked to adolescent experimentation.

Substance use behaviors as seen and heard in media

outlets other than advertising have also been linked to

youth experimentation. Young people who viewed more

than 5 h of TV per day were almost 6 times as likely to

begin smoking than youth who viewed \2 h (Gidwani

et al. 2002). In fact, the more ninth graders viewed tele-

vision and music videos, the more likely they were to begin

the use of alcohol within the next 18 months (Robinson

et al. 1998). A longitudinal study of adolescents found that

viewing smoking in movies acted as a strong predictor to

adolescents’ initiating smoking 13–26 months after the

initial survey. As the exposure increased, so did the effect

on smoking initiation (Dalton et al. 2003). Another study

revealed that smoking by stars in movies viewed by ado-

lescent girls who have never smoked significantly

increased the risk of future smoking (Distefan et al. 2004).

One study conducted on middle school students found that,

over a 2-year period, those adolescents who had been

exposed to movies with alcohol featured were significantly

more likely to being using alcohol at an earlier age, even

after controlling for demographic characteristics (Sargent

et al. 2006). Thus, exposure to persuasive media messages

about substances are not innocuous and may be related to

serious health outcomes.

Current Studies

Two studies were conducted to investigate the three influ-

ences of parents, peers, and media messages on middle

school students’ current and future substance use. The main

goal of Study 1 was to examine the unique influence of

media-related cognitions on adolescents’ current substance

use and intentions to use substances in the future, control-

ling for parental and peer influences. The goals of Study 2

were to replicate the findings from Study 1 regarding the

importance of media influence and to conduct a more in-

depth investigation of a wider range of media-related cog-

nitions as predictors of current and future substance use.

Study 1

A conceptual framework, the Message Interpretation Pro-

cess (MIP) Model (Austin and Johnson 1997a, b; Austin

and Meili 1994), was developed in the health communi-

cations field for understanding possible cognitive mediators

that may explain the relationship between media exposure

and behavioral choices, in general, and substance use

behavioral choices, in particular. This framework describes

the hypothesized process of how a media message is

internalized. Internalization is based upon how realistic the

media message seems (i.e., perceived realism), the extent

to which the media message represents the individual’s

own life experiences (i.e., perceived similarity), and the

attractiveness of the media message (i.e., perceived desir-

ability). All three of these interpretations of a media mes-

sage are hypothesized as influencing decision-making.

These components work together to contribute to the

degree to which the viewer identifies with, or wishes to
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emulate, the behaviors endorsed in the media message. For

example, if an adolescent views an alcohol commercial that

seems realistic, includes actors who are similar in age or

appearance to the viewer, and also contains extremely

attractive models (either in terms of their physical attrac-

tiveness or the attractiveness of what the model is doing),

then the adolescent would be more likely to identify with

the behaviors promoted in the advertisement. The model

predicts that identification with the media message directly

informs the viewer’s expectancies regarding the behaviors

being endorsed. In other words, if the viewer positively

identifies with the media message, then the viewer would

have positive expectancies regarding the endorsed behav-

iors and vice versa. Furthermore, expectancies ultimately

influence the behavior of the viewer; so, in this case, if the

adolescent expects that substance use will lead to a positive

outcome, then he or she is more likely to use substances.

These mediating cognitions of realism, desirability, and

similarity were examined as the core media influence

variables in Study 1.

Hypotheses

Consistent with the literature, parental and peer influences

were expected to be significantly related to adolescents’

cognitions about substance use. Media influences were also

expected to significantly predict substance use and sub-

stance use cognitions, and the amount of variance that the

block of media variables predicted was expected to be

significant above and beyond the variance accounted for by

peer and parental influences. Specifically, consistent with

the MIP model, realism, desirability, and similarity were

expected to be positively related to substance use behaviors

and intentions to use substances in the future. Finally, it

was hypothesized that there would be a replication of

previously reported findings about the role of parental and

peer influence variables as significant predictors of ado-

lescents’ substance use outcomes.

Methods

Participants

An anonymous questionnaire was administered to students

from two urban middle schools from a school district that

draws students from an urban/suburban/rural population in

the Southeastern United States to assess their attitudes,

behaviors, and cognitions surrounding parents, peers,

media, and substance use. There were 22 classrooms con-

sisting of 531 students recruited to participate in the study.

Of the students who were recruited, 385 (73%) received

parental permission to participate in the study with data

collected from 6th (18%), 7th (47%), and 8th (35%) grade

students. Students ranged in age from 11 to 16 (M = 13.3,

SD = 0.92), 59% were female, 52% were African-Amer-

ican, 27% were Caucasian, 7% were Asian, and 14% were

reported as Other. With respect to ethnicity, 4% reported

that they were of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin. Data

from 34 participants were excluded from the analyses

because they failed to complete at least 50% of the

questionnaire.

Measures

Participants completed measures that assessed demo-

graphic information, as well as peer, parent, and media

influences. The media influence variables were adapted

from Austin and colleagues (Austin and Meili 1994; Austin

and Johnson 1997a, b; i.e., desirability, realism, similarity).

Mean scores were created for each scale by averaging

respondents’ scores on the relevant items. Each participant

indicated their sex and race and these categorical variables

were dummy-coded for use in the regression analyses.

Current Use of Alcohol and Tobacco (a = 0.84) Three

items asked adolescents about their tobacco and alcohol

use within the past 30 days. Questions included: ‘‘During

the past 30 days…’’, ‘‘…how many days have you used

any alcohol?’’, ‘‘…how many days have you used alcohol

to intoxication or gotten drunk (5 or more drinks at one

time)?’’, ‘‘…how often did you smoke (part or all of) a

cigarette?’’, ‘‘…how many days did you smoke (part or all

of) a cigarette?’’ Response scales ranged from a low of 0 to

a high of 30 (frequency of use), with higher scores indi-

cating a higher frequency of use.

Intentions to Use Alcohol and Tobacco (a = 0.82) Six

items asked adolescents about their plans to use alcohol

(including beer, wine and hard liquor) and tobacco

(including cigarettes, chewing tobacco and snuff) as adults.

Questions included: ‘‘When you are an adult, how often do

you think you will…’’, ‘‘…drink beer?’’, ‘‘…drink wine?’’,

‘‘…drink hard liquor?’’, ‘‘…get drunk or drink a lot of

alcohol at one time?’’, ‘‘…smoke cigarettes?’’, and

‘‘…chew tobacco?’’ Response scales ranged from 0

(Never) to 4 (Daily), with higher scores representing a

higher intent to use alcohol and tobacco.

Positive Peer Pressure (a = 0.95) Two items measured

how often adolescents are pressured by friends to not drink

alcohol or smoke cigarettes. Questions included: ‘‘Do your

friends pressure you to…’’, ‘‘…NOT drink alcohol?’’ and

‘‘…NOT smoke cigarettes or use other tobacco products?’’

Response scales ranged from 1 (Never) to 3 (Very Often),

with higher scores indicating a higher degree of peer

pressure to stay away from alcohol and tobacco.
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Negative Peer Pressure (a = 0.89) Two items measured

how often adolescents are pressured by friends to drink

alcohol or smoke cigarettes. Questions include: ‘‘Do your

friends pressure you to…’’, ‘‘…drink alcohol?’’ and

‘‘…smoke cigarettes or use other tobacco products?’’

Response scales ranged from 1 (Never) to 3 (Very Often),

with higher scores indicating a higher degree of peer

pressure to use alcohol and tobacco.

Social Norms Regarding Alcohol and Tobacco Use

(a = 0.88) Five items measured the degree to which

adolescents believe that smoking and drinking are prevalent

activities. Items included ‘‘Teens drink alcohol’’, ‘‘Friends

smoke cigarettes with each other’’, ‘‘Parties have beer, wine,

and liquor at them’’, ‘‘Teens smoke cigarettes’’, and ‘‘People

smoke cigarettes or use other tobacco products at parties’’.

Response scales ranged from 0 (No, Never) to 3 (Yes,

Always), with higher scores indicating a greater belief that

drinking alcohol and using tobacco are common activities.

Peer Use (a = 0.84) Four items measured how often

adolescents believed their best female and male friend

drank alcohol or smoked cigarettes during the past year.

Questions included: ‘‘How often do you think your best

female (male) friend…’’, ‘‘…had at least one whole drink of

an alcoholic beverage during the past year?’’, and ‘‘…has

smoked a cigarette or used another tobacco product during

the past year?’’ Response scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 4

(Daily), with higher scores indicating the belief that his/her

friends use alcohol or tobacco more often.

Parental Use (a = 0.64) Four items measured how often

adolescents believed their mother/female guardian and

father/male guardian drank alcohol or smoked during the

past year. Questions included: ‘‘How often do you think

your mother/female guardian (father/male guardian)…’’,

‘‘…had at least one whole drink of an alcoholic beverage

during the past year?’’, ‘‘…has smoked a cigarette or used

another tobacco product during the past year?’’ Response

scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 4 (Daily), with higher

scores indicating the belief that his/her parents use alcohol

or tobacco more frequently.

Parental Pressure (a = 0.91) Four items measured the

degree to which adolescents report that parents pressure

them to avoid alcohol and tobacco. Questions included:

‘‘Do your parents/guardians pressure you to stay away

from…’’, ‘‘…alcohol?’’, ‘‘…cigarettes or other tobacco

products?’’, ‘‘…kids who drink alcohol?’’, and ‘‘…kids

who smoke cigarettes?’’ Response scales ranged from 1

(Never) to 3 (Very Often), with higher scores indicating a

higher degree of parental pressure to stay away from

alcohol and tobacco.

Parental Reaction to Potential Use (a = 0.90) Four

items measured how happy or unhappy adolescents

believed their parents would be if they drank alcohol or

used tobacco now. Questions included: ‘‘How happy or

unhappy would your mother/female guardian (father/male

guardian) be if you…’’, ‘‘…drank alcohol now?’’, and

‘‘…smoked cigarettes or used other tobacco products

now?’’ Response scales ranged from 1 (Very Happy) to 5

(Very Unhappy), with higher scores indicating the belief

that his/her parents would be less happy about his/her

alcohol or tobacco use.

Desirability of People in Alcohol and Tobacco Ads

(a = 0.93) Eight items measured the degree to which

adolescents found the people in alcohol and tobacco

advertisements attractive. Adolescents rated the following

statements separately for men and women: ‘‘Men/women

in beer and cigarette ads seem…rich or wealthy’’,

‘‘…good-looking’’, ‘‘…popular’’, and ‘‘…happy or like

they are having fun’’. Response scales ranged from 0 (No,

Never) to 3 (Yes, Always), with higher scores indicating a

greater belief that the people in alcohol and tobacco

advertising are attractive.

Realism of Alcohol and Tobacco Ads (a = 0.85) Four

items assessed the degree to which alcohol and tobacco

media portrayals are like real-life people and events.

Adolescents rated statements such as ‘‘People in cigarette

ads do things that average people do’’, ‘‘People in beer ads

do things that average people do’’, ‘‘People in beer and

cigarette ads act like average people’’, and ‘‘People in beer

and cigarette ads look like average people’’. Response

scales ranged from 0 (No, Never) to 3 (Yes, Always), with

higher scores indicating a greater belief that images in

alcohol and tobacco ads are realistic or typical.

Similarity to Media Portrayals (a = 0.76) Two items

asked adolescents to rate whether media portrayals are

similar to their personal experiences, such as ‘‘I do the

things I see on TV commercials and in magazine ads’’ and

‘‘I am like the people on TV commercials and magazine

ads’’. Response scales ranged from 0 (No, Never) to 3 (Yes,

Always), with higher scores representing a higher percep-

tion of similarity between media portrayals and personal

experiences.

Procedure

About a week prior to the administration, project staff

members distributed consent forms to send home to parents

or guardians of the middle school students in each partic-

ipating class. The consent form described the procedures

that would be used, highlighting the anonymity of students’

J Youth Adolescence (2010) 39:981–998 985

123



answers. After distributing the consent forms, staff mem-

bers returned at the beginning of several consecutive class

periods to collect signed parental consent forms and give

out small rewards to those who returned their signed forms.

The average consent rate for the study was 71.3% of par-

ticipating classes.

Those students who had parental consent to participate

in the study and who additionally gave written assent to

participate were administered the paper-and-pencil ques-

tionnaires during a regular class period.

Results

Overview of the Analyses

This dataset included responses from adolescents clustered

in classroom, within schools. Despite the nested structure,

it was determined that using a mixed model design for the

analyses was not warranted for two reasons. First, small

between school variance was anticipated because values on

the assessed variables are not likely attributable to indi-

vidual schools but individual students. The schools that

participated in this research project were both public

schools located in the same small school district, thus there

is an assumption of homogeneity between schools. Second,

only two schools were sampled for this study; therefore,

there is not sufficient information available to treat school

as a random effect.

Variables included in the analyses had less than 6%

missing data; therefore, multiple imputation (m = 20)

using the EM algorithm (Schafer and Graham 2002;

Schafer and Olsen 1998) was utilized to handle the missing

data. Next, bivariate correlations were calculated between

all the variables. Then, two ordered multinomial logistic

regression models were conducted. Effects for both items

and subjects were included in the model and standard

errors were properly adjusted for multiple observations per

subject. One model included the individual items that

comprised the current substance use scale as the dependent

variables and the other model included the individual items

that comprised the intentions to use substances scale as the

dependent variables. In addition, both models contained all

demographic and influence variables, including grade, race,

sex, peer pressure (positive and negative), social norms

regarding alcohol and tobacco use, peer use of substances,

parental pressure not to use substances, parental reaction

regarding adolescent’s substance use, parental use of sub-

stances, perceived desirability of alcohol and tobacco ads,

perceived realism of alcohol and tobacco ads, and per-

ceived similarity to media portrayals. The intentions model

also contained the measure of current substance use. After

conducting the overall analyses, the media variables were

tested together to determine whether the block predicted a

unique amount of variance in the outcome variables over

and above the variance accounted for by the parental and

peer influence variables.

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, standard deviations) were

examined for each construct (see Table 1). A bivariate

correlation was calculated for the two outcome variables,

current substance use and intentions to use substances (see

Table 2). It revealed a significant positive association

between the two outcome variables such that the more that

adolescents used alcohol and tobacco in the past 30 days,

the more they intended to use substances in the future

(r = 0.34, p \ 0.0001). In addition, interscale correlations

were calculated among the influence variables. The corre-

lations ranged from a low of 0.00 (peer pressure to use

substances and parental pressure not to use; parental use of

substances and perceived realism) to a high of 0.42

Table 1 Mean scores and standard deviations for outcome, demo-

graphic, peer influence, parental influence, and media influence

variables for Study 1 (N = 351) and Study 2 (N = 378)

Variable Study 1 Study 2

M SD M SD

Outcomes

Current use 0.45 1.96 0.19 1.22

Intentions to use 0.46a 0.57 0.32c 0.49

Peer influence

Peer pressure (positive) 1.01b 0.79 2.57e 1.84

Peer pressure (negative) 0.30b 0.56 0.78e 1.35

Social norms 1.50c 0.78 2.66e 1.07

Peer use 0.46a 0.83 0.23a 0.68

Parental influence

Parental pressure 1.54b 0.60 3.63e 1.39

Parental reaction 4.44f 0.82 3.54f 0.87

Parental use 1.04a 0.92 1.12a 0.92

Media influence

Desirability 1.53c 0.89 3.18e 1.39

Realism 1.43c 0.84 1.97e 1.26

Similarity 0.37c 0.60 1.01e 0.89

Identification – – 0.77e 1.03

Critical thinking – – 2.42e 1.38

Deconstruction skills – – 9.11 g 3.27

a Range = 0–4
b Range = 1–3
c Range = 0–3
d Range = 1–4
e Range = 0–5
f Range = 1–5
g Range = 0–28
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(parental pressure not to use and peer pressure not to use).

The average interscale correlation between pairs of influ-

ence variables was 0.16. These preliminary analyses sug-

gest that the predictor and outcome variables, although

associated, could be examined uniquely.

Main Outcome Findings: Current Substance Use

The analyses revealed that the inclusion of all the vari-

ables in the model accounted for a significant amount

of variance in adolescents’ alcohol or tobacco use in the

past 30 days, F(13, 192700) = 15.64, p \ 0.0001 (see

Table 3). Specifically, factors that were related to higher

levels of alcohol or tobacco use in the past 30 days were

being Caucasian, being male, having a greater belief that

alcohol and tobacco use are normative activities, having

peers who have used substances in the past, and increased

perceptions of similarity to media portrayals. Conversely,

parental pressure to not use substances predicted lower

levels of alcohol or tobacco use in the past 30 days. The

influence variables that comprised the media block (i.e.,

desirability, realism, and similarity) predicted a significant

amount of variance over and above the demographic, peer,

and parental variables, F(3, 259648) = 5.37, p [ 0.001.

Main Outcome Findings: Intentions to Use Substances

The analyses revealed that inclusion of all the variables in

the model accounted for a significant amount of the vari-

ance in adolescents’ intentions to use substances, F(14,

564211) = 24.36, p \ 0.0001 (see Table 3). Specifically,

factors that were related to higher levels of intentions to

use alcohol and tobacco in the future were higher grade

levels, being Caucasian, being female, previous use of

alcohol or tobacco in the past 30 days, negative pressure

from peers to use substances, having a greater belief that

alcohol and tobacco use are normative activities, having

peers who have used substances in the past, greater belief

that his/her parents would be less happy about his/her

alcohol or tobacco use, and increased perceptions of

desirability and similarity to media portrayals. Parental

pressure to not use substances predicted lower levels of

intentions to use alcohol and tobacco in the future. The

influence variables that comprised the media block (i.e.,

desirability, realism, and similarity) were found to predict

a significant amount of variance in intentions over and

above the demographic, peer, and parental variables, F(3,

281988) = 18.40, p \ 0.0001.

Preliminary Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first study that has found that

media-related cognitions significantly influenced self-T
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reports of adolescents’ current and future substance use

behaviors even after controlling for parental and peer

influences in the model. These patterns of findings suggest

that there are multiple levels of influence on teens’

behaviors and predictions of their own future behaviors

including media messages. Overall, the findings from

Study 1 revealed that the block of media-related cognitions

have a unique influence on adolescent substance use

behaviors and intentions above and beyond the influence of

parents and peers and that, specifically, perceived similar-

ity plays a role in explaining adolescents’ current substance

use and perceived desirability and similarity play roles in

explaining adolescents’ intentions to use substances.

According to research on the MIP model (Austin and

Johnson 1997a, b), both desirability and similarity con-

tribute to an individual’s level of identification with, or

desire to imitate, a media portrayal. Consequently, the

amount of identification with a media portrayal has been

shown to be directly related to behavioral intentions. Other

research has also demonstrated that perceived similarity to

a model can increase the likelihood that the model’s

observed behaviors are imitated (Bandura 1986).

The results from Study 1 provide supportive evidence

for the importance of parents and peers in predicting ado-

lescents’ current and future substance use. Specifically,

parental pressure to not use substances was associated with

a lower amount of substance use behaviors and a lower

intent to use in the future. By communicating to adoles-

cents that using substances is dangerous or wrong, parents

may be able to shape their adolescents’ beliefs about sub-

stances. Parental pressure to not use substances, which may

take many forms in the family (e.g., rule setting, direct

communication, or coaching), can play a beneficial role in

preventing adolescent substance use outcomes (e.g., van

der Vorst et al. 2005; Yu 2003). Paradoxically, adolescents

who reported that their parents would react negatively if

they used substances were less likely to be currently using

alcohol or tobacco but more likely to intend to do so in the

future. It is possible that some adolescents believe that as

they approach young adulthood, it will be socially

acceptable to drink and thus, they plan to do so in the

future, despite the fact that their parents will react nega-

tively to it. It is also possible that they see older adolescents

in their lives drinking or smoking, despite their parents’

beliefs, and might plan to model that same behavior. The

results from this study provide evidence that, for the most

part, parents can serve as a protective factor against current

and future alcohol or tobacco use.

Although certain parental behaviors may protect ado-

lescents from engaging in substance use, negative peer

Table 3 Demographics, peer

influences, parental influences,

and media influences predicting

for adolescents’ current and

future substance use for Study 1

(N = 351) and Study 2

(N = 378)

a Reference group is caucasian
b Reference group is male

* p \ 0.05; ** p \ 0.01;

*** p \ 0.001

Variable Study 1 Study 2

Current use Intentions to use Current use Intentions to use

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Demographics

Grade -0.05 0.17 0.18* 0.08 0.08 0.24 0.49*** 0.07

Racea 0.53* 0.27 0.83*** 0.06 -0.31 0.40 0.31** 0.12

Sexb 0.77** 0.26 -0.36** 0.12 0.44 0.43 0.10 0.12

Current use – – 0.15*** 0.03 – – 0.31*** 0.05

Peer influence

Peer pressure (positive) -0.11 0.16 -0.11 0.08 -0.04 0.14 0.01 0.04

Peer pressure (negative) 0.10 0.20 0.36** 0.10 -0.11 0.15 0.11** 0.04

Social norms 0.37* 0.17 0.20* 0.08 0.59** 0.21 0.19** 0.06

Peer use 0.89*** 0.11 0.21* 0.08 1.06*** 0.19 0.59*** 0.08

Parental influence

Parental pressure -0.74*** 0.18 -0.54*** 0.10 0.03 0.18 -0.17** 0.05

Parental reaction -0.16* 0.13 0.15* 0.03 -0.33 0.19 -0.26** 0.07

Parental use -0.06 0.13 0.09 0.07 -0.05 0.21 -0.01 0.07

Media influence

Desirability -0.14 0.14 0.26*** 0.07 0.17 0.19 -0.04 0.05

Realism 0.16 0.15 0.02 0.08 0.20 0.18 0.02 0.05

Similarity 0.54** 0.17 0.62*** 0.10 0.18 0.24 0.26** 0.08

Identification – – – – 0.41* 0.21 0.51*** 0.07

Critical thinking – – – – 0.26 0.15 -0.17** 0.05

Deconstruction skills – – – – 0.07 0.06 -0.04* 0.02
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influence may put adolescents at risk for future use. In the

current study, having peers or friends who use substances

and having a greater belief that substance use is a norma-

tive activity were associated with current and future sub-

stance use. Negative peer pressure (i.e., to use substances)

also was positively related to adolescents’ intentions to use

substances in the future. Associating with peers who use

substances and being pressured to use by those peers have

both been found in previous research to strongly predict

adolescents’ use (e.g., Barnes and Welte 1986; Kung and

Farrell 2000; Simons-Morton et al. 2001). Future research

should continue to consider peer influence as an important

risk factor for adolescent substance use experimentation.

Taken together, these findings provide initial support for

the hypothesis that cognitions about the media have an

influence upon current and future adolescent substance use

behaviors. Study 2 was designed to replicate and extend the

findings from Study 1. Specifically, Study 2 used an

additional media-related cognition found in the MIP model

and two measures of critical thinking about the media as

concurrent predictors of the substance use outcomes.

Study 2

Study 2 was designed to further explore the role that

media-related cognitions might play in adolescents’ current

and future substance use. This study included all demo-

graphic, parental, peer, and media-related (MIP) influence

cognitions used in Study 1 in addition to several other

media-related cognitions that were adapted from Austin

and colleagues (Austin and Meili 1994; Austin and Johnson

1997a, b). The primary purpose of Study 2 was similar to

the main purpose of Study 1, namely to examine the extent

to which media-related cognitions predict adolescent sub-

stance use and substance use cognitions above and beyond

the reported influence of parents and peers.

One of the new cognitions examined in Study 2 included

identification with alcohol and tobacco ads, which is con-

sidered to be a cognition that is proximally related to future

substance use behaviors. Identification is explained in the

MIP model as the degree to which the viewer wishes to

emulate a media portrayal and is a well-documented

mediator of other affective and logical cognitions that are

associated with the prediction of substance use interest and

behavior in children and adolescents (Austin and Meili

1994; Austin and Johnson 1997a, b; Austin et al. 1990,

2006).

Measures of two additional media-related cognitions

were added to Study 2 to investigate the role that critical

thinking skills regarding media messages may have in

substance use behaviors. These measures included a self-

report of critical thinking about media messages and a

qualitatively coded measure of media deconstruction skills.

Critical thinking skills are the foundational skills taught in

media literacy education because of the key role they play

in the interpretation of media messages. The ability to

deconstruct media messages and develop counterarguments

against pro-substance use messages are hypothesized to be

at the heart of media literacy education used for substance

abuse prevention.

Hypotheses

It was hypothesized that media-related cognitions would

again explain a unique amount of variance in substance

use-related outcomes over and above the variance

accounted for by peer and parental variables. Specifically,

it was hypothesized that perceived realism, desirability,

similarity, and identification would be positively related to

current and future substance use. Conversely, we expected

that critical thinking about media messages and media

deconstruction skills would be negatively related to current

and future substance use.

Methods

Participants

Students were recruited from five middle schools in the

Southeastern United States to complete a questionnaire

similar to the questionnaire described in Study 1 that

assessed their attitudes, behaviors, and cognitions sur-

rounding parents, peers, media, and substance use. There

were 24 classes consisting of 471 students who were

recruited to participate in the study. Of the students who

were recruited, 396 (84%) received parental permission to

participate in the study with data collected from 6th

(36.60%), 7th (19.85%), and 8th (43.56%) grade students.

Participants ranged in age from 10 to 15 (M = 12.7,

SD = 1.08). In addition, 43% were female, 63% were

Caucasian, 8% were African-American, 6% were Asian,

21% reported ‘‘Other’’, and 2% did not report their race.

With respect to ethnicity, 14% reported that they were of

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin. Data from eight par-

ticipants were not included in the analyses because they

failed to complete at least 50% of the questionnaire.

Measures

Below are descriptions of the variables that were included

in the study. Constructs were created by averaging

respondents’ scores to the relevant items. Each participant

indicated their sex and race and these categorical vari-

ables were dummy-coded for use in the regression

analyses.
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Current Use of Alcohol and Tobacco (a = 0.85) Partic-

ipants were asked the number of times that they had used

either alcohol or tobacco during the last 30 days: ‘‘On how

many occasions (if any) in the last 30 days have you…had

an alcohol beverage to drink—more than just a few sips?’’,

‘‘…used a tobacco product?’’ One additional item asked

how many times in the last 30 days the participant engaged

in binge drinking: ‘‘On how many occasions (if any) in the

last 30 days have you had more than 4 or 5 drinks in a

row?’’

Intentions to Use Alcohol and Tobacco in the Future

(a = 0.89) Eight items were developed to assess ado-

lescents’ intentions to use alcohol and tobacco in the future

on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (I definitely will

not) to 3 (I definitely will). Questions included ‘‘During the

next year, do you think you will…drink beer, wine, or hard

liquor (more than just a few sips)?’’, ‘‘…get drunk or drink

a lot of alcohol at one time?’’, ‘‘…smoke cigarettes?’’,

‘‘…chew tobacco or use snuff?’’ Students were also asked,

‘‘Before you are 21-years-old, do you think you will…
drink beer, wine, or hard liquor (more than just a few

sips)?’’, ‘‘…get drunk or drink a lot of alcohol at one

time?’’, and ‘‘Before you are 18-years-old, do you think

you will…smoke cigarettes?’’, ‘‘…chew tobacco or use

snuff?’’

Positive Peer Pressure (a = 0.95) Two items measured

how often adolescents are pressured by their friends to not

use alcohol and tobacco. Students rated: ‘‘How often do

your friends pressure you to…NOT drink alcohol?’’,

‘‘…NOT smoke cigarettes or other tobacco products?’’ The

response scale ranged from 0 (Never) to 5 (Always), with

higher scores indicating more pressure from peers to not

use alcohol and tobacco.

Negative Peer Pressure (a = 0.94) Two items measured

how often adolescents are pressured by their friends to use

alcohol and tobacco. Students rated: ‘‘How often do your

friends pressure you to…drink alcohol?’’, ‘‘…smoke cig-

arettes or use other tobacco products?’’ The response scale

ranged from 0 (Never) to 5 (Always), with higher scores

indicating more pressure from peers to use alcohol and

tobacco.

Perceptions of Social Norms (a = 0.89) Media images

can play a part in sustaining and creating adolescent per-

ceptions of social norms. For example, a teen may believe

that most teens drink alcohol (a social norm). They have

most likely developed this perception from a variety of

sources including (in part) media images, discussions with

friends, and personal observation. Five items adapted from

Austin and Johnson (1997a, b) measured the degree to

which adolescents believed that drinking and smoking are

common activities. Students rated the following state-

ments: ‘‘Teens drink alcohol’’, ‘‘Friends smoke cigarettes

with each other’’, ‘‘Parties have beer, wine, and liquor at

them’’, ‘‘Teens smoke cigarettes’’, ‘‘People smoke ciga-

rettes or use other tobacco products at parties’’. Response

scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 5 (Always), with lower

scores indicating the belief that drinking is a less common

activity.

Peer Use (a = 0.87) Two questions asked how often the

participant’s best friend used alcohol or tobacco products

during the past year. Questions included: ‘‘How often do

you think your best friend…had at least one whole drink

(not just a sip or a taste) of an alcoholic beverage during

the past year?’’, and ‘‘…has smoked a cigarette or used

another tobacco product during the past year?’’ The

response scale ranged from 0 (Never) to 4 (Daily). Higher

scores indicate the belief that his/her friends use alcohol or

tobacco more often.

Parental Use (a = 0.59) Four questions asked how often

the student’s male and female parents or guardians used

alcohol or tobacco products during the past year. Questions

included: ‘‘How often do you think your mother or female

guardian…had at least one whole drink (not just a sip or a

taste) of an alcoholic beverage during the past year?’’, and

‘‘…has smoked a cigarette or used another tobacco product

during the past year?’’ and were repeated for the student’s

father or male guardian. The response scale ranged from 0

(Never) to 4 (Daily). Higher scores indicate the belief that

his/her parents use alcohol or tobacco more often.

Parental Pressure (a = 0.93) Four questions measured

how much pressure adolescents felt from their parents to

not use alcohol or tobacco and to stay away from peers who

used alcohol and tobacco. Questions included: ‘‘Do your

parents/guardians pressure you to stay away from…alco-

hol?’’, ‘‘…cigarettes or other tobacco products?’’, ‘‘…kids

who drink alcohol?’’, and ‘‘…kids who smoke cigarettes or

other tobacco products?’’ The response scale ranged from 0

(Never) to 5 (Always), with higher scores indicating more

pressure from a parent to stay away from substances and

substance using peers.

Parental Reaction to Potential Use (a = 0.93) Four

items measured adolescents’ perceptions of how happy or

unhappy their parents would be if the student used alcohol

or tobacco. Students responded to ‘‘How happy or unhappy

would the following people be if you…drank alcohol

now?’’, ‘‘…smoked cigarettes or used other tobacco prod-

ucts now?’’ for their mother or female guardian and their

father or male guardian. The response scale ranged from 1
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(Very Happy) to 5 (Very Unhappy), with higher scores

indicating the belief that his/her parents would be more

unhappy about his/her substance use.

Desirability of People in Alcohol and Tobacco Ads

(a = 0.93) Eight items measured the degree to which

adolescents found the people in alcohol and tobacco

advertisements attractive. Adolescents rated the following

statements separately for men and women: ‘‘Men/women

in beer and cigarette ads seem…rich or wealthy’’,

‘‘…good-looking’’, ‘‘…popular’’, and ‘‘…happy or like

they are having fun’’. Response scales ranged from 0 (No,

Never) to 3 (Yes, Always), with higher scores indicating a

greater belief that the people in alcohol and tobacco

advertising are attractive.

Realism of Alcohol and Tobacco Ads (a = 0.92) Six

items asked adolescents about the degree to which alcohol

and tobacco ads are like real-life people and events. Stu-

dents responded to how often ‘‘People in cigarette ads…do

things that real smokers do’’, ‘‘…look like real smokers’’,

‘‘…act like most people act when they smoke’’ and to how

often ‘‘People in beer ads…do things that most people do

when they drink beer’’, ‘‘…look like real beer drinkers’’,

‘‘…act like most people act when they drink beer’’.

Response scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 5 (Always).

Higher scores indicate a greater belief that images in these

media portrayals are realistic or typical.

Similarity to Alcohol and Tobacco Ads (a = 0.84) Eight

items asked adolescents whether the people and things that

appear in alcohol and tobacco ads are similar to their

personal experiences. Questions included ‘‘I like the kinds

of things that people in beer ads like’’, ‘‘I like the kinds of

things that people in tobacco ads like’’, ‘‘I have as much

fun as people in beer ads’’, ‘‘I have as much fun as people

in tobacco ads have’’, ‘‘People in beer ads are like people in

my family’’, ‘‘People in tobacco ads on TV are like people

in my family’’, ‘‘People I know are like the people I see in

beer ads’’, and ‘‘People I know are like the people I see in

tobacco ads’’. Response scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 5

(Always), with higher scores indicating a greater perception

of similarity between these media portrayals and their

personal experiences.

Identification with Alcohol and Tobacco Ads (a = 0.93)

Six items measured the degree to which adolescents want

to be like the people portrayed in alcohol and tobacco

advertisements. Students rated whether ‘‘It would be fun

to…do the things that people in beer ads do’’, ‘‘…look like

the people I see in beer ads’’, ‘‘…be like the people in beer

ads’’, ‘‘…do the things that people in tobacco ads do’’,

‘‘…look like the people I see in tobacco ads’’, ‘‘…be like

the people in tobacco ads’’. Response scales ranged from 0

(Never) to 5 (Always), with lower scores indicating a lower

desire to be like people portrayed in these advertisements.

Critical Thinking About Media Messages (a = 0.91) Six

items measured the degree to which adolescents report that

they think critically about media messages they encounter.

Items included ‘‘I think about…the purpose behind a

message I see on television’’, ‘‘…who created a message I

see on TV’’, ‘‘…what the people who made a media

message want me to believe’’, ‘‘…the things that adver-

tisers do to get my attention’’, ‘‘…whether the things that

advertisers want me to do are good for me’’, and ‘‘I try and

think about how true or false an advertisement is’’.

Response scales ranged from 0 (Never) to 5 (Always), with

higher scores indicating that adolescents report thinking

more critically about media messages.

Deconstruction Skills To measure change in critical

thinking about advertisements, participants were asked to

deconstruct one alcohol and one tobacco print advertise-

ment. Participants were asked the same three questions

about each ad at each time point: ‘‘Tell me about this

advertisement in the space below (the more detail the

better)’’, ‘‘How are the advertisers trying to get someone to

buy this product?’’, and ‘‘What type of magazine would

have this advertisement in it and why?’’

The resulting qualitative data were coded using five

categories designed to create an aggregate score to assess

adolescents’ overall ability to deconstruct advertisements.

The Product category was intended to capture a student’s

ability to recognize the product being advertised in an ad,

and ranged in score from 0 to 3. The Graphic Elements

category assessed a student’s understanding of how

advertisers use graphic elements (such as font, color, and

placement of items such as warning labels) to capture

attention or to make the product seem more appealing, and

was scored on a scale of 0–2. The Language category

evaluated a student’s understanding of how slogans and

advertising claims are used in advertisements, and was

scored on a scale of 0–3. The Target Audience category

was intended to assess a student’s understanding of the

term target audience and also his or her ability to recognize

the target audience of a particular ad. The response scale

for Target Audience also ranged from 0 to 3. Finally, the

Implied Messages category was designed to assess a stu-

dent’s ability to recognize implied messages in ads, and the

response scale ranged from 0 to 3. Together, these cate-

gories were summed to create the overall Deconstruction

Skills composite variable for answers written about each

advertisement. Then, scores were summed across adver-

tisements with a total potential score ranging from 0 to 28.

Twenty-one percent of the data was rated by an additional
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coder. The mean reliability was within acceptable limits

(r = 0.78, range = 0.64–0.86).

Procedure

A similar procedure was used to distribute and collect the

consent forms as in Study 1. Those participants who had

parental consent and who assented to participate were

administered the paper-and-pencil questionnaires during a

regular class period.

Results

Overview of the Analyses

All variables included in the analyses, except three, had

less than 5% missing data. Three variables that drew

from items at the end of the questionnaire had close to

9% missing data. Multiple imputation (m = 20) using the

EM algorithm (Schafer and Graham 2002; Schafer and

Olsen 1998) was utilized to handle missing data. Next,

bivariate correlations were calculated between all the

variables. Then, two ordered multinomial regression

models were conducted. Effects for both items and sub-

jects were included in the model and standard errors were

properly adjusted for multiple observations per subject.

One model included the items that made up the current

substance use scale as the dependent variables and the

other model included the items that made up the inten-

tions to use substances scale as the dependent variables.

In addition, both models contained all demographic and

influence variables, including grade, race, sex, peer

pressure (positive and negative), social norms regarding

alcohol and tobacco use, peer use of substances, parental

pressure not to use substances, parental reaction regarding

adolescent’s substance use, parental use of substances,

perceived desirability of alcohol and tobacco ads, per-

ceived realism of alcohol and tobacco ads, substance use

perceived similarity to substance use media portrayals,

identification with media portrayals, critical thinking

about the media, and media message deconstruction

skills. The intentions model also contained the measure

of current substance use. After conducting the multiple

regressions, the media variables also found in Study 1

(i.e., desirability, realism, similarity) were first tested

together to determine whether the block predicted a

unique amount of variance in the outcome variables.

Then, the new media variables (i.e., identification, critical

thinking, deconstruction skills) were tested together to

determine whether that particular block predicted a

unique amount of variance in the outcome variables over

and above the first block of media variables, peer, and

parental influences.

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, standard deviations) were

examined for each construct (see Table 1). A bivariate

correlation was calculated for the two outcome variables,

current alcohol or tobacco use and intentions to use alcohol

or tobacco (see Table 4). It revealed a significant positive

association between the two outcome variables such that

the more that adolescents have used alcohol or tobacco in

the past 30 days, the more they intend to use substances in

the future (r = 0.47, p \ 0.0001). In addition, interscale

correlations were calculated among the influence variables.

The correlations ranged from a low of 0 (social norms and

peer pressure not to use; perceived realism and perceived

similarity) to a high of 0.60 (intentions to use and peer use).

The average interscale correlation between pairs of influ-

ence variables was 0.15. This suggests that the influence

variables were sufficiently distinct to be examined as

individual predictors of substance use outcomes.

Main Outcome Findings: Current Substance Use

These analyses revealed that the inclusion of all the vari-

ables in the model accounted for a significant amount of the

variance in adolescents’ use of alcohol or tobacco in the

past 30 days, F(16, 145592) = 6.82, p \ 0.0001 (see

Table 3). Specifically, factors that were related to higher

levels of alcohol or tobacco use were greater beliefs that

alcohol or tobacco use is a normative activity, having peers

who have used substances in the past, and increased

identification with substance use media portrayals. The

media variables were tested together in two blocks. The

first block included the media variables used in the Study 1

analyses. These influence variables (i.e., desirability, real-

ism, and similarity) were not found to predict a significant

amount of variance in adolescents’ substance use over and

above the demographic, peer, and parental variables, F(3,

24908) = 0.85, p = ns. The second block included the

newly added media variables. These influence variables

(i.e., identification, critical thinking, and deconstruction

skills) were found to predict a significant amount of vari-

ance in adolescents’ substance use over and above the

demographic, peer, parental, and original media variables,

F(3, 6490) = 2.96, p \ 0.05.

Main Outcome Findings: Intentions to Use Substances

These analyses revealed that the inclusion of all the vari-

ables in the model accounted for a significant amount of

variance in adolescents’ intentions to use substances, F(17,

39213) = 33.83, p \ 0.0001 (see Table 3). Specifically,

factors that were related to higher levels of intentions to use

alcohol and tobacco in the future were higher grade level,
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being Caucasian, alcohol or tobacco use in the past

30 days, peer pressure to use substances, greater beliefs

that alcohol or tobacco use is a normative activity, having

peers who have used substances in the past, and increased

similarity to and identification with substance use media

portrayals. Parental pressure not to use substances, ado-

lescents’ perceptions of a negative parental reaction to their

substance use, self-reported critical thinking skills, and

qualitatively assessed deconstruction skills predicted lower

levels of intentions to use alcohol and tobacco in the future.

The media variables were tested together in two blocks.

The first block included the media variables used in the

Study 1 analyses. These influence variables (i.e., desir-

ability, realism, and similarity) were found to predict a

significant amount of variance adolescents’ substance use

over and above the demographic, peer, and parental vari-

ables, F(3, 4855) = 4.21, p \ 0.01. The second block

included the Study 2 media variables. These influence

variables (i.e., identification, critical thinking, and decon-

struction skills) were found to predict a significant amount

of variance in adolescents’ substance use over and above

the demographic, peer, parental, and original media vari-

ables, F(3, 1239) = 22.63, p \ 0.0001.

Preliminary Discussion

This study added to the findings reported in Study 1 in two

ways. First, the analyses revealed the utility of a number of

media-related constructs for predicting adolescent sub-

stance use outcomes. After controlling for the media

variables also found in Study 1 and all other variables in

the model, analyses of the second block of variables found

that together they predicted a unique amount of variance.

This indicates that the second set of media variables (i.e.,

identification, critical thinking, and deconstruction skills)

contributes something different in the prediction of ado-

lescent substance use outcomes, even in the presence of

other significant media predictors.

As described before, identification is the degree to

which the viewer wishes to emulate a media portrayal and

has been shown to mediate the influences of similarity,

realism, and desirability on intentions to use substances

(Austin and Johnson 1997a, b, 2006). As previously tested

by Austin and colleagues (Austin and Johnson 1997b;

Austin and Meili 1994), identification emerged as the most

proximal factor that may drive the influence of media on

decisions to drink alcohol and use tobacco products now

and in the future. Results from these analyses further

support that conclusion.

Intentions to use substances were predicted by adoles-

cents’ self-reports of how often they think critically about

advertisements and a qualitative measure of how skilled

they are in media deconstruction as scored by trained

coders. In the context of the MIP model, individuals who

possess effective logical processing skills are less likely to

be affected by strong emotional appeals found in adver-

tising. For instance, an adolescent who deconstructs an

alcohol advertisement might find the models to be attrac-

tive and popular, but after realizing the implausibility of

the message, he or she is more likely to attribute more

negative consequences to drinking alcohol. Consideration

of the negative consequences stemming from using sub-

stances may influence adolescents’ cognitions regarding

the use of substances in the future.

Second, parents and peers were also found to have an

influence on adolescents’ substance use outcomes as was

found in Study 1. Specifically, parental pressure to abstain

from alcohol or tobacco use was associated with a

decreased likelihood of future use. Further, adolescents

who believed that their parents would react negatively to

their substance use reported less intention to use substances

in the future. In contrast, peer influence may encourage

rather than prevent adolescents from engaging in future

substance use. As found in Study 1, having peers who use

substances and having a greater belief that substance use is

a normative activity were associated with increased rates of

current and future substance use. Negative peer pressure

(i.e., to use substances) also was positively related to

adolescents’ intentions to use substances in the future. The

findings across both studies highlight the importance of

examining both parents and peers as risk and protective

factors with respect to adolescent substance use.

Overall, the findings from Study 2 reveal that media and,

consequently, media-related cognitions, have a unique

influence on adolescents’ intent to use substances above

and beyond the influence one’s own current use of sub-

stances as well as the influence of parents and peers. In

addition, media and, consequently, media-related cogni-

tions, have a unique influence on adolescents’ current

substance use above and beyond the influence of parents

and peers. Specifically, identification with media messages

is a key risk factor for adolescent substance use both now

and in the future, while critical thinking about media

messages may act as a protective factor against future

substance use.

General Discussion

The major contribution of this article is that the examina-

tion of exosystem variables added to the prediction of

adolescent outcomes controlling for exposure to micro-

system variables. Specifically, cognitions about media

messages were examined as examples of exosystem vari-

ables and were found to uniquely influence adolescents’

current substance use and cognitions about substance use
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even after the analyses controlled for the important mi-

crosystem influences of parents and peers. Notably, the two

studies described in this article were the first to examine the

simultaneous influence of peers, parents, and media on

adolescents’ substance use behaviors and cognitions A

strength of this work is that the analyses used significantly

different samples but resulted in somewhat similar overall

findings about the roles of parents, peers, and the media in

predicting adolescent substance use outcomes. Specifically,

this work reveals that media-related cognitions should be

further investigated because of the unique contribution that

they have been shown to have for important health out-

comes above and beyond other well-known influences.

Media as sources of information for adolescents is

becoming more widely studied. For example, one such

study revealed that adolescents nominated media as sources

used to access sexual information more often than doctors

and close to as often as mothers (e.g., friends (74.9%),

teachers (62.2%), mother (60.9%), and media (57%), doc-

tors (41.5%), Bleakley et al. 2009). In fact, media have been

likened to ‘‘sexual super peers’’ for early maturing girls,

providing sexual norms and instruction especially if insuf-

ficient guidance is found from parents, teachers, and non-

pubertal peers (Brown et al. 2005). Within a substance

abuse prevention context, the mechanisms by which peers

influence experimentation with substances include provid-

ing a model of drug use; positively influencing norms,

attitudes and values related to drug use; and enabling or

aiding opportunities for drug use (Bauman and Ennett

1996). One could make a similar argument for the mecha-

nisms through which media facilitate adolescent substance

use, likening media to ‘‘substance use super peers’’.

Media messages surrounding alcohol, tobacco, and other

drugs often model the use of substances by presenting it in

an exciting, glamorous, consequence-free way. Substance

use is portrayed as the norm and using substances is seen as

a way to fit in, have fun, or relieve stress. Further, the

storylines and messages that are conveyed about substance

use in the media often conflict with messages that adoles-

cents receive from parents and teachers about the risky and

negative health effects of substance use. Because entire

youth cohorts are simultaneously exposed to these positive

messages regarding substance use, youth culture is being

shaped and directed in ways that may be deleterious to their

health and well-being. This idea raises a significant ques-

tion about the relative influence that the media have on

adolescents in the context of other important and persua-

sive interpersonal influences. In fact, the present findings

concur, replicate and extend findings suggesting that not

only are media influences not inconsequential, but remain

important within a broader developmental context.

These current studies support the application of the MIP

model for examining media cognitions in relation to a

particular decision relevant to adolescents’ lives, namely,

the decision to use alcohol or tobacco products. The model

was fruitful for identifying key cognitions for examination

and the findings replicated previous studies conducted by

Austin and colleagues (Austin et al. 2006; Austin and

Johnson 1997a, b) that suggested that identification with

alcohol and tobacco media messages is one of the most

proximal cognitions to the decision to use. Austin suggests

that these media-related cognitions are attitudinal and can

not be directly manipulated; however, she suggested that

identification with media messages may be influenced by

an increase in critical thinking skills that target both the

logical and emotional components as described in the

decision-making process (Austin and Johnson 1997a).

One approach to substance abuse prevention is to use

media literacy education, which provides training in the

deliberate and thoughtful processing of media messages.

This kind of critical thinking allows for the anti-substance

use messages to be generated by the adolescent in response

to the perceived manipulative influence of media messages.

Some adolescents are defiant in the presence of authority

and this elicited psychological reactance has been related to

substance use behaviors (Miller et al. 2006; Allen et al.

1994). Therefore, authority-led or drug education substance

abuse prevention programs may not be particularly effec-

tive for preventing substance use (e.g., evaluations of

D.A.R.E., Lynam et al. 1999; Ennett et al. 1994), especially

for youth high in reactance. Media literacy education

conducted impartially can sidestep this bias and still pro-

vide a strong prevention message. Providing children with

skills to make informed decisions for themselves should

empower them and provide a means to avoid a reactant

response.

Two recently completed randomized controlled trials

provide supportive evidence that media literacy education

for elementary (i.e., Media Detective: Kupersmidt et al.

2007) and middle school students (i.e., Media Ready:

Barrett et al. 2008) can be a successful prevention

approach. Students participating in these programs showed

increases in critical thinking skills about media messages

and reductions in intent to use tobacco products as well as

reductions in boys’ interest in alcohol-branded merchan-

dise and intent to use alcohol. Promising results from the

aforementioned as well as other evaluations (e.g., DeBen-

edittis et al. 2000; Austin and Johnson 1997b) suggest the

need for early and sustained media literacy education.

There are three limitations identified in the research

design used for these studies. First, utilizing a cross-sec-

tional design limits our ability to infer causal relationships

among the variables. Although the analyses suggested a

concurrent influence of parent, peer, and media-related

cognitions on substance use-related cognitions, the direc-

tion of effect cannot be determined without using an

J Youth Adolescence (2010) 39:981–998 995
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experimental or longitudinal design. This suggests an

important direction for future research. Nonetheless, a

plethora of studies using a wide range of methodologies

have concluded that exposure to aggressive media mes-

sages are associated with increases in aggressive behavior

(Anderson and Bushman 2002; Slater et al. 2003; Hues-

mann and Taylor 2006; Huesmann et al. 2003). Thus, one

might expect to observe similar influence processes with

respect to the relationships between media-related cogni-

tions and substance use. Second, these two studies relied

only on data gathered from adolescents’ self-reports, and

single-reporter data tend to overestimate associations

between constructs. However, adolescent reports of other

similar constructs, like parenting behaviors and attitudes,

have been found to be valid and stable over time (Metzler

et al. 1998). Future studies might explore data on parental

and peer behavior that is gathered from multiple infor-

mants, including parents and peers. Third, participating

schools in the studies constituted a convenience sample and

were not randomly sampled; therefore, it cannot be

assumed that these particular students are representative of

all U.S. students. This presents a limitation to external

validity, and caution should be made in generalizing the

results obtained in these analyses to the greater population.

In conclusion, this article adds to the growing literature

on the importance of considering adolescent cognitions

about substance use in developmental and prevention

research. Both studies illustrate that media messages play a

role in predicting adolescents’ current alcohol or tobacco

use and intentions to use alcohol or tobacco products in the

future. The findings also suggest that multiple factors

influence decision-making and that developmental pro-

cesses need to be empirically examined using a broad

contextual lens in order to more effectively understand and

prevent adolescent risky health behaviors.
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