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Introduction to Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives (ASCMs)

Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives (ASCMs) represent a specialized area of psychological

and communication research dedicated to understanding the underlying reasons individuals

choose to engage in discourse related to alcohol consumption, preparation, or experiences. Unlike

general drinking motives, which focus on the internal or situational drives for consuming alcohol

(such as coping or social lubrication), ASCMs focus specifically on the goals and gratifications

sought through the act of communication itself. This communication can take many forms,

including planning drinking events, recounting past intoxicated experiences, discussing the positive

or negative effects of alcohol, or using alcohol as a central topic to establish social bonds or

navigate interpersonal conflicts. Understanding these motives is critical because communication

often serves as a powerful mediator between alcohol expectancies, social norms, and actual

consumption behaviors, particularly among high-risk populations like adolescents and college

students.

The study of ASCMs acknowledges that alcohol consumption is rarely a purely solitary or

physiological activity; rather, it is deeply embedded within complex social rituals and

communication patterns. The decision to talk about alcohol is driven by specific, often conscious,

needs that the individual believes this dialogue will satisfy. These motives are highly predictive of

subsequent behavior because they reflect internalized beliefs about the utility and social value of

alcohol use. For instance, an individual who frequently communicates about alcohol primarily to

seek social acceptance or validation is likely to consume alcohol in ways that maximize those

perceived social rewards, often leading to heavier or more risky drinking patterns. Conversely,

communication motives focused on seeking information or expressing concern may correlate with

more responsible consumption or help-seeking behaviors.

The framework of ASCMs provides a necessary bridge between cognitive factors and behavioral

outcomes, highlighting the role of language in constructing and reinforcing the social reality of

alcohol use. By isolating the communication motive, researchers can disentangle the complex

interplay between expectations (what the person thinks alcohol will do), context (where the drinking

occurs), and the social narrative (how the person talks about it). This focus allows for more

nuanced interventions that target the communicative mechanisms through which risky norms are

perpetuated. Furthermore, the rising prevalence of mediated communication--where alcohol-

related content is shared ubiquitously across social media platforms--underscores the

contemporary relevance of ASCM research, demonstrating how communication motives translate

into digital self-presentation and identity performance.

Theoretical Foundations: Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)

The conceptualization and empirical investigation of Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives are
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primarily rooted in the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT), a foundational model in media and

communication studies. UGT posits that individuals are active consumers of communication and

media, consciously selecting content or engaging in discourse that fulfills specific psychological or

social needs. Rather than viewing communication as a passive process where messages are

simply absorbed, UGT emphasizes the intentionality of the user, suggesting that the audience

determines the utility of the message source. When applied to the context of alcohol, UGT shifts

the focus from simply analyzing alcohol messaging (e.g., advertisements or public health

campaigns) to examining why and how individuals actively use alcohol-related communication to

achieve personal or social goals.

Applying UGT to alcohol communication necessitates identifying the specific gratifications sought

through alcohol discourse. These gratifications are distinct from general communication motives

(like pleasure or inclusion) because they are inextricably linked to the substance and its associated

social expectancies. For example, while a general communication motive might be "to relieve

boredom," an alcohol-specific communication motive might be "to plan a binge-drinking event to

enhance social excitement." This specificity allows researchers to create scales and measures that

are highly predictive of alcohol-related outcomes. The theory posits that the perceived utility of this

communication--whether it successfully helps the individual bond with peers, alleviate tension, or

gain status--reinforces the motive, making the individual more likely to seek that gratification

through similar communication acts in the future, thus creating a self-perpetuating loop.

A key strength of the UGT framework in this context is its ability to differentiate between various

functions of communication. Researchers recognize that ASCMs can serve several overlapping

functions, including instrumental goals (e.g., gathering information about drink prices or venue

locations), expressive goals (e.g., venting frustrations related to alcohol dependency or celebrating

achievements while intoxicated), and ritualistic goals (e.g., participating in customary toasts or

shared storytelling). By categorizing these functions, UGT helps explain the heterogeneity of

alcohol-related communication behaviors. Moreover, the theory suggests that if an individual fails

to achieve the desired gratification through alcohol-specific communication, they may adjust their

motives or shift their behavior, offering crucial leverage points for prevention specialists aiming to

disrupt maladaptive communication patterns.

The Taxonomy of ASCMs

Empirical research has established a robust taxonomy of Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives,

typically clustering them into several high-level categories that mirror, but are specified beyond,

general drinking motives. These categories reflect distinct psychological needs satisfied by talking

about alcohol. While specific terminology may vary across studies, the primary dimensions

consistently identified include Social Motives, Enhancement Motives, Coping Motives, and

Conformity Motives. This systematic classification allows for precise measurement and targeted
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analysis of the relationship between specific communication goals and subsequent drinking

behavior, moving beyond simple correlational studies to explore causal pathways.

The Social Motive category encompasses communication aimed at establishing, maintaining, or

strengthening interpersonal relationships within a context where alcohol is present or implied. This

includes discussing shared experiences, joking about intoxication, or using alcohol topics to initiate

conversation and reduce social awkwardness. Individuals driven by this motive seek affiliation and

belonging, viewing alcohol discourse as a necessary tool for group integration. Conversely,

Enhancement Motives are centered on maximizing the perceived positive effects of alcohol, often

before or during consumption. This involves communication designed to hype up an event, express

excitement, or recount highly positive, often exaggerated, intoxicated experiences to others,

thereby amplifying the emotional reward derived from the behavior.

In contrast to the positive affective goals of Social and Enhancement motives, Coping Motives

pertain to the use of alcohol-specific communication to manage negative emotional states, reduce

tension, or deal with personal problems. This might involve venting frustrations about life while

simultaneously discussing drinking as an escape mechanism, or seeking validation for problematic

consumption habits. This motive is consistently linked to higher levels of alcohol dependency and

maladaptive emotional regulation. Finally, Conformity Motives describe communication acts

performed specifically to adhere to perceived social norms or peer pressure. This motive drives

individuals to talk about alcohol in ways that signal compliance with group expectations, such as

exaggerating consumption levels to fit in or participating in mandatory celebratory toasts, even if

the individual does not internally desire the communication or the subsequent drinking.

ASCMs Related to Social Enhancement and Affiliation

Social Enhancement and Affiliation motives represent the most frequently studied and arguably the

most pervasive categories of ASCMs, reflecting the strong normative and ritualistic role alcohol

plays in many cultures. Communication driven by Affiliation motives serves the explicit purpose of

bonding. This includes using shared alcohol-related vocabulary, participating in group planning

discussions regarding drinking locations or logistics, and engaging in reciprocal self-disclosure

about past or anticipated intoxication. For many individuals, particularly college students, the ability

to communicate effectively about alcohol is perceived as a critical social skill, instrumental to

navigating peer hierarchies and securing acceptance within desired social circles. The

communication act itself signals membership and shared identity, often overshadowing the actual

physiological effects of the alcohol consumed.

The Enhancement motive, while closely related to Affiliation, focuses less on acceptance and more

on the amplification of positive affect and excitement. This motive drives the communication of

anticipation--the "pre-game hype"--where individuals discuss their intentions to drink heavily or
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engage in novel, exciting behaviors while intoxicated. Crucially, the narration and sharing of these

experiences, both planned and retrospective, serve to maximize the perceived fun and excitement

associated with the event. The stories told afterward about the night's events become cultural

currency, reinforcing the idea that heavy drinking leads to memorable, positive outcomes.

Individuals high in this motive often communicate with the goal of performing a high-status identity,

such as being perceived as fun, reckless, or highly sociable.

The interplay between these two motives creates a powerful social feedback loop. Affiliation

motives ensure participation, while Enhancement motives drive the intensity of the behavior. For

example, a group of friends might communicate (Affiliation) to coordinate a weekend gathering, but

the content of that communication (Enhancement) focuses heavily on specific drinking games or

high-volume consumption targets. When these behaviors are successfully executed, the

subsequent communication--the retelling of the stories, the posting of photos, and the shared

reminiscing--further solidifies both the group bond and the positive expectancy associated with

heavy drinking. This cycle demonstrates why targeting only the consumption behavior without

addressing the underlying communication motives often proves ineffective in prevention efforts.

ASCMs Related to Tension Reduction and Escapism

Tension Reduction and Escapism motives, often grouped under the broader category of Coping

ASCMs, represent the darker side of alcohol communication. These motives are characterized by

communication used to manage or mitigate negative emotional states, anxiety, stress, or

symptoms of depression. Individuals driven by these motives communicate about alcohol not for

celebration or socialization, but as a means of seeking solace, justification, or validation for using

alcohol as an emotional regulator. This communication may manifest as venting about personal

problems followed by declarations of needing a drink, or expressing concerns about dependency in

a way that solicits support rather than constructive help.

The communication act in this context serves as a form of self-medication or justification. By

discussing their distress and linking it directly to the need for alcohol, individuals may be seeking to

externalize responsibility for their consumption or normalize their reliance on alcohol as a coping

mechanism. This is distinct from general social communication because the focus remains internal

and problem-oriented, even when shared with others. For instance, an individual might

communicate a long, stressful workday (Tension Reduction motive) and then immediately follow up

with a plan to drink alone, using the communication to rationalize the potentially risky behavior.

High scores on Coping ASCMs are consistently and strongly correlated with problematic drinking,

alcohol use disorders (AUDs), and higher levels of psychological distress.

Furthermore, the Escapism component of this motive relates to communication aimed at achieving

cognitive detachment from reality. This involves discussing alcohol as a tool to "check out,"
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"forget," or "numb" feelings. When this communication is shared, it can reinforce a maladaptive

script within the peer group that portrays intoxication as the only viable escape route from stress.

This type of communication is particularly concerning because it often reinforces the negative

feedback loop: stress leads to communication about drinking to cope; drinking ensues; the

underlying stress is not resolved; and the communication motive strengthens the association

between distress and substance use. Effective clinical interventions must therefore address the

communication patterns that validate and perpetuate this reliance on alcohol for emotional

avoidance.

Measurement and Methodological Considerations

Measuring Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives presents unique methodological challenges,

primarily due to the need to accurately distinguish between the motive for drinking and the motive

for talking about drinking. Researchers typically rely on psychometrically validated self-report

instruments, often adapted from established scales used for general communication motives or

general drinking motives. These scales present participants with various statements reflecting

different communication goals--such as "I talk about drinking to make my friends laugh"

(Enhancement) or "I talk about drinking when I feel stressed" (Coping)--and require participants to

rate their agreement on a Likert scale. The reliability and validity of these measures are crucial for

ensuring that the constructs are properly separated and tested.

A significant methodological consideration is the reliance on retrospective self-report, which is

susceptible to several biases, most notably social desirability bias. Individuals may be reluctant

to admit to motives that are socially stigmatized (e.g., admitting to communication solely for the

purpose of conformity or tension reduction) or may exaggerate motives that are socially rewarded

(e.g., enhancement). To mitigate this, some studies employ advanced methodologies like

Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA), where participants report their communication motives

and subsequent behaviors in real-time, within their natural environment. EMA provides a more

granular, context-specific view of ASCMs, capturing the immediate communicative needs that

precede or follow drinking events, thereby reducing reliance on generalized memory recall.

Another key challenge lies in accurately capturing the context and medium of the communication.

ASCMs are increasingly manifesting in digital spaces, such as social media posts, private

messaging apps, and online forums. Researchers must develop methodologies, often involving

content analysis and natural language processing (NLP), to analyze these mediated

communications. The motive for posting a photo of a drink on Instagram (often Enhancement or

Social) may differ significantly from the motive for sending a private text message detailing

concerns about consumption (often Coping). Future research must strive to integrate traditional

survey data with observational data from digital platforms to create a holistic picture of how ASCMs

operate across different communicative environments.
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ASCMs and Risky Drinking Behaviors

The most compelling utility of studying ASCMs lies in their robust predictive power regarding risky

drinking behaviors, particularly heavy episodic drinking (HED) and the development of Alcohol Use

Disorders (AUDs). Research consistently demonstrates that motives centered on coping and

enhancement are the strongest predictors of problematic consumption patterns. When an

individual communicates primarily to cope with stress or to amplify the positive social rewards of

intoxication, they are inherently setting themselves up for higher volume and frequency of

consumption, as the communication validates the underlying need for the substance. This

relationship is often stronger than the relationship between general drinking motives and behavior

alone, suggesting that the communication act serves as a direct behavioral precursor.

ASCMs function as a mediating variable between general alcohol expectancies and actual

consumption. For example, if an individual holds a strong positive expectancy that alcohol

facilitates social interaction, their Social and Enhancement ASCMs will drive them to communicate

extensively about drinking. This communication, in turn, reinforces the expectancy and increases

the likelihood of engaging in HED to fulfill the communicated goal. The communication acts as a

commitment mechanism; by announcing or planning heavy drinking, the individual increases their

social obligation to follow through, often overriding internal checks and balances that might

otherwise limit consumption. The public or semi-public nature of this communication, particularly on

social media, solidifies the intention and increases accountability to peers.

Furthermore, the study of ASCMs helps explain the normalization of risky behavior within specific

subcultures, such as university settings. When Coping and Enhancement motives dominate the

group's discourse, these motives become the perceived norm, creating a collective injunctive norm

that encourages excessive consumption. Communication becomes a mechanism for social proof,

where repeated discussion about extreme drinking validates the behavior as typical and

acceptable. Identifying which specific ASCMs are prevalent within a group allows for targeted

prevention efforts that seek to alter the communicative landscape, introducing alternative, non-

alcohol-related communication motives for achieving social connection or managing stress.

Clinical and Prevention Implications

The findings related to Alcohol-Specific Communication Motives have profound implications for the

design and implementation of clinical interventions and public health prevention campaigns.

Traditional interventions often focus on reducing expectancies or improving refusal skills. However,

incorporating ASCM findings allows for interventions that directly address the social architecture

and communicative scripts that sustain risky drinking. The goal shifts from merely telling individuals

not to drink heavily to providing them with alternative communication strategies to achieve their

underlying social or emotional goals without relying on alcohol discourse.
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For individuals exhibiting high Coping ASCMs, clinical work should integrate communication skills

training alongside standard cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT). This involves helping clients

identify when they communicate about drinking as a means of emotional avoidance and equipping

them with non-substance-related communication motives, such as expressing distress directly or

seeking instrumental support rather than seeking validation for escape. Motivational Interviewing

(MI) techniques can be particularly effective in exploring the discrepancies between the client's

stated goals and their actual communication motives regarding alcohol, helping them recognize

how their discourse perpetuates the problem.

In prevention settings, especially among adolescents and young adults, interventions can target

the dominant Social and Enhancement ASCMs. This involves media literacy training to deconstruct

the communicative performance of alcohol use on social media and promoting alternative forms of

social communication that do not center on substance use. For instance, programs can focus on

teaching students how to bond, plan events, or recount exciting experiences using non-alcohol-

specific language, thereby diminishing the perceived necessity of alcohol discourse for achieving

social acceptance. By altering the communicative environment, prevention efforts can successfully

shift descriptive norms away from high-risk ASCMs toward healthier, protective communication

motives.

Future Directions in ASCM Research

As the communication landscape continues to evolve, future research on Alcohol-Specific

Communication Motives must prioritize the study of mediated environments. The pervasive use of

social networking sites (SNS), encrypted messaging applications, and video conferencing

introduces new complexities. Researchers need to investigate how the motive--whether for Coping,

Enhancement, or Conformity--changes when the communication is asynchronous, highly visual,

and potentially permanent (as with public posts). Furthermore, understanding how platform

affordances, such as the ability to use filters, emojis, or ephemeral stories, influence the

expression and perception of ASCMs is crucial for developing relevant digital prevention strategies.

Another vital area for future exploration involves cross-cultural comparisons. Alcohol consumption

patterns, social rituals, and communication norms vary dramatically across different cultures and

regulatory environments. For example, the prevalence and acceptability of Coping ASCMs may be

higher in cultures where emotional suppression is encouraged, while Social ASCMs may dominate

in cultures where communal drinking is highly ritualized. Comparative studies are needed to

determine the universality of the established taxonomy and to identify culturally specific

communication motives that may mediate drinking behavior in non-Western populations. This will

ensure that prevention strategies based on ASCM findings are culturally sensitive and locally

relevant.
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Finally, integrating ASCM research with neurobiological and physiological measures represents a

promising frontier. Exploring the relationship between communication motives and underlying

factors such as impulsivity, reward sensitivity, and genetic predispositions toward addiction could

provide a deeper understanding of why certain individuals are more prone to high-risk ASCMs. For

example, are individuals with high reward sensitivity more likely to engage in Enhancement

ASCMs, and does this communication subsequently activate reward centers in the brain,

reinforcing the motive? Longitudinal studies that track the development of ASCMs from early

adolescence through young adulthood, combined with objective biological measures, will be

essential for mapping the developmental trajectory of these motives and identifying critical periods

for intervention.
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