
Abstract 

Despite the increase in social media use, limited studies have examined the co-

occurrence of non-substance behaviors and substance use. The current study address-

es this gap in knowledge by assessing potential correlates of social media use. College 

students (N=396) from the University of Texas at El Paso (Mage = 20.16 years, SD = 

3.87; 71% female; 87.1 % Hispanic) were recruited to complete an online assessment 

examining social media use, substance use, and engaging in non-substance behaviors. 

Participants reported high weekly social media use (M=16.15, SD=19.17). Younger stu-

dents (β=-0.20, p=0.03) and females (β=0.22, p=0.014) reported higher social media 

use. Increased use of marijuana (β=0.24, p=0.011) and energy drinks (β=0.56,  

p=0.001) during the past month were significantly associated with higher weekly social 

media use. Alcohol use (β=0.18, p=0.077) and smoking status (β=-0.08 p=0.362) were 

not significantly associated with weekly social media use. The findings suggest similar 

addictive processes affect non-substance use behaviors and substance use.  

 

Introduction 

 The widespread use of social media continues to rise. In fact, 69% of U.S. adults re-

ported using some type of social media (PEW Hispanic Center, 2018). Yet, limited stud-

ies have examined the co-occurrence of non-substance behavior (i.e., social media use) 

and substance use. One study found teens who use social media were more likely to 

use tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana than teens who do not use social media (The Na-

tional Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University, 2011). The cur-

rent study addresses this gap in knowledge by assessing potential correlates of social 

media use.  

 

Study Aims and Hypotheses 

The aims of this study is to examine the correlates of social media use. It is hypothe-

sized that social media use will be associated with both substance use (i.e., marijuana 

use, alcohol use, smoking, and energy drink consumption) and non-substance behav-

iors. 

Methods 

Participants 

Psychology students (N=396) from the University of Texas at El Paso (Mage = 20.16 

years, SD = 3.87; 71% female; 87.1 % Hispanic) were recruited via SONA System, a 

web-based recruitment website.  

 

Measures 

Sociodemographic questionnaire. Assessed age, sex, ethnicity, and educational level. 

Social media use item. A continuous, single-item variable assessing past week social 

media use. 

  Sample Item: In the past week how many hours did you spend on  

  social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, Myspace, Twitter)? 

Smoking status item. A dichotomized variable assessing smoking status. The responses 

included 0= No and 1=Yes.  

Marijuana use item. A continuous, single item assessing marijuana use during the past 

month, 

Alcohol use item. A continuous, single item assessing alcohol use during the past 

month. 

Energy drinks item. A continuous, single item assessing energy drink consumption.  

Discussion 
 Similar addictive processes affect non-substance use behaviors and substance use 
(Grant, Potenza, Weinstein, & Gorelick, 2010; Hormes, Kearns, & Timko, 2014; Po-
tenza, 2006). The current findings are consistent with studies that report non-
substance behaviors and substance use co-occur and extend them to a predominant-
ly Hispanic college student sample. Moreover, findings are consistent with the prob-
lem behavior theory, which suggests that illicit substance use is grouped with other 
problem behaviors (Yen et al., 2008). This may explain why we found a relationship 
with increased internet use and some substance use. It does not explain why alcohol 
and smoking were not associated with social media use. Prior studies suggest that 
drug-related content on social media predicts future alcohol use (Westgate & Holliday, 
2016). Similarly, another study found peer alcohol use on Facebook impacts attitudes 
toward alcohol and willingness to drink (Litt & Stock, 2011). In addition, similar to oth-
er studies, younger individuals and females tend to use social media more than 
males, especially Facebook (PEW Hispanic Center, 2018).  
 There are a few limitations that should be addressed in future research. First, the 
current study used single items to assess substance use and non-substance behav-
iors. Social media has several purposes, including networking or reading the news, 
that may influence substance use and other behaviors. Second, a longitudinal design 
may provide evidence of whether social media use promotes the use of substances, 
or if substances promote the use of non-substance behaviors, or both.  
 Despite the few limitations, the current study adds to the limited literature available 
for concurrent substance use and non-substance use. Although an observational 
study, it provides some evidence that social media use is associated with certain 
types of substance use. Identifying the similar and different addictive processes be-
tween non-substance and substance behaviors may reveal why certain substances 
and non-substances are related and not related. Within Hispanic college students, 
culturally based constructs such as acculturation which have been associated with 
substance use (e.g., Resor & Cooper, 2010) seem appropriate avenues to explore in 
future studies. While studies of behavioral addictions are increasing, little is known 
about the underpinnings of behaviors such as social media use and texting. Further 
studies should look at the relationships between texting, social media use, and pol-
ysubstance use. 
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Methods (continued) 

Procedure 

After obtaining informed consent, students completed the online assessment, which in-

cluded demographic, social media use, tobacco use, energy drink use, and alcohol and 

drug use items. 

Approach to analyses 

Age, sex, past month alcohol use, past month marijuana use, smoking status (Yes/No), 

and past month energy drinks consumed were entered as correlates of weekly social 

media use in a multiple linear regression model. 

Results 

Social media use per week in hours was high (M= 16.15, SD= 19.17). The multiple linear 

regression model was significant, F (7,78) = 9.61, p<0.001, adjusted R
2
=0.46.  

 

Table 1. 

Participant characteristics table 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.  

Multiple linear regression output 

Variables Standardized Coeffi-
cient β 

95% CI for β p-value 

Age -0.20 -1.28 -0.07 0.03 

Sex 0.22 1.84 15.70 0.014 
 

Marijuana 0.24 0.23 1.69 0.011 

Alcohol use 0.18 -0.08 1.56 0.077 

Smoking Status 0.08 -9.57 3.56 0.362 

Energy Drinks 0.56 2.50 5.17 0.001 

Bold indicates p < .05. Dependent variable: Social media use per week in 
hours 
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Variables Range or value M (SD) or % 

Age 17-53 20.16 (3.87) 
Sex 1=Males; 2-Females 71% female 

Income 

Less than $15,000  20.7 % 

Between $15,000 and 
$30,000  

29.5% 

Between $30,000 and 
$50,000 

24.2% 

More than $50,000 25.5 % 

Ethnicity 
Hispanic 87.1 % 

Not Hispanic 12.9% 
Marijuana 0-45 1.21 (4.74) 

Alcohol use 0-25 2.73 (4.66) 
Smoking Status 1= No; 2=Yes 37.7% smoke 
Energy Drinks 0-20 0.73 (2.82) 


