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Abstract

A major contemporary challenge facing governments and health professionals is that of promoting sustainable and healthy approaches to
alcohol consumption in a context where excessive alcohol consumption is the dominant trend [Plant M., Plant M., Binge Britain: the need for
courage. Alcoholis 2006; 25, 3: 1.]. This article reports the results of a qualitative study examining the experiences of Higher Education students in
the United Kingdom who are identifiable as anti-consumers because of their opposition to the alcohol norms that predominate. The article focuses
on how these students deal with the challenges and consequences that can arise from resisting the prevailing norms and practices. This article
demonstrates that existing frameworks and categorizations in the contexts of anti-consumption, product and brand avoidance and coping are
capable of providing useful theoretical tools for the examination of anti-consumption within the social marketing context. The article identifies
some of the implicit tensions of being an anti-consumer in an environment of excessive consumption and provides examples of how consumers
seek to manage these tensions. The use of the above theoretical perspectives can usefully inform policy that aims to promote sensible drinking

among young people and students in particular.
© 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

A major contemporary challenge facing governments and
health professionals is that of promoting sustainable and healthy
approaches to alcohol consumption in a context where excessive
alcohol consumption is the dominant trend (Plant and Plant,
2006). The prevalence of excessive alcohol consumption—or
binge drinking—is an issue within student populations globally,
and particularly within the UK (Banister and Piacentini, 2006;
D’Alessio et al., 2006; Kuntsche et al., 2004; Wechsler et al.,
2002). Understanding the prevalence of binge drinking within
student populations is useful for anyone involved in policy and
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professional work in the area. However, another parallel pop-
ulation whose study offers a useful and interesting insight into the
phenomenon of excessive alcohol consumption is the non-
drinking student population, in particular those students who
actively resist the prevailing culture. Scholars define anti-con-
sumption as behavior that is against consumption (Craig-Lees,
2006; Lee et al., 2009b-this issue; Zavestoski, 2002) and, in this
study, anti-consumption refers to people who opt out of the
dominant culture of excessive alcohol consumption. This article
reports the results of a qualitative study examining the
experiences of Higher Education students in the United Kingdom
who are identifiable as anti-consumers, because of their
opposition to the alcohol norms that predominate. The article
focuses on how such students deal with the challenges and
consequences that can arise from resisting the prevailing norms
and practices.

2. Literature

Many studies consider the circumstances around excessive
alcohol consumption, in particular focusing on the question
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of motivation. A central argument is that two distinct sets of
motivations exist. First, alcohol facilitates socialization, particu-
larly for young people (Darian, 1993; Liu and Kaplan, 1996;
Pavis et al., 1997), with the ritualistic aspects of alcohol con-
sumption contributing to these social effects (Beccaria and
Sande, 2003). More recent research focuses on understanding the
social worlds of young people and students and the role that
alcohol plays in constructing these social worlds (see for example
Banister and Piacentini, 2006; Measham, 2004; Piacentini and
Banister, 2006; Treise et al., 1997). The second set of motivations
driving alcohol consumption relate to the personal benefits as-
sociated with drinking such as asserting gender identity, mood
alteration, coping with personal problems, dealing with stress
and relieving boredom (Darian, 1993; Liu and Kaplan, 1996;
Pavis et al., 1997; Thom and Francome, 2001).

These previous studies focus on the benefits associated with
alcohol and help explain consumers’ motivations to consume
excessive amounts of alcohol. However, fewer studies docu-
ment the experiences of young people who choose to opt out of
the excessive drinking culture. One exception is Nairn, Higgins,
Thompson, Anderson, and Fu (2006) who examine high school
students. In their study, they describe non-participants in the
alcohol culture as having alternative subject positions, that is,
alternative to the prevailing drinking culture (Nairn et al., 2006).
Non-participants could include those who avoid alcohol alto-
gether, but also infrequent (Nairn et al., 2006), light (Banister
et al., 2005) or ‘responsible’ (Darian, 1993) drinkers.

Alcohol plays a central role in the social lives of students
(Gill, 2002; Gofton, 1990; Webb et al., 1996), but this presents
problems for students who choose to resist the pressures to con-
form and participate in the prevailing alcohol culture (Piacentini
and Banister, 2006). For instance non-involvement in the
alcohol culture may prevent full engagement with student social
life (Nairn et al., 2006) providing a source of tension for those
choosing not to consume or to consume comparatively little al-
cohol. To develop understanding of the phenomenon of anti-
excessive consumption, this article explores other aspects of
anti-consumption behavior (in particular voluntary simplicity
and brand avoidance) to illuminate some of the motives, chal-
lenges and consequences of anti-consumption in the context of
students’ alcohol consumption.

2.1. Voluntary simplicity

Voluntary simplifiers make informed decisions to restrict
their consumption. However, while voluntary simplifiers may be
opposed to elements of mainstream consumer society, as Shaw
and Newholm (2002) argue (drawing on Etzioni, 1998), vol-
untary simplifiers live “within consumer capitalism, not in com-
plete opposition to it” (p.170). Voluntary simplifiers do not seek
to exit the market, as in the manner of the Burning Man festival
participants (described by Kozinets, 2002), but aim to reduce the
various excesses of being a consumer. Despite being an anti-
consumption behavior, voluntary simplicity perhaps more ac-
curately refers to reformulating consumption choices—for ex-
ample, reducing consumption in many areas but also targeting
other consumption in favor of those products and practices that

are deemed more acceptable or appropriate (Craig-Lees and Hill,
2002; Shaw and Newholm, 2002). Like many voluntary
simplifiers, students who decide against excessively consuming
alcohol have no choice but to operate within the wider student
body; they cannot exist outside the (alcohol dominated) student
culture, despite consuming in ways that are divergent to the
prevailing norm.

A further parallel between voluntary simplicity and anti-
consumption of alcohol is that both voluntary simplifiers and anti-
consumers of alcohol exhibit heterogeneity of behaviors and
values. Wachtel (1996, p. 225) describe voluntary simplicity as “a
complex set of attitudes, inclinations and changes in goals and
lifestyles”. Voluntary simplicity can involve a wide spectrum of
practices and values with considerable diversity in the ways that
consumers put beliefs into practice. Shaw and Newholm (2002)
situate voluntary consumers on a continuum from consumers who
fully embrace ideas about reducing consumption (largely driven
by ethical concerns to own and use fewer consumer goods) to
consumers who simply refine their consumption towards ethical
standards. The latter set of consumers continues to have similar
levels of consumption, but they consume differently, and in line
with some of their ethical concerns. Similarly Huneke (2005)
distinguishes ‘highly committed’ from ‘less committed’ simpli-
fiers who “are likely to simplify in ways that are not overly dis-
ruptive to their lives” (p.546). Student anti-consumers of alcohol
are also likely to show similar variation, and to incorporate a range
of rationales and behaviors, that may cause consumers to respond
in a variety of ways.

2.2. Brand avoidance

Another relevant area of research is brand avoidance (Lee
and Conroy, 2005; Lee et al., 2009a-this issue). Lee and
colleagues describe a set of brand avoidance categories that can
theoretically extend beyond individual brands to the entire
product category of alcohol, and to the excessive consumption
of products within this product category.

The first category is experiential avoidance, where con-
sumers avoid a brand following a bad experience. This category
is clearly transferable to the alcohol consumption context. A bad
experience (e.g. an accident or a bad hangover) could result in
the general avoidance of alcohol or a more specific avoidance of
particular products (e.g. whisky) or product types (e.g. spirits)
associated with the negative experience. A second category,
identity avoidance, is also useful. Here consumers avoid brands
because they do not identify with the brand or, in this context,
the product category. This lack of identification may reflect
negative possible selves (Banister and Hogg, 2004; Hogg and
Banister, 2001) informed by negative stereotypes (as discussed
in Dalli et al, 2005). A final useful category is moral
avoidance, which includes attitudes and behaviors questioning
the dominant forces or the prevalent norms of consumption.
This category of avoidance overlaps with some of the
ideological motivations for voluntary simplicity (McDonald
et al., 2006) and in the alcohol context could relate to a more
general anti-alcohol sentiment, possibly originating from ethical
or religious beliefs.
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The consequences of the decision to opt out of the domi-
nant excessive drinking culture are a key focus of this article. If
studenthood represents an opportunity to have fun and socialize,
a liminal stage between childhood and adulthood (Banister and
Piacentini, 2008), then the decision to opt out of the drink-
ing culture could involve challenging consequences, particu-
larly the potential contradiction between the non-drinking self
and the social student self. Coping theory provides one way
of examining the ways that non-drinkers manage these chal-
lenges and tensions.

2.3. Coping theory

Coping strategies describe the ways that individuals respond
to stress, and typically aim at either alleviating emotional (and
cognitive) responses or are directed towards solving associated
problems in some way (Folkman, 1986; Godwin et al., 1995;
Lazarus, 1991). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identify three
main coping strategies: problem-focused coping (taking ac-
tion such as planful problem solving, confronting the situation,
accepting responsibility); emotion-focused coping (managing
emotional aspects of situations, such as by denying a threat
exists, by distancing oneself from the threat or avoiding think-
ing about the threat); and cultivating, seeking and using social
support (offering emotional, tangible or informational support).
Penaloza and Price (1993) identify a further coping category of
resistance. Resistance is the way that individuals and groups
“practice a strategy of appropriation in response to structures of
domination” (Poster, 1992, p94), which is relevant in this con-
text where the focus is on consumers who resist their sur-
rounding dominant consumer culture. The various strategies
that consumers adopt to cope with the consequences of their
decision not to drink are likely to provide deeper insights into
the lived experience of practicing anti-consumption.

Drawing on the literature relating to the practice of volun-
tary simplification, the authors position the variants of alcohol
anti-consumption on a continuum ranging from absolute non-
consumption through to light consumption. The position anti-
consumers occupy in behavioral terms is likely to relate to their
rationales for adopting this position, and the experiences they
have as anti-consumers. To forge a clearer understanding of the
anti-consumption of alcohol, this article aims to examine the
nature of anti-consumption behavior in the context of alcohol
consumption. Specifically, this article explores the triggers for
behavior, and some of the ways that students deal with the
challenges and consequences arising from resisting the prevail-
ing norms and practices of the alcohol dominated culture.

3. Methodology

Data collection was via one-to-one in-depth interviews as
part of a larger study of students and their alcohol consumption.
The study recruited undergraduate student participants from
one research site, a university in the North West of England, via
an advertisement posted around campus and placed on course
websites. This article focuses on individuals who identify them-
selves as “not drinking alcohol”. The researchers originally

anticipated that not drinking alcohol would mean just that.
However, participants interpreted not drinking as a continuum
of behavior from absolute non-consumption through to light or
occasional consumption, perceiving not drinking in compara-
tive terms relative to the dominant norms within the student
culture. All participants, regardless of alcohol consumption lev-
els, saw themselves as operating outside the norms of con-
sumption, supporting the notion that there are distinct parallels
with voluntary simplifiers.

The nine participants (four males, five females) come from a
variety of socio-cultural backgrounds. The continuum of be-
haviors they identify as reflecting non-consumption indicates
the potential for behavioral overlap with those students who
identify themselves as drinkers. The participants’ reported be-
haviors fit well with their self-definition as non-drinkers, if this
term includes light and occasional drinking as well as clear
abstinence. Table 1 demonstrates this continuum of behaviors,
ranging from abstinence (Lena, Jack, Bob), to occasional con-
sumption (Gayle, Kelly, Alice), to light regular consumption
(Fifi, Pete, Andy).

The researchers used a semi-structured interview guide in
order to ensure the two interviewers covered similar topics, but
followed a phenomenologically informed approach (Thompson
etal., 1989); the researchers did not rely on the guide, but rather,
let the participants’ stories unfold in a natural conversational
way. Each interview lasted between 45 and 89 min, and all were
digitally recorded and transcribed.

Both authors undertook the analysis, first separately and
independently, followed by a phase of sharing to explore al-
ternative explanations. Transcript analysis consisted of read-
ing and re-reading, noting patterns and themes in a search for
“patterns and recurring organizations” (Wetherall et al., 1988,
p-177), accompanied by a process of categorization, abstraction,
comparison and integration (Spiggle, 1994). All participants’
names have been changed for the purposes of this article.

4. Findings
4.1. Antecedents of anti-excessive consumption

Four broad categories of antecedents leading to anti-excessive
consumption exist: (1) Personal experience of excessive alcohol
consumption with severe consequences; (2) Close family ex-
perience of alcoholism; (3) Religious, political or cultural rea-
sons; (4) General misgivings about alcohol. Table | details the
antecedents as they apply to the study participants.

The first category overlaps with Lee et al.’s (2009a,b-this
issue) experiential avoidance construct, where consumers avoid a
brand or product following a bad experience. Jack provides an
example of this trigger. Previously a regular heavy drinker, he
describes his history of heavy drinking, which had featured some
serious incidents involving alcohol. None, however, had triggered
a change in his behavior. This change did not happen until he
started university, when Jack indulged in what he termed “two
weeks of excessive drinking”. Jack visited the campus nurse unit
after feeling pains where a blood test revealed he had acute
pancreatitis. Jack now abstains completely from alcohol
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Table 1

Participant information
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Name  Age, sex, nationality ~ Drinking profile Antecedents Coping strategies adopted
Gayle 19, Female, Very occasionally drinks. General misgivings  Planful problem solving (assuming the role of driver and carer)
British Previously a light drinker about alcohol Distancing (dealing with social situations)
Fifi 20, Female, Chinese ~ Light drinker, mainly Negative personal Distancing (from bad experience around alcohol)
on cultural grounds experience Seeking social support (seeking friendship from others who don’t drink)
Lena 22, Female, Persian Non-drinker on religious Religious, political,  Resistance strategies (trying to subvert others’ drinking behavior by,
grounds (Baha’i) cultural for example, hiding their drinks)
Confrontive coping (sometimes questioning others’ behavior)
Self control (despite finding others’ drinking stressful, balances
stress against her desire to be non-judgmental so does not
always express her feelings about others’ drinking)
Alice 21, Female, British Very occasionally drinks General misgivings  Planful problem solving (participating in games as a non-drinker;
(once per year) about alcohol assuming responsible role)
Pete 21, Male, British Light drinker. General misgivings  Planful problem solving (assumes driver and responsible person role)
Previously a heavy drinker. about alcohol Accepting responsibility (making significant changes to his behavior)
Escape-avoidance (dealing with drunken others in various contexts)
Positive re-appraisal (focus on academic and financial benefits of
reducing alcohol intake)
Jack 21, Male, British Non-drinker. Negative personal Distancing (managing the social ramifications of not drinking by
Previously a heavy drinker. experience making light of his situation)
Planful problem solving (managing new situations)
Positive re-appraisal (recognizing the physical health and general
well-being benefits)
Kelly 21, Female, British Very occasionally drinks, Family experience Planful problem solving (assumes responsible person role)
never drank excessively. of alcoholism Self control (does find others’ drinking stressful at times, but rarely
expresses her feelings about others’ drinking)
Andy 21, Male, British Light drinker. Previously Negative personal Planful problem solving (assumes driver role)
a heavy drinker, reduced experience Accepted responsibility (reflecting on his negative personal
significantly at 18. experience, he accepts responsibility and changes his behavior)
Escape-avoidance (dealing with his relapse during
Freshers” Week social event)
Bob 20, Male, British Non-drinker. Previously a Family experience Planful problem solving (preparing for transition to university)

heavy drinker, stopped at 16.

of alcoholism

Self control (does not discuss other’s drinking, but represents
a source of stress to him)
Positive re-appraisal (focusing on the benefits)

consumption because of the severity of this incident, and the
absolute warning he received from health professionals against
drinking alcohol. He has had one or two episodes where he has
unwittingly consumed alcohol (in foods), and the consequences
have been severe (hospitalization).

The second category highlights a more specific form of
experiential avoidance that stems from other people’s negative
experiences around alcohol (e.g. involving close family mem-
bers, rather than the participant specifically). This vicarious
experiential avoidance appears in Kelly’s case. The death of
Kelly’s aunt was alcohol-related, and because of this direct
experience, Kelly is adamant she will not participate in the
dominant alcohol culture. She associates binge drinking among
her peers with alcoholism.

Kelly: ...I don’t have anything against people drinking it
[alcohol] in moderation. But people my age don’t seem to
realize... I would call quite a few of my friends alcoholics,
but if you ever said to them ‘I think you behave like an
alcoholic’... they just don’t associate that with what they do
at all.

Kelly’s negative beliefs about alcohol are something she
feels very strongly about (“I can’t stand alcohol”), yet she

sees herself as non-judgmental of others’ drinking behavior
(“T don’t have anything against people drinking...in modera-
tion”). Kelly’s position causes her tension, which she manages
through regulating her feelings to avoid risking jeopardizing
friendships, an example of a self-control coping strategy
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). The inherent contradiction in
her narrative is rooted in the tensions that non-drinkers, who
wish to participate in an alcohol-centered social culture, face.

The third category refers to an ideological basis for behavior,
and shares characteristics with Lee et al.’s (2009a,b-this issue)
moral avoidance category. Lena provides a good illustration of
this category. She believes that drinking alcohol is not
acceptable within her (Baha’i) religion. However, like Kelly,
she balances this belief against a strong desire to be non-
judgmental of other people’s lifestyle choices and values, which
is also part of her religious belief system, again creating a
personal tension.

Lena: I guess one of my main things would be not to judge
people. I respect people for their choices, but it is almost
instinctive to judge them for drinking alcohol... Sometimes I
might not want to be around them.

Despite participating in some general student activities, Lena
successfully carves out an alternative identity for herself at
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university, centered on socializing with other international stu-
dents. Her social activities include meditation, trips to the cin-
ema, gatherings in her room, as well as activities associated with
the Baha’i society.

The fourth category reflects a lack of fit between the in-
dividual’s current life stage and their perception of the culture of
excessive alcohol consumption, sharing characteristics with Lee
et al.’s (2009a,b-this issue) category of identity avoidance (“it’s
not for me”). For Pete, a final year student, excessive
alcohol consumption is incompatible with his current life
stage. This incompatibility is evident in the way he talks about
the relationship between drinking alcohol, his academic studies
and the potential impact on his employment chances.

Pete: I think I took the conscious decision because I'm
coming into employment soon, and I just wanted to be more
motivated and I find drinking and studying and all the other
stuff not compatible... I find it more enjoyable to get up and
go to the gym in the morning and only have a coke or
something on a night out. I just feel a lot happier in general.

In contrast, Gayle describes stopping drinking during her
first term at University, and describes her decision to stop
drinking as a gradual process rather than a deliberate act.

Gayle: It’s not a conscious decision. I’'m not saying to myself
I’'m not going to drink. I don’t have all these specific reasons
why, it just happened to work out that way, I just don’t see the
point of it, like drink[ing] large quantities of drink.

Although Gayle does not accept or participate in this
behavior, she does not adopt a moral position and this approach
is typical of those in this category. Her position is closest to the
identity avoidance category defined by Lee et al. (2009a,b-this
issue), where she clearly expresses her avoidance self (Banister
and Hogg, 2001) “all they do is go and get really drunk”, from
which she distances herself: “that’s not me”.

These categories are useful to bring some order to the data
and to develop understanding of the triggers of anti-excessive
consumption positions. However, some of these categories
overlap. For example, although Fifi’s approach to alcohol con-
sumption is informed by her cultural upbringing (i.e. religious,
political or cultural reasons), her specific trigger for change
relates to a particular night out where she regretted consuming
so much alcohol. Her main antecedent, therefore, exhibits more
congruency with the first category of antecedents, that relating
to personal experience of excessive alcohol consumption with
severe consequences.

4.2. Challenges and consequences

Participants have made their decisions to be anti-consumers
in the context of a culture of excessive alcohol consumption. As
a result of this decision, they find their positions on alcohol
consumption are ambivalent and at times difficult and chal-
lenging. The remaining analysis focuses on the nature of these
challenges, and explores how participants resolve the tensions
triggered by the interplay between internal (personal) and ex-
ternal (social) pressures.

4.2.1. Managing new social situations

New social situations can be stressful for non-drinkers.
Participants use a variety of coping strategies to deal with these
new situations, which suggests that this challenge is one of the
most complex aspects of being a non-drinker. Some participants
(Kelly, Andy) cope by participating in the alcohol-related social
activities, albeit on their terms. For example, Andy, who formed
his attitudes and views about alcohol before coming to uni-
versity, describes his behavior on arrival at university as ex-
ceptional for him. Andy drank alcohol during Freshers’ Week
but quickly regretted this decision. Andy’s attempt to rationalize
his relapse provides useful contextual information about the
social pressures to drink and the potential tensions that student
anti-consumers of alcohol often experience.

Andy: It’s definitely... a big thing as soon as you’re there, as
soon as you arrive, it’s like ‘oh there’s a social in the bar
tonight’, so you don’t have a choice... You’re encouraged to
get drunk I think... the way the socials are arranged, they’re
all arranged around drinking... so you can’t really escape
from it.

Andy adapts to the new situation, initially, by participating in
the dominant culture. This period represents a temporary short-
term relapse from his anti-excessive consumption position and
solves the immediate social problem, but then provides a source
of tension for him. Andy adopts an escape-avoidance coping
strategy by expressing regret at his behavior, while rationalizing
his relapse in terms of the intense social pressure to conform and
participate in the drinking culture. This rationalization helps
him justify his relapse, but still maintain an anti-excessive con-
sumption position.

Distancing is another form of emotion-focused strategy that
participants draw on in social situations where they feel a
pressure to participate in a particular way. Fifi describes similar
situations, to Andy, where she “had to drink”; although she is
uncomfortable with this pressure to consume alcohol, she copes
by placing some distance between herself and the situation. She
focuses on the normative pressures to drink in order to ra-
tionalize her behavior, saying: “you don’t want to be different
from them”.

Other participants draw on problem-solving strategies
(Lazarus, 1991). For example, Bob describes his preparations
for the transition to university life, which demonstrate his acute
awareness of the importance of alcohol in students’ social
lives. Bob describes forward planning to ensure he is socially
competent; in the summer before starting university he went
out socializing with friends, in order to develop the necessary
skills to behave appropriately in social situations (yet without
alcohol).

Bob: [In] Freshers” Week... I knew that I was going to have
to go out and meet people... so [in]... the first couple of
months before I came here, I decided to... start going out
with my mates and just... give it a try... Because especially
with the club scene, I’d never really given it a chance, I
didn’t really know from experience whether I liked it or not.
I decided whilst I was still at home and while it was still the
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summer and all my best friends were back home from their
universities you know, I’d be better off giving it a try with
them before [going to university].

4.2.2. Challenging the stereotype of the non-drinker

Managing other peoples’ expectations and assumptions about
non-drinkers is a key concern for participants, and some describe
purposefully exhibiting behaviors that challenge the stereo-
typical view of the non-drinker. Adopting these behaviors is a
form of resistance strategy (Penaloza and Price, 1993) where
participants aim to subvert others’ expectations of them (based
on their alcohol position), and to ensure these expectations do
not extend into other aspects of their life. For example, Kelly
emphasizes the extent to which she participates in social events,
and the fact that her strong personality means others do not
notice her non-drinking.

Kelly: It’s funny that because I’ve been out on nights out
where there’s someone not drinking and everyone’s shoving
drinks their way more than me, they don’t seem to notice
that I don’t drink. I think it’s because I'm quite loud anyway
and I’'m quite silly anyway.

Kelly contrasts her personality with one of her friends, a
Christian, who she describes as “a bit square” and “doesn’t seem
to have as good a time” when not drinking. Kelly’s personality
is a key factor that facilitates the smooth and mostly straight-
forward practice of anti-consumption. On the rare occasions
when she does drink alcohol, such as special birthday cel-
ebrations, Kelly faces even more pressure to manage people’s
expectations, as shown in this comment about her 21st birthday

party:

Kelly: T get really easily tipsy, very easily tipsy, and they
said I was quite loud at the dinner table but not like bleary.
All my friends know that I don’t really drink that much. I
get a lot of comments like ‘oh my God I’d love to see you
wasted’ or ‘I’ve never seen you wasted’.

Participants also need to manage questions about their anti-
consumption stance. Having a socially acceptable response is
important, particularly for the male participants. Jack illus-
trates this point, apparently taking pride in his label as the “guy
that obliterated his pancreas”. This label provides him with
status in the eyes of other drinkers, since they view him as a
mature ex-drinker, with a story to tell, rather than a naive non-
drinker.

Jack: T usually just say ‘my pancreas exploded’ and that’s
about all there is to it really, so. And I usually get the sort of
‘Oh God’ reaction and all that... I tend to just take it with
good humor you know, make a bit of a joke out of it rather
than say ‘yeah, it was horrible, it destroyed my life’ or any-
thing like that because it didn’t.

The manner in which Jack handles questions about his anti-
consumption position emphasizes the social performance as-
pects of not participating in excessive alcohol consumption.
Although Jack has no choice but to be an anti-consumer, his

past experiences with alcohol provide him with instant cred-
ibility, confounding the non-drinking stereotype: “I sort of es-
tablished myself as being in excess of the drinking culture,
which had a sort of coolness in itself I guess”.

Participants, essentially, stage-manage their involvement and
performance in the alcohol drinking culture, illustrating the
extent to which their non-consumption of alcohol informs their
student experience more generally. Several of the participants
made reference to the extent to which their stance could neg-
atively distinguish them from their peers, hence the importance
of recognizing, preparing for and responding to the pressure to
conform.

4.2.3. Coping with the excessive drinking of others

One major consequence of participating in the student social
culture, while being against the excessive consumption of al-
cohol, is that students often find themselves having to cope with
friends and peers who consume alcohol to excess, a challenge
that entails the employment of a range of coping strategies. Here
Pete discusses the difficult situations that arise when he is
around drunken people, including members of his friendship
group and people in his wider social world.

Pete: [Whereas] some people you could start a conversation
with them and other people... it just wouldn’t be very fun
hanging around with them when they are drunk. I know when
I’'m catching a bus to go into town to see my girlfriend, say at
10 o clock on a Saturday night. And there are a lot of Freshers,
and if you are stone cold sober and there are a lot of people who
are drunk, yeah it’s different; it’s not a pleasant experience.

Interviewer: So what do you do in that situation?

Pete: I don’t know; listen to my MP3 player, read my book.

This excerpt demonstrates Pete’s perception that the
excessive consumption culture is far-reaching, and potentially
impacts on his life in a range of settings (e.g. on the bus going
into town). In these situations, his experience moves out of the
realm of his chosen social situations (e.g. with friends) into the
wider social world where he has less control over his social
interactions. Typically, Pete adopts escape-avoidance coping
strategies to manage both types of situations (e.g. switching off;
wishing the situation were different).

Bob discusses difficulties in forming personal relationships,
mainly due to a perceived incompatibility between friends’ drunk
and sober selves. Here he discusses his relationship with a friend
and the effect that alcohol consumption has on their friendship.

Bob: I mean there is a friend. She’s one of my closer friends
when she’s sober. But when she gets drunk, she really, really
does go for it and that’s difficult because I can’t get on with
her when she’s drunk but she’s one of my best friends when
she’s sober.... I don’t [talk about it] because I know that
that’s my issue not hers or for me that’s how it feels. I don’t
want to impose my ideas of... how people should and
shouldn’t drink on someone else.... So if I get frustrated with
it [his friend’s drinking], I know it’s not really a healthy
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thing but I tend to just sort of bite my tongue and not say
anything about it.

Bob’s reticence to challenge the excessive alcohol consump-
tion of his friend is reminiscent of many of the other participants,
even those who opt out of drinking for cultural or religious
beliefs. Bob copes with this tension through a process of self-
control; rather than having potentially difficult discussions, he
ensures emotional regulation by keeping his feelings private.

4.2.4. Roles assumed around drunk friends

One strategy for coping as an anti-consumer within the
drinking culture is to assume a particular role at social events, a
form of the planful problem-solving coping strategy. Indivi-
duals adopt these roles as a way to alter the potentially stressful
social situation.

These roles are primarily functional, involving a specific
responsibility, often illustrated by the role of designated driver
on evenings out. Other more explicitly caring roles emerge
throughout the course of an evening socializing.

Alice: They [friends] would drink and I wouldn’t and I was
normally the one looking after them and taking them home.
And you know, I've always been that way... And they kind of
saw that [responsible] role in me, so they were like ‘oh Alice
will always be there for us’, so it... developed like that really.

Alice is particularly adept at ensuring she has a clear purpose
within the social group, which includes specific responsibilities as
well as a more general responsibility for the well-being of her
friends. Alice relishes these roles and enjoys the challenge of
adapting to the particular situations she faces. For example, during
an exchange year in the United States, Alice confined her
involvement in the drinking culture to house parties for under-21s.
Despite not drinking herself, Alice would take charge of the door
to help warn party organizers of impending police presence.

Assumption of these roles provides a clear purpose for
participants’ involvement in social events. However, at times
assuming a particular role is frustrating, especially when the
sense of responsibility for their friends’ well-being overshad-
ows their own enjoyment of the social event. In such situa-
tions, participants describe the tension between their affiliation
and friendship goals (e.g. wanting to be a good friend) and
their values relating to personal responsibility (e.g. disapproving
of friends’ lack of personal control and sense of personal limits).

Kelly: T have no problem with them getting drunk or
whatever, but when it gets to the point when they are just a
mess and really embarrassing, crying or they ruin my night,
they get in such a bad mood, and say ‘I want to go home
now, [ want to go home’.

5. Discussion

The study demonstrates that existing frameworks from the
voluntary simplicity, brand and product avoidance and coping
literature are capable of providing useful theoretical tools for the
examination of anti-consumption within the social marketing
context. This article identifies some of the implicit tensions of

being an anti-consumer in an environment of excessive con-
sumption, and provides examples of how consumers seek to
manage these tensions. Perhaps the most important overall
learning is that an understanding of the cultural context in which
young people exist is critical for the development of policy
recommendations or initiatives in this context. Any attempt to
tackle problematic alcohol- or indeed drug-consumption neces-
sitates a clear cultural change that challenges the norms and
practices of young people as they indulge in what Measham and
Brain (2005, p.267) term “leisure time out”.

The participants in this study conceptualize their drinking
behavior as anti-consumption (despite not adopting this ter-
minology) because their level of alcohol consumption contrasts
with, and is against, the perceived norms within their peer group.
Therefore, any decision to restrict alcohol intake involves taking
some sort of stance, whether implicit or explicit. The practice of
being an anti-consumer in this context shares similarities with
the practice of voluntary simplification. Voluntary simplifiers
operate within the market but to their own guiding principles,
hence the continuum of behaviors that voluntary simplification
incorporates (Shaw and Newholm, 2002). The anti-consumers in
this study could not (or would not) want to leave the student
culture entirely. Some participants opt out of certain aspects of
this culture but the majority struggle to maintain their anti-
consumption stance while remaining part of the student
(alcohol) culture. Anti-consumers in this context have to develop
ways of managing their position, which is where they draw on
various coping strategies, incorporating a somewhat flexible
approach within their overall anti-consumption stance.

The article summarizes the antecedents to anti-consumption,
and the findings corroborate some of the categories found in Lee
and colleagues’ brand avoidance framework (Lee and Conroy,
2005; Lee et al., 2009a,b-this issue). The findings suggest that a
key reason for avoiding alcohol relates to individuals’ strong
negative personal experiences with alcohol, either their own or
those of close family members. Although these categories over-
lap with Lee and colleagues’ experiential avoidance category,
the distinction into two antecedents (personal vs. family ex-
perience) provides a deeper understanding of the issues under-
lying this behavior. The other main antecedent relates to general
misgivings in relation to alcohol, specifically the idea that
drinking excessively is incongruent with participants’ desired
self, a form of identity avoidance. Avoiding alcohol for ideo-
logical reasons (moral avoidance) is also evident.

Coping theory (Lazarus, 1991) illuminates the ways that
anti-excessive consumers cope with the consequences of their
choice to reject a dominant consumption culture. A major con-
cern of all participants is managing the social effects of with-
drawing from this culture. For example, the typical problem-
solving strategies that participants employ (such as assuming
the designated driver role in order to have a clear role on a social
night out or making planful preparations about how to act in
new alcohol dominated social situations) are responses to con-
cerns relating to social situations. When participants describe
emotional coping strategies, the strategies they adopt are mainly
distancing, escape-avoidance and positive re-appraisal, and
again these often relate to the social context (for example the
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use of distancing to manage the social effects of not drinking).
Resistance strategies emerge too, mainly focusing on dealing
with social situations, for example challenging the stereotypi-
cal view some drinkers have of non-drinkers. As Sujan, Sujan,
Bettman, and Verhallen (1999) note, consumers who are effec-
tive at managing stressful situations tend to use a combination
of interpersonal coping strategies, which serve both problem-
solving and emotional needs, also the case in this study.

6. Lessons for social marketing and public policy

A common focus for public policy in relation to alcohol
consumption is on encouraging young people to consume lower
levels of alcohol. A number of promotional campaigns (in both the
UK and elsewhere) attempt to promote the “drink sensibly”
message. Although these campaigns have had some success, this
study demonstrates the importance for policy makers and health
professionals of appreciating the extent to which drinking sensibly
involves going against a dominant culture that welcomes binge
drinking. The evidence from this study suggests that attempts to
dissuade young people from excessive alcohol consumption are
insufficient alone. Showing people how to manage being an anti-
consumer in a culture of excessive alcohol consumption is neces-
sary. The participants in this study adopt a range of strategies to help
them manage the consequences of their anti-consumption behavior
and this information provides a useful starting point from where
social marketers can help young people obtain the information, the
impetus, and the confidence to adopt alternative subject positions
(Nairn et al., 20006) to the dominant binge drinking culture.

Participants’ discussions of the antecedents and consequences
relevant to their story are often very personal in nature. Building
on Measham and Brain’s (2005, p276) point that excessive
alcohol consumption is an individual behavior that has “‘enormous
public consequences”, a useful way forward may be to encourage
consumers to take a more global view of the impact of their
behaviors. These types of messages could focus on the impact on
the economy—e.g. in terms of policing, the health service, the
work force—of excessive alcohol consumption, in addition to
less tangible societal concerns such as the general well-being of
the population. Another useful approach may be to explore ways
of encouraging anti-consumers to become more self-confident
and vocal about the stance they choose to take (and the reasons
why they have adopted this stance) echoing the call for personal
responsibility in the UK Government’s most recent Alcohol
Strategy report (HM Government, 2007).

Consensus exists, in the UK, that challenging problematic
drinking will require a cultural change; towards a culture where
drinking excessively is not socially acceptable and where “it is
socially acceptable for young people to choose not to drink” (HM
Government, 2007, p62). Whereas social marketing campaigns
have attempted to tackle the former point, the UK Alcohol
Strategy (2007) provides little guidance on how to develop a
culture where not drinking alcohol is socially acceptable. The
findings from the present study suggest that in order to make
progress towards a culture that deems non-drinking as socially
acceptable, policy makers are going to have to meet the needs of
anti-consumers more effectively. In certain contexts (e.g. the

student context), alcohol consumption is so embedded in the
culture that few anti-consumers are inclined, or able, to carve out
a social life distinct from the drinking culture. Although some of
the participants in the study organize their own alternative ac-
tivities, these need to be available on a larger scale. In addition to
the huge cultural change involved, making available credible
alternatives will involve large sums of money and organization;
who or what should assume this responsibility is not clear.

This study did not explore the impact of future possible selves
(Markus and Nurius, 1986), even though this was clearly an
aspect of some participants’ motivations to restrict alcohol con-
sumption (e.g. Pete’s academic and career goals). Students could
be encouraged to think of university more seriously as an
investment for their future. Changes to education policy in the UK
may inadvertently help this cause as students (and parents)
assume greater responsibility for the payment of tuition fees. One
relevant impact would be if students begin to place less emphasis
on their social life at university in favor of academic goals.
However, additional financial responsibilities could also result in
more emphasis on identifying cheaper ways to socialize, and an
important factor will be whether the market evolves to accom-
modate this need for cheaper means to consume (and whether
legislation will restrict promotions).

In addition to identifying lessons for social marketing, the mar-
keting and retailing practices around alcohol and the UK drinking
culture are important to consider. Over the last ten years, the alcohol
industry has re-commodified alcohol in various ways: widening the
range of alcohol products on the market (including new high-
strength alcohol products); transforming and repositioning alcohol
consumption as a lifestyle marker (Brain, 2000) and seeking dra-
matic changes in drinking establishments and general retail pro-
vision (Measham and Brain, 2005). In addition, Measham and Brain
(2005) describe the extensive and aggressive use of price pro-
motions and point-of-sale materials in bars, which encourage higher
consumption. In relation to the student context, marketing pro-
motions exist that aim to activate specific binge episodes, such as
during Freshers” Week, and particular days of the week. Within this
context, public policy to support anti-consumers and to encourage
less excessive consumption, must recognize and be realistic about
the pressures of the marketing context (a key aspect of the social
context) within which anti-consumption practices take place.

Social marketing campaigns must address the issues around
being an anti-consumer of alcohol. This study found that the main
day-to-day challenges of being an anti-consumer emanate from
the challenges consumers face in their social lives. The emphasis
on the negative health consequences of recent social marketing
campaigns is insufficient, since this emphasis fails to deal with the
key social and cultural issues for people choosing not to drink.

7. Limitations

This article focuses on developing initial understandings about
student anti-consumers of alcohol, and a small, in-depth empirical
study effectively provides a way of drawing out the main themes.
Despite adopting the terminology of anti-consumption, this article
attempts to represent clearly the heterogeneity of behaviors present
in the sample. A clear limitation is that those who volunteered for



M.G. Piacentini, E.N. Banister / Journal of Business Research 62 (2009) 279-288 287

the study could exhibit particular confidence about the decisions
they had made. In writing an article about managing anti-con-
sumption the sampling procedure could have inadvertently
selected students who manage very well, albeit using a variety
of strategies. However, the aim of this article is not to produce a full
descriptive account of the experiences of anti-consumers of al-
cohol, but rather to shed light on an under-explored topic area.

8. Future directions

The opportunities and challenges associated with the practice and
management of anti-consumption require further investigation in
several respects. Extending this investigation to other research sites,
including young people not in education, as well as younger con-
sumers in schools and colleges, would provide a useful starting
point. Exploring the perception of anti-consumers by others in their
peer group (including self-identified excessive consumers) is ano-
ther possible avenue for future research. This study is an in-depth
investigation of anti-consumers living in a context where excessive
consumption is a concern. Future studies could focus on other
similar social marketing contexts such as the consumption of un-
healthy foods, drugs and smoking. Essentially, future consumer
research in other contexts should expand its repertoire to explore
anti-consumers as well as consumers. As well as providing a means
to understand more about the nature of anti-consumption, a focus on
anti-consumers can help shed light on a range of everyday practices
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