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Young people and alcohol abstention: Youth cultural practices and being a non-drinker in 

Finland and Australia 

  

Abstract 

Internationally, there has been a significant increase in the numbers of young people choosing 

not to drink alcohol. This is counter to the weight of opinion that positions young people as 

irresponsible and as engaging in ‘risky’ behavior. In this context, our article seeks to understand 

why young people choose not to drink alcohol. Drawing on original data from interviews 

conducted with young people between the ages of 18 and 29 in Finland and Australia, this article 

makes visible the tensions between youth cultural practices and personal decisions around 

alcohol consumption. We argue that this tension is at the heart of ‘soft stigma’ and it is through 

various ‘strategies of action’ that the young adults in the study overcame or managed the actual 

or potential stigma experienced. After analysing our data, we found six key ways in which 

participants managed the potential stigma and isolation of being a young person who does not 

drink: (1) selecting the right response and crowd; (2) taking the focus away from alcohol; (3) 

having a group or scene of non-drinkers; (4) being active and having fun; (5) understanding non-

drinking as an individual choice and control; and (6) moralising alcohol consumption.  
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Introduction 

There has been a recent significant increase in the numbers of young people choosing not to 

drink alcohol in many countries (see, for example, FARE 2015; Kinnunen et al. 2015; 

Livingston, 2014; Measham 2008; Pennay, et al, 2018). In countries such as Finland and 

Australia, that are known for the high alcohol consumption rates (ABS 2015; Alkoholijuomien 

kulutus 2016), this is especially apparent among young adults. At the turn of the century the 

number of young non-drinkers grew in both countries. In Finland young non-drinkers aged 16 

increased from 10 % to 26 % during 1999-2015 (Raitasalo et al. 2016) while in Australia people 

aged 14 to 24 continued to delay starting drinking – the age of first trying alcohol increased since 

1998 from 14.4 to 16.1 (a significant increase) – and the proportion of people who never drank 

continued to increase (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2017).  

 

This phenomenon is counter to the weight of opinion that positions young people as irresponsible 

and as engaging in ‘risky’ drinking behaviour (e.g. Griffin et al. 2009). Drawing on original data 

from interviews conducted with young people between the ages of 18 and 29 in Finland and 

Australia during 2016, this article makes visible the tension between youth cultural practices and 

personal decisions around alcohol consumption. Where the norm for young people is a culture of 

intoxication (Measham and Brain 2005), those who do not drink are somewhat marginalised, and 

hence stigmatised (Herring et al. 2014; Herman-Kinney and Kinney 2013). This tension is at the 

heart of ‘soft stigma’ (Kraus, 2010), and it is through various ‘strategies of action’ (Swidler 

1986, 273) that the young adults in this study managed the actual or perceived stigma 

experienced.  
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Our purpose in this article is not to compare alcohol-related policies in Finland and Australia, but 

to begin to understand global and local shifts in youth cultures as they relate to alcohol 

consumption. Both countries with high alcohol consumption, and both countries that are actively 

trying to curb harmful drinking, Finland and Australia provide interesting points of convergence 

and difference. More importantly, there are very few academic studies focusing on young 

abstainers in Finland and Australia and this article makes an important start at understanding the 

shifting youth cultures in these countries.  

 

Theoretical Framework: Cultural Sociology and Soft Stigma  

Our broader theoretical framing draws on cultural sociology to understand the changing youth 

cultures represented by the shift in alcohol consumption trends. As noted above, this shift in 

alcohol consumption – specifically, the increase in young people abstaining from alcohol – is 

global, including in Finland and Australia. What we have learnt about drinking cultures is being 

challenged by breaches – that is, by young people choosing not to drink – and therefore 

contributing towards new youth cultures. In both the Australian and Finnish context, drinking 

cultures have been ‘learnt’ over the years. Ways of celebrating, being social, and forming 

friendships (e.g. Thurnell-Read 2016) have developed that appear ‘natural’, but are indeed 

cultural.  

 

Central to our analysis of the strategies that young people deploy to develop and maintain their 

choices not to drink is an understanding of culture – influenced by the field of cultural sociology, 

particularly Swidler’s (1986, 273) seminal writing on culture – as shaping a repertoire of habits, 

skills and styles from which people construct ‘strategies of action’. In other words, culture is a 
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‘tool kit’ of symbols, stories, rituals and worldviews which people use in various configurations 

to solve different kinds of problems. In the case of alcohol consumption, the cultural traditions 

(or norms) around drinking tell us about the values of a culture, those elements of ‘… a shared 

symbolic system which serves as a criterion or standard for selection among the alternatives of 

orientation which are intrinsically open in a situation’ (Parsons in Swidler 1986, 274). Indeed, 

some of our participants claimed it was their values – around health, for example – that 

determined their choice not to drink. Yet this understanding of culture, as driven by values, tells 

us little about the ways cultures change, or about the divergences of action between actors. As 

Swidler (1986, 274) put it, ‘what people want, however, is of little help in explaining their 

action’. 

 

As cultures change, there is an opportunity to examine the relationships between culture and 

society. As suggested by Swidler (1986, 284), people build ‘lines of action’ with the material 

circumstance available to them in order to solve problems. Instead of seeking out particular 

values that drive young people’s choices not to drink, we take Swidler’s (1986, 284) lead in 

examining ‘how culture is used by actors, how cultural elements constrain or facilitate patterns 

of action, what aspects of a cultural heritage have enduring effects on action, and what specific 

historical changes undermine the vitality of some cultural patterns and give rise to others’. In 

doing so, we take up Kraus’ (2010) conceptualisation of ‘soft stigma’ to understand the 

‘problems’ young people are seeking to mitigate through their actions.  

 

Alcohol consumption is considered the norm in both societies that are the focus of this article. 

This cultural norm is challenged when people decide not to drink, and hence those young people 
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are labelled as different and with this comes a form of stigma, as noted by Herman-Kinney and 

Kinney (2013). Yet it is not helpful to view this stigma as ‘fixed’ or ‘hard’ and unchanging. The 

rejection and discomfort experienced by people who do not drink would be, for the most part, 

less severe than other stigma, or ‘soft stigma’ (Ferree 2004). Kraus (2010) argues that soft stigma 

is particularly relevant to leisure practices because of the voluntary nature of involvement. While 

we acknowledge that for some people not-drinking may be framed as compulsory (for example, 

those adhering to twelve step fellowships advocating abstinence), for most people, drinking/not-

drinking involves an aspect of choice, primarily associated with leisure. In the context of social 

movements, Ferree (2004) argues that soft stigma is a form of ‘soft repression’ that silences or 

makes certain actions more difficult and compromises collective identity. This conceptualisation 

of stigma supports our findings in relation to young people’s ongoing strategies for managing 

their choice not to drink alcohol.  

 

Of course, identifying the factors that contribute to young people’s changing attitudes towards 

alcohol consumption is not straightforward, particularly given that it is no longer deemed 

productive to represent youth as a homogenous group who respond in a patterned way to their 

social and economic circumstances. According to Bennett (2015), the emergence of what can be 

referred to as a ‘post-subcultural turn’ in youth cultural studies (e.g. Muggleton 2000) brought 

with it ‘a need to embrace a more complex and diverse range of youth cultural practices under a 

broader and more nuanced heading of ‘youth culture’ (Bennett 2015, 47). Hence, the concept of 

soft stigma represents our attempt to highlight the porousness of boundaries between dominant 

cultures and non-drinking cultures that are emerging around the world. We argue that because of 

increasing emphasis on individual responsibility for health and wellbeing, the boundaries 



 6 

between drinking and non-drinking are becoming blurred and alcohol cultures are being 

challenged in novel ways.  

 

Global Changes, Local Shifts: Alcohol Consumption in Australia and Finland  

Alcohol consumption in both Australia and Finland has been comparatively high, equal to 10.8 

litres in Finland and 8.4 litres in Australia (ABS 2015) of pure alcohol per year per person, 

compared with the international norm of 6.2 litres. Despite these high amounts, both countries 

are experiencing significant reductions in the numbers of people who drink. In the Australian 

context, from 2007 to 2017 there have been a number of changes, including an increase in the 

number of moderate drinkers (defined as those who usually consume no more than two standard 

drinks per drinking occasion) from 48% to 63%, a decrease in people drinking to excess (defined 

as those who consume more than five or more drinks at a time) from 24% to 16%, and, most 

significantly to this article, a substantial increase in the number of people abstaining from 

alcohol, from 11% in 2007 to 20% in 2017 (DrinkWise 2018).  

 

In Finland, alcohol consumption levels have continued to be high throughout the period from 

2005 to 2013, although between 2015 and 2016 consumption of alcohol by adults decreased 

from 10 litres of pure alcohol per person to 8.4 litres (Alkoholijuomien kulutus 2016). The 

proportion of abstainers in the adult population of Finland has remained at 10% for the last 10 

years (Karlsson et al. 2013), while for young people abstention rates are increasing. 

  

In Australia, the legal age for drinking alcohol is 18, and young Australians (aged 14–24) have 

their first full serve of alcohol at 15.7 years old on average (Australian Drug Foundation 2016). 
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Strategies to help curb alcohol-related harm include a range of very broad recommendations 

advocating moderate consumption of alcohol for both men and women, and delaying the 

initiation of drinking for young people for as long as possible (National Health and Medical 

Research Centre 2016). There has also been the implementation of ‘lock out laws’, which in the 

state of New South Wales, for example, meant that from 1:30 a.m. patrons were effectively 

‘locked out’ of venues (they could stay where they were until closing time, but could not go to 

another venue) and the sale of alcohol was prohibited from 3 a.m. onwards (Homan 2017). 

Homan (2017, 1) notes that these new lockout laws have had considerable impacts on a range of 

areas, including ‘crime, medical, moral, social, libertarian, cultural and industrial discourses’. 

Another major strategy for curbing harmful drinking was the implementation in 2008 of the 

‘Alcopop tax’, a tax that significantly increased the price ‘on spirit-based ready-to-drink (RTD) 

beverages to reduce alcohol consumption and particularly binge drinking by young people’ 

(Doran and Digiusto 2011, 1). However, it is impossible to know whether this subsequently 

contributed to decreases in youth harmful drinking.  

  

Like Australia, Finland has had a long and ambivalent history with alcohol. Finnish legislation 

has mainly restricted the purchasing age and place, and the advertising of alcoholic beverages. A 

number of strategies are currently in place to decrease alcohol-related harm and to control the 

purchase and consumption of alcohol. For instance, Finland has government-controlled 

monopoly arrangements for the retail sale of beverages containing more than 5.5% alcohol by 

volume. Mass media advertising is restricted and short term only, and volume discounts are 

banned. The sale of alcohol to anyone aged under 18 years (20 years for spirits) and intoxicated 

persons is illegal, and alcohol retailers can only open from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. (Alkoholilaki 2017). 
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Youth (Non)Drinking Cultures 

In many studies, drinking is seen to be a central part of young people’s social context and 

identity, and not drinking carries a threat of being negatively labelled or stigmatised (Piacentini 

et al. 2012). The threat of social stigma is not only related to exclusion from social drinking 

situations, but also young people’s social status and identity beyond actual drinking situations. 

Tutenges and Rod (2009) explore the popularity of ‘drinking stories’ through which young 

people retell experiences of drinking and getting drunk. Drinking stories can be seen as a way of 

constituting narrative identity, a way of entertaining peers, coping with tragic events that 

happened while drinking, and exploring taboos. In this perspective, not being part of the drinking 

act excludes the young person from these shared stories that build common narratives among 

youth. 

  

In order to manage this stigma, non-drinking youth need to figure out how to balance their own 

choice and assumed youth behavior. Piacentini et al. (2012) used neutralisation theory to study 

students who chose to abstain from alcohol. Students in the Piacentini et al. (2012) study felt 

tension as they tried to maintain a positive student identity and live against prevailing norms of 

drinking cultures. Abstainers were aware of the benefits of alcohol consumption in the university 

context, while at the same time they perceived themselves as being more mature and in control 

than others. Students used different techniques to neutralise and counter-neutralise their non-

drinking in order to challenge the negative consequences of not-drinking and still maintain an 

ideal social identity and remain a part of the mainstream student culture (see also Herring et al. 

2014). 
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Non-drinking youth do not only want to avoid stigma or manage their social identity – they also 

want to change the culture that they are part of. Herman-Kinney and Kinney (2013) draw on 

Snow and Anderson’s (1987) interactionist-inspired model of personal and social identities to 

understand college students’ motivations for not-drinking and the ways they maintain and 

develop positive identities on a campus where binge drinking is the norm. Although the context 

of this study is limited to college campuses in the USA (Herman-Kinney and Kinney 2013), it 

provides an important starting point for thinking about the ways young non-drinkers create and 

maintain their non-drinker identities (see also Herring et al. 2014). Similar to our study, Herman-

Kinney and Kinney (2013) found that young people engaged in identity work and specific 

strategies to support their non-drinking identity. Important to our own work, Herman-Kinney and 

Kinney (2013, 94) argue that the young people in their study ‘were producing a new sober peer 

culture rather than merely being part of the continual reproduction of the party culture on campus 

and in the larger society’. Nairn et al. (2006), in a study of final-year students from New 

Zealand, noted that many of their respondents not merely indicated that they were non-drinkers, 

but actively sought to distance themselves from what they regarded as an outmoded stereotype of 

being a teenager by using different ways to describe themselves – for example, as preferring a 

healthy or sporty lifestyle. 

 

Previous studies have focused on reasons not to drink (Herring et al. 2014), stigmatisation of not 

drinking (Conroy and Visser 2013) and techniques of negotiating one’s relationship to alcohol 

(Piacentini et al. 2012). Most of them discuss how open young people are about their non-

drinking, but less emphasis is given to strategies that young people use in social situations to 

manage their social identity and the threat of stigma (see Herman-Kinney and Kinney 2013). 
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Previous research is also mostly focused on college students, with university environments seen 

as having strong associations with alcohol. By focusing on young adults, our research gives a 

more diverse picture of environments where young adults are part of shaping and reshaping 

social situations, having a more active role in removing the cloud of deviance from abstainers.  

 

Methodology 

To begin to understand the novel ways youth cultures are being challenged through young 

people’s choices not to drink, our project employed a qualitative methodology. The empirical 

research informing this study was conducted on the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia, and in 

the city of Helsinki, Finland. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with people between 

the ages of 18 and 29. This age group was chosen as they are above the legal drinking age in 

both countries, and thus abstinence can be understood as a ‘personal choice’. Although ‘choice’ 

is a contested concept in itself, we purposely allowed people to self-identify as a non-drinker, 

without strict criteria. In this way, those that participated in the study were young adults with 

varying degrees of personal agency in their decision-making, but are still strongly attached to 

youth cultural practices (Thomson et al. 2004).  

 

In our study, respondents self-identified as non-drinkers. Allowing participants to self-identify 

meant that the types of participants who volunteered to be involved in the study were diverse in 

their motivations for not drinking. In order to recruit the target group, researchers used different 

strategies. Flyers were created to inform potential participants about the project, and these were 

placed at a range of commercial, community and education facilities on the Gold Coast. A short 

announcement was also broadcast on two youth community radio stations, and a Facebook page 
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was developed as another recruitment strategy. In Finland, the snowball method was selected as 

the best way to attract interviewees. After each interview, we asked whether the interviewee 

knew any friends or friends of friends who would fit the criteria and may be willing to participate 

in the research.  

 

All the interviews were conducted by the authors of this article. Interviews covered similar 

themes, such as leisure time activity, relationship to alcohol, reasons for abstention and how 

abstaining from alcohol affects one’s social life. A total of 15 interviews were conducted, 8 in 

Australia and 7 in Finland. Of those people interviewed, six were male and nine were female. 

Despite the small sample size, it is large enough to study how the global phenomenon of growing 

abstainers manifests in local youth cultural practices. The goal was not to compare but rather find 

out how the same phenomenon manifests in different cultural contexts. To this end, in-depth 

interviews were conducted with the result that rich and detailed data was gleaned from each of 

the participants. 

 

Subject to consent by the interviewees, interviews were recorded and later transcribed. To 

protect the privacy of the interviewees, their real names have been suppressed and pseudonyms 

applied. The appropriate level of ethical clearance was obtained before the fieldwork began and 

the research has been conducted in accordance with the policies and procedures of the Australian 

and Finnish institutions involved in this research.  

 

After conducting all of the interviews, the data was analysed using thematic analysis.  The 

researchers shared their insights and preliminary analysis of the interviews with each other and 
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discussed emerging themes. This way, the analysis was verified and joint understandings of the 

themes were elaborated. With our shared theoretical focus on youth cultures, the interview 

transcripts revealed a range of actions that participants engaged in in their everyday life when 

trying to manage their social status among peers. 

 

After three rounds of analysis, the researchers decided to concentrate on strategies that abstainers 

used to manage social situations and practices, as they seemed common and relevant to all 

people that were interviewed. Thematic analysis was grouped in bigger categories, alternative 

ways of analysis were discussed, and analysed research material was cross-checked among 

researchers. 

 

Future research is planned to expand the findings of this article, such as including more 

participants from each country and participants from more than one locale (this article focuses on 

Helsinki in Finland and the Gold Coast in Australia). A larger number of participants will allow 

for a more nuanced analysis, including a focus on differences of gender, ethnicity and geography 

(urban, regional, rural).  

 

Findings and Analysis  

Despite the seemingly strong and often multiple motivations given for not drinking, primarily 

related to health and family problems, the (soft) stigma ascribed by their peers to young people 

who do not drink was often evident in the accounts provided by our interviewees. Thus, to adopt 

a perspective applied by Goffman (1963, 4), not drinking is a discreditable rather than 

discredited attribute – it is invisible in some day-to-day situations and everyday interactions.  
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Some of the interviewees had never drank alcohol in their lives, but for others this decision 

meant changing their social practices in leisure time. For some participants, this was a smooth 

transition, while for others the choice not to drink was experienced as fraught and difficult. 

Regardless of whether they found it difficult or not, most participants expressed a view that 

alcohol consumption was a ‘normal’ part of being young and social gatherings; if you did not 

drink, there was a risk of being socially excluded. The increase of abstainers that can be seen in 

the statistics did not seem to remove the soft stigma all together. Our interviewees both in 

Finland and in Australia informed us that their decision to stop drinking dramatically affected 

their social life – at least until they found new strategies to manage the conflict between the 

assumed youth cultural practices and their personal decision. Janne, 22, said his friends stopped 

calling him: 

  

My friends didn’t get angry or anything. It was more that drinking alcohol is an essential 

part of this society and culture, so of course it [not drinking] seems a bit of an odd 

decision. Then after a while nobody was calling me anymore. When the weekend is 

coming, people want to go partying. And the following day they want to get together and 

talk about what was done and with whom. If you are not part of it, you really don’t have 

much to give to the conversations. (male, Finland) 

 

Even though not all felt that the change was a bad thing, but rather a way to find out who their 

real friends were, for others combining the old scene and their new behaviour was more difficult. 

Jay’s involvement in the punk scene on the Gold Coast and the social practices of the scene were 
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heavily intertwined with drinking. Because of this and his conscious decision to not drink, he 

ended up not going to punk concerts and devoted more of his time to creative pursuits such as 

photography and graphic design.  

 

At about 22, 23 is when I started to really consciously avoid the alcohol and drug-taking 

parts of it, but I was still involved in the scene and it was sort of hard to disintegrate the 

two. Like it all sort of came together and everybody’s doing it, so … (Jay, male, 25, 

Australia)  

 

As Jay articulates, there is a clear tension between youth cultural practices (in his case around 

music scenes and attending gigs) and personal decisions around alcohol consumption. This 

tension is at the heart of soft stigma, and it is through various ‘strategies of action’ (Swidler 

1986, 273) that the young adults in this study overcame or managed the actual or potential 

stigma experienced.  

 

After analysing our data, we found six key ways in which participants managed the potential 

stigma and isolation of being a young person who does not drink: (1) selecting the right response 

and crowd; (2) taking the focus away from alcohol; (3) having a group or scene of non-drinkers; 

(4) being active and having fun; (5) understanding non-drinking as an individual choice and 

control; and (6) moralising alcohol consumption. These six categories are described below. 

 

Selecting the right response and crowd 
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One way of fitting in was to hide or deny non-drinking status, or to avoid having to explain non-

drinking to others. Between denying or hiding, respondents modified their response to fit the 

social context. For example, Hilda selected her response to why she did not drink to fit to the 

specific social situation in which she found herself: 

  

I don’t want to say to people that I don’t drink, because if someone likes to drink, they 

might feel that I condemn them. But it’s not that. I have lots of friends that do drink and it 

doesn’t bother me that they do. [...] If someone asks am I absolutist, I don’t like to say 

yes to that. I could say more like ‘I haven’t yet felt it necessary [to drink]’, that’s 

somehow easier, because people feel urged to define others quickly [...] or I could say 

that ‘I don’t want to have a beer right now, like I could have it, but just now I won’t’ – 

even though I have never had one [...] if you don’t drink, people might easily – at least in 

secondary school – see you as boring or religious or somehow just a pussy. (Hilda, 

female, 21, Finland) 

  

Throughout the interview, Hilda emphasised that she always tried to find a socially acceptable 

answer to fit the particular occasion and context. This was her way of avoiding being labelled as 

a ‘boring’ non-drinker that she herself thought were young people’s associations connected to 

not drinking alcohol. At the same time, during the interview, she expressed very strict opinions 

about alcohol and drinking, but her strategy was to keep this opinion out of the social situations 

to manage the soft stigma. Young adults that we interviewed could conceal the fact they were 

abstainers in some situations, just as college students do (see Herman-Kinney and Kinney 2013; 

Conroy and de Visser 2013), but they also used more refined ways of fitting their explanation 
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into the social situation at hand. Similar to the college students in Herring et al.’s study (2014), 

people we interviewed used emphasising circumstances and dispositional reasons for not 

drinking to distance themselves from more permanent labelling. These information management 

techniques were ways of controlling social identity and concealing their abstainer status.  

 

Some of the participants were part of straight edge culture. Straight edge is a subculture of the 

punk rock scene in which participants abstain from all intoxicating substances and commit to 

living a ‘clean life’. This commitment is typically expressed openly and can also be seen in 

tattoos, t-shirts and x-marks drawn to the back of hands (Haenfler 2006, 8–9). Even though 

straight edge offered a group in which abstainers could feel normal, it still did not remove the 

abnormality of abstaining from social situations outside this group. Reetta, 18, openly identifies 

herself as a straight edger, yet felt uncomfortable explaining her decisions to others. She chose to 

avoid situations where she might need to provide reasons for not drinking. She even avoided 

certain bars so that she did not have to be involved with people who drink too much: 

  

I do meet some of my closest friends in the evenings. But if they go to a bar, I don’t want to 

join them, not in my hometown. Maybe when we are elsewhere, but not in there [small 

town]. I just don’t want to be around those kind of people that hang around in bars like that. 

There might be situations that I don’t want to get involved. (Reetta, female, 18, Finland) 

  

Jay employed a similar strategy, avoiding the large extended network of friends and associates 

he had developed through his previous participation in the hardcore scene. The strategy to avoid 
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social pressure was a common way to handle social stigma of a non-drinker, even though it could 

mean, as Jay states, less people to associate with: 

 

One of the main ways is just to limit my exposure to anybody who is pressuring me to do 

things that I don’t want to do, which has meant that I have a lot less people in my life 

now, but that’s actually been a good thing. (Jay, male, 25, Australia) 

 

Concealing their abstainer status and avoiding situations where they had to explain their decision 

to others were strategies that interviewees used often. Some interviewees, such as Hilda, 

explained that they did not want to be seen as ‘non-drinkers’, and thus avoided groups that were 

formed around not-drinking. She explained that drinking should not be a central part of any 

relationship:  

 

I don’t want to separate myself from the crowd as being a non-drinker as some of my 

college friends want to. It shouldn’t be a substantive part of any relationship. At college, I 

withdrew myself from the non-drinkers crowd also. I felt that this could become a source 

of embarrassment for me. (Hilda, female, 21, Finland) 

 

On the other hand, some interviewees enjoyed the company of other non-drinkers. Among this 

crowd, they did not have to manage their potential stigma. 

 

Having a group or scene of non-drinkers 
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One key strategy that many participants from both Australia and Finland employed was to find a 

group of others who shared similar values and behaviours towards alcohol. For some, this was 

about identifying with the straight edge music scene, while for others it involved a sport or 

support group that reflected their values. For those who identified with the straight edge scene, 

they found mentors and people to look up to who were living a life they admired and desired. For 

example, Anna talked about how the lyrics from straight edge music resonated with her passion 

for a full and active life: 

  

… a lot of their lyrics are about living life to the fullest and being in full connection with 

yourself, and I listen to lyrics a lot and I feel that is the only way to be. (Anna, female, 20, 

Australia) 

  

Janne found that his participation in the straight edge scene connected him with a large network 

of friends with shared values. This way, his social networks were not only selected to fit his 

values, but offered opportunities to expand social networks without having to worry about the 

stigma: 

  

If you go to concerts, you end up meeting people and getting friends. Then you have 

friends in different cities that even if you go there alone, you don’t feel that you are 

lonely. It’s like this big web of people that see things quite the same way. (Janne, male, 

21, Finland) 
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As the next section describes, many of the study’s participants, from both Australia and Finland, 

sought out active leisure activities as a way to have fun without alcohol. These activities, as well 

as keeping them healthy and fit, were also a way to connect with others who shared similar 

values around health and wellbeing. Julie was a semi-professional boxer and, although she was a 

non-drinker before she started boxing, the sport gave her a group of friends who related on 

similar terms: 

  

A big part of my life is my boxing gym and the boxing circuit and all of that stuff, a huge 

part of my life, so a lot of my friends are boxers as well or they go to the gym, even if 

they don’t actually compete, so very active lifestyle and sporty and, as I said, one of the 

retail jobs I had was at an active wear store. So I live in stretchy clothes and a lot of my 

friends do as well. I am surrounded by a lot of health-conscious people as well. (Julie, 

female, 29, Australia) 

  

For James, an Australian who is recovering from drug abuse, his focus was on finding a 

community of like-minded people who supported his decision not to drink (as part of his 

recovery from addiction): 

  

Because it’s all about community, I think, at the end of the day. Because if you weren’t 

with other like-minded people, there wouldn’t be that sense of camaraderie … I think it’s 

about finding whatever your community is, your tribe of people, and what kind of works 

for you. (James, male, 29, Australia) 
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These like-minded groups offered social support and a safe haven for the participants. For their 

personal values to be aligned with the group around them gave them a sense of normality and 

energy to manage their social identity outside these groups. 

  

Taking the focus away from alcohol 

Compared to college students (Herman-Kinney and Kinney 2013), our interviewees used 

strategies that more actively influenced and redefined the role that drinking had in social 

situations, rather than merely trying to hide their non-drinking.  

  

One way of doing this was trying to find ways to be together with friends, with the focus off 

alcohol. In these situations, alcohol might be a part of the social gatherings, but not the only or 

central aspect of socialising. This helped non-drinkers to blend in and be a natural part of the 

group, rather than the odd one out. This other focus might be as simple as making or bringing 

good food to social occasions: 

  

If we have some parties, people like to bake and eat well. It’s not just that there is one 

bag of chips and everyone has their massive beer loads; fortunately it’s not like that. With 

a lot of good food, you don’t notice who is drinking and who is not. Some drink and 

others don’t. Everyone is eating good food, like raw cakes or something. It’s nice to see a 

lot of vegan products and raw food. That is our shared interest. (Hilda, female, 21, 

Finland) 
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Finding a way of relating to other young people her age was also a key strategy for Layla. She 

expressed the difficulties she faced in finding common interests with other young women: 

  

It’s really hectic, it’s hard to form relationships … people around my age, they’d go to 

the pub and they’d drink and then go out together and that’s kind of how the girls 

connected. They get drunk and dress up and do their makeup and go out. It’s just really 

hard to connect on a different level … (Layla, female, 21, Australia) 

  

Re-engaging with a sport that she had played when she was younger became a way for her to 

engage with other young people without feeling pressure to drink. She said: 

  

That’s why I play soccer and that was a way to kind of connect with people around my 

age that wasn’t around alcohol. All of them drink a lot but we have something else in 

common. I feel a part of that and that’s really enjoyable. (Layla, female, 21, Australia) 

 

Being active and having fun 

In the interviews, despite (and because of) the soft stigma of managing a non-drinking identity, 

the participants spent quite a bit of time talking about their leisure pursuits and how they ‘had 

fun’ without alcohol. These young people seemed to be focused on developing an identity as a 

young person enjoying their life, rather than a young person associated with the normalised 

cultures of drinking and irresponsibility. This strategy to give an active and social impression 

was part of forming their non-drinkers identity positively. For instance, Julie was clear that 
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although she did not drink and was studious, she was not ‘straight’, but rather a fun-loving 

person: 

  

People just assume that I’m just this straight, focused, just school and work and cracked-

down, super disciplined, because I don’t drink. No, I can go out. I’ll tear up the dance 

floor without alcohol-fuelled inhibitions. (Julie, female, 29, Australian) 

  

It was the same for Layla, who stressed her ability to still go to music concerts and enjoy herself 

as much as anyone else, or even more. In some ways, we can understand her response below as 

an extension of her ‘toolkit’ (Swidler 1986), where the ‘problem’ of feeling excluded or different 

because of one’s choice not to drink is ‘solved’ through different stories and worldviews: 

  

Yeah, it’s like, I can still be young and have fun and do fun stuff, but I don’t have to get 

smashed. I went and saw my favourite band in the whole world and I was completely 

sober and it was the best night of my life … if I was drunk I wouldn’t have remembered 

it. And now it’s burnt into my memory. (Layla, female, 21, Australia) 

  

Music figured as an important strategy for developing an identity beyond drinking for many of 

the young people in this study – whether it was dancing in clubs, going to concerts or even just 

listening to and sharing music, as James discussed: 

  

I’ve got my own YouTube channel. The original plan was to do music reviews, but all I 

do is just tag what I like and so people see my thread on YouTube. Any new release 
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artists, I always share it around … Music is a part of my language as well so a lot of the 

conversations that I do have revolve around music. (James, male, 29, Australia) 

  

For others, music was a feature of their non-drinking identity; however, their active bodies – in 

sport or other physical recreation – were more central. Anna, who decided that alcohol was not 

going to be a part of her life from a young age (16), spent large portions of her time when not at 

work or studying engaged in some form of physical activity. Her strategy for managing life as a 

young non-drinker is epitomised in the following quote from her interview: 

  

I was always like, what’s going to make me happy? What if one day I just started running 

every day? And then I got into running marathons, and running’s such a big part of my 

life now. (Anna, female, 20, Australia) 

 

For Helena, as a Muslim woman living in Australia, moving her body and having fun was also 

important:  

Yeah, dancing is very important in Arabic culture, but usually we dance between women. 

It’s like a female party … They have a birthday party and they must dance. If you have 

an engagement party, weddings … so dancing is very important thing. (Helena, female, 

29, Australia) 

Dancing, and movement, can be viewed as an important part of Helena’s toolkit (Swidler 1986). 

Although Helena’s religious values would have certainly motivated her not to drink, it is 

interesting to note how dancing has become an important part of a culture in which drinking is 

not the norm. 
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Non-drinking as an individual choice and control 

Abstainers, for the most part, tried to avoid being labelled as a stereotypical abstainer or as a 

member of an abstainer group. As a part of this, some young people took on a particular 

orientation towards non-drinking, emphasising individual choice and control while not 

condemning others’ choice to drink. This was related to the fact that many interviewees were 

concerned about how their non-drinking was viewed and how it made other young people feel. 

They did not want others to feel uncomfortable or ruin the collective drinking experience by 

condemning others’ choices, but they did not want to be negatively labelled themselves either. 

Underlining that not drinking was their personal choice was a strategy to mitigate this concern. 

They tried to convince others that not drinking did not mean that they would moralise or judge 

others for their choices. This seemed very important and helped them feel comfortable in 

situations where other people were drinking. This way, they managed not only their own social 

image, but also helped others to feel comfortable about the mismatch of values between them. 

  

Accepting others’ binge-drinking was a key indication of this. Taking a laissez-faire attitude 

towards others’ heavy drinking was a strategy used to handle social situations in such a way that 

they were not excluded or stigmatised as moralising about others’ drinking: 

  

Mika: For example. I have now two Australians staying at my place. They have been 

drinking for three months in a row; they are drunk or stoned every day, but that doesn’t 

bother me at all. They are my good friends and they can live with me as long as they 

want. I don’t judge them. I don’t yearn for it either. 
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Interviewer: But don’t you ever get a feeling that you would like to express your opinion 

about it? 

Mika: Not at all. I am not a preaching kind of a guy, everyone does as they please. For 

me, this is solely a personal matter. I am not in this for any bigger cause. This is just my 

personal choice. Of course I don’t wish any bad stuff for anyone – for example, those 

drugs – but we would only get into a fight about it. I don’t want to go there. (Mika, male, 

22, Finland) 

  

Other participants, such as Anna and Jay, emphasised their personal confidence in and pleasure 

about not-drinking. As well as understanding that their non-drinking status put them in a 

marginal position as a young person, they were at pains to insist that their decisions regarding 

alcohol were not only 100 per cent their own, but that their decision brought no (or very few) 

consequences. There was a sense of pride in the way they were able to control the stigma of not 

drinking through a focus on their individual choices: 

 

I love it. I love it. It’s very different but at the same time I feel like I have just that bit 

more of an enhancing experience of everyone else that gets absolutely sloshed and just 

don’t recall anything. I have equally as much fun when I go out. People always are like, 

‘Wow, how much have you drunk?’ I’m like ‘Nothing’. I have such a wild time … I 

don’t even take medication because I don’t like how it can cut off certain nerve 

transmissions. (Anna, female, 20, Australia) 

  

Moralising alcohol consumption 
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Although interviewees were careful not to condemn others’ drinking in social situations, at the 

same time they did have a discourse of moralising alcohol consumption as a collective practice. 

This was a way to position themselves as morally superior to their binge-drinking peers – a less 

positive strategy, but one that supported some in their maintenance of a non-drinking identity. 

People we interviewed used this strategy from time to time as part of their stigma-managing 

practice. This was true for a range of young people, including James, who was recovering from 

drug use: 

  

Like during the racing carnival – it’s hideous, you know, girls vomiting and squatting 

with arms between cars, urinating under their dress. It’s not a good look but they had the 

best day, make-up smeared everywhere, putrid. I don’t understand it, I don’t get it at all. 

(James, male, 29, Australia) 

  

These types of opinions were voiced only after having a long discussion and feeling more 

confident and trustworthy during the interview. The core of abstainers’ stigma is based on being 

different, socially strained and critical towards others drinking, so voicing this moral superiority 

makes them more vulnerable to the stigma. At the same time, participants were also concerned 

about the culture of intoxication (e.g. Measham and Brain 2005) that is still so relevant to youth 

cultures and how young people seem to lack skills to manage social situations without alcohol. 

Pekka felt sorry for those who couldn’t have fun without alcohol: 
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I think it’s unbelievable if you don’t know how to enjoy little things in life and living. If 

the only thing you can get kicks from is Friday drinks – I feel very sorry for that person. I 

think that kind of life is sad. (Pekka, male, 22, Finland) 

 

Even though participants emphasised non-drinking as their individual choice, there was an 

understanding of the broader youth cultural practices they were challenging in their choice not to 

drink. The moral ‘fight’ against youth cultural practices of drinking was part of their own way of 

legitimising their choice.  

 

Conclusion 

As the number of young people who are abstaining from alcohol continues to rise, there is a 

pressing need to understand the lived experiences of this diverse group. The centrality of alcohol 

in the lives of young people – as a way to develop personal identity, find release from the 

stresses of life and forge friendships (Thurnell-Read 2016, 1) – is well documented, yet young 

adult abstainers’ strategies for handling and managing their identity among the culture of 

intoxication is still very narrow (for notable exceptions, see Advocat and Lindsay 2015; Herman-

Kinney and Kinney 2013; Nairn et al. 2006). 

  

This article has endeavored to increase our understanding of young adult’s alcohol abstention by 

mapping out six key strategies employed by young people in geographically diverse parts of the 

world to manage the soft stigma of not drinking. These strategies were employed by young 

adults with varied motivations for not drinking alcohol, thus highlighting the how instead of the 

why in relation to being a young abstainer. Strategies were used in different situations, and many 



 28 

of them could be used by the same person. All of them helped young people to manage the soft 

stigma they faced in different social gatherings, particularly where discussions involved drinking 

or their own non-drinking. 

 

The first two strategies – (1) selecting the right response and crowd, and (2) taking the focus 

away from alcohol – were about controlling and rendering social situations to move the focus 

was away from their non-drinking, while not influencing others’ behaviour. Young abstainers 

also used strategies that more actively tried to create environments where alcohol was not part of 

youth cultural practice – that is, by (3) having a group or scene of non-drinkers, and (4) being 

active and having fun. Finally, trying to manage social situations and avoid being labelled was 

achieved through rationalising and managing their decision not to drink – by (5) understanding 

non-drinking as an individual choice and control, and (6) moralising alcohol consumption. These 

rationalisation strategies saw young adults emphasise non-drinking as an individual choice, 

carefully voicing moralising standpoints. 

 

In presenting our results across two countries – Australia and Finland – we have demonstrated 

some of the universality of experience in countries with otherwise high average alcohol 

consumption. For example, participants in both countries emphasised their enjoyment of music. 

Music- or sports-related scenes are key strategies for managing the soft stigma of being a young 

person who doesn’t drink. At the same time, there were local manifestations – for example, 

surfing was part of some Australian participants’ ‘healthy’ cultural toolkits, but naturally in 

Finland this had other forms of manifestation. This is a good example how global youth culture 

takes local forms (glocal).  
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We argue that the findings presented in this article signify the steps in challenging the social 

norms regarding, and deep entanglements between, youth and alcohol. This is not to demonise 

alcohol or those who drink, but to understand the ways in which drinking alcohol has become 

such an intrinsic part of youth cultures that non-drinking necessitates an active practice of 

managing soft stigma. In understanding youth cultural practices around not-drinking, we can also 

better understand the reflexive processes young people undertake in the management of 

stigmatised identities. As the findings have shown, young people engage in explicit, purposeful 

and meaningful strategies, reflecting and adjusting their behaviour and dispositions according to 

anticipated problems with others. These young people self-monitor their behaviour in order to 

maintain positive social relations. 

  

More broadly, we argue that changing perceptions of young people who do not drink would not 

only benefit those who choose, for whatever reason, not to consume alcohol. It would also 

benefit young people who might not want to drink regularly, or who would like to drink less. In a 

culture where refusal of alcohol in a social setting comes with reactions ranging from curiosity to 

outright exclusion, a better understanding of the ways young people adhere to their choices not to 

drink (or, in some cases, to resist binge drinking/cultures of intoxication) will provide deeper 

insights into the relational dynamics at play in consumption choices. Future research that focuses 

on each strategy would be beneficial in analysing the intersections between health and alcohol-

related policies, and the ways in which drinking is positioned in each culture. 
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This article provides a broad perspective of the wide-ranging strategies for managing a 

discreditable non-drinker identity. Findings show that even though young adults face the threat 

of soft stigma, they not only use strategies to hide their non-drinking or stay away from drinking 

situations, but also play an active role in redefining social situations and practices and taking a 

moral stand against the culture of intoxication among youth. These actions will slowly change 

and reshape youth cultural practices.  
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