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ABSTRACT 
This systematic review explores the prevalence and impact of Drinking Games (DG) among 
college students. DGs involve social drinking with the goal of heavy alcohol consumption and 
are associated with risky behaviours. the review aims to quantify the relationship between 
DG participation, alcohol consumption, and negative outcomes. it also investigates gender 
moderation and unexplored motivational factors for DG engagement. Following PRiSMA 
guidelines, 34 studies were included after screening 317 records. the studies comprised n = 
34,197 participants and were analysed for various variables, including gender dynamics, 
motivations, and associated negative consequences. Gender convergence in DG 
participation was noted, emphasizing the importance of gender-specific interventions. 
Participants were aware of risks but often perceived negative outcomes as a badge of honour. 
Motivations for DGs were linked to social interaction and a sense of belonging. Personality 
traits like sensation seeking and identification with college drinking culture played significant 
roles in DG engagement and outcomes. the review underscores the need for targeted 
interventions to address shifting perceptions of negative consequences and consider 
personality traits when designing preventive measures. it also highlights the significance of 
gender-specific strategies. However, variations in DG measurement and possible selection 
bias among heavy drinkers participating in DGs remain limitations. this systematic review 
provides insights into DG prevalence and its link to negative outcomes among college 
students. the findings stress the importance of tailored interventions and further research to 
mitigate risk factors and promote healthier drinking behaviours in this demographic. 
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Outcomes.  
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RESUMO 
Esta revisão sistemática explora a prevalência e o impacto dos Jogos de Bebida (JB) entre 
estudantes universitários. Os JB envolvem consumo social de álcool com o objetivo de beber 
em grandes quantidades e estão associados a comportamentos de risco. A revisão busca 
quantificar a relação entre a participação em JB, o consumo de álcool e os desfechos 
negativos, além de investigar a moderação de gênero e fatores motivacionais pouco 
explorados relacionados ao envolvimento em JB. Seguindo as diretrizes PRISMA, 34 
estudos foram incluídos após a triagem de 317 registros, totalizando n = 34.197 
participantes, analisados quanto a dinâmicas de gênero, motivações e consequências 
negativas associadas. Observou-se convergência de gênero na participação em JB, 
reforçando a importância de intervenções específicas por gênero. Os participantes tinham 
consciência dos riscos, mas frequentemente percebiam resultados negativos como um 
símbolo de status. As motivações estavam ligadas à interação social e ao senso de 
pertencimento. Traços de personalidade como busca de sensações e identificação com a 
cultura universitária de consumo alcoólico influenciaram significativamente o envolvimento 
em JB e seus desfechos. A revisão destaca a necessidade de intervenções direcionadas que 
considerem mudanças na percepção das consequências negativas e os traços de 
personalidade, além de estratégias específicas por gênero. Entretanto, variações na 
mensuração dos JB e possível viés de seleção entre grandes consumidores de álcool 
permanecem como limitações. A revisão oferece insights sobre a prevalência de JB e sua 
relação com desfechos negativos entre universitários, ressaltando a importância de 
intervenções personalizadas e pesquisas adicionais para mitigar fatores de risco e promover 
comportamentos de consumo mais saudáveis.  
 
Palavras-chave: Jogos de Bebida. Consumo de Álcool. Estudantes Universitários. 
Dinâmicas de Gênero. Consequências Negativas. 
 
RESUMEN 
Esta revisión sistemática explora la prevalencia y el impacto de los Juegos de Bebida (JB) 
entre estudiantes universitarios. Los JB implican consumo social de alcohol con el objetivo 
de beber en grandes cantidades y están asociados a conductas de riesgo. La revisión busca 
cuantificar la relación entre la participación en JB, el consumo de alcohol y los resultados 
negativos, además de investigar la moderación por género y factores motivacionales poco 
explorados relacionados con la participación en JB. Siguiendo las directrices PRISMA, se 
incluyeron 34 estudios tras examinar 317 registros, con un total de n = 34.197 participantes, 
analizados en cuanto a dinámicas de género, motivaciones y consecuencias negativas 
asociadas. Se observó una convergencia de género en la participación en JB, destacando 
la importancia de intervenciones específicas por género. Los participantes eran conscientes 
de los riesgos, pero frecuentemente percibían los resultados negativos como una especie 
de insignia de honor. Las motivaciones estaban vinculadas a la interacción social y al sentido 
de pertenencia. Rasgos de personalidad como la búsqueda de sensaciones y la 
identificación con la cultura de consumo de alcohol en la universidad influyeron 
significativamente en la participación en JB y en sus resultados. La revisión subraya la 
necesidad de intervenciones dirigidas que consideren los cambios en la percepción de las 
consecuencias negativas y los rasgos de personalidad, además de estrategias específicas 
por género. Sin embargo, las variaciones en la medición de los JB y el posible sesgo de 
selección entre consumidores intensivos siguen siendo limitaciones. La revisión ofrece una 
visión sobre la prevalencia de los JB y su relación con resultados negativos entre 
universitarios, resaltando la importancia de intervenciones adaptadas e investigaciones 
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adicionales para mitigar factores de riesgo y promover comportamientos de consumo más 
saludables.  
 
Palabras clave: Juegos de Bebida. Consumo de Alcohol. Estudiantes Universitarios. 
Dinámicas de Género. Consecuencias Negativas. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Drinking Games (DGs) involve a social drinking activity with the goal of heavy alcohol 

consumption, played according to rules that often entail mental and/or physical tasks. Youth 

engagement in drinking games raises concerns in comparison to other risky behaviours due 

to their explicit rules designed to pro-mote intoxication and their appealing nature to a spe-

cific population (Zamboanga et al., 2014). Gaming strongly correlates with binge drinking, a 

prevalent phenomenon among young individuals (Ford et al., 2022). This pattern exposes 

participants to adverse consequences and perilous situations such as physical health 

problems, unprotected sex, violence, accidents, antisocial conduct, and academic challenges 

(Hingson et al., 2017; Kuntsche et al., 2017; Slutske, 2005). Research has consistently linked 

binge drinking to alcohol dependence in adulthood and concurrent use of other psychoactive 

substances, as seen in Esser et al. (2021) and Tavolacci et al. (2019). 

Given the widespread participation in DGs and the consequential health risks, the 

need for ongoing research on DG behaviours is evident. This systematic review investigates 

DG behaviours and alcohol-related variables, aiming to investigate the relationship between 

DG participation, alcohol consumption, and associated negative outcomes. Additionally, this 

review delves into unexplored aspects, including social, cul-tural, and behavioural factors that 

influence student engagement in DGs. Beyond gender’s moderating impact on gaming, this 

review sheds light on motiva-tional elements, aiming to stimulate further research, inform 

prevention efforts, and guide interventions targeting alcohol use among college students. 

 

2 METHODS 

2.1 ELIGIBILITY 

This review was conducted according to the Preferred Report Items for Systematic 

Reviews and Meta-analysis (PRISMA). 

We included original studies published in English that reported on the practice of 

drinking games, pre-viously cited as ‘DGs’, among university students. We excluded case 

reports, review articles, commentaries, studies in languages other than English, and studies 

conducted in settings other than the university. 

 

2.2 STUDY SELECTION AND DATA EXTRACTION 

Two independent reviewers (GFS and JMCM) screened study titles and abstracts for 

inclusion reaching a consensus on selection criteria. Data extraction forms were developed 

and circulated to the author group before piloting and refining. All data were extracted by one 



 

 
RISKY BUSINESS: AN EXAMINATION OF DRINKING GAMES IN COLLEGE SETTINGS AND THEIR IMPACT: A SYSTEMATIC 

REVIEW 

of the reviewers (GFS) and checked by a second reviewer (JMCM). The same reviewers 

resolved any remaining inconsistencies. 

We gathered information on the following vari-ables: sample size and mean age; main 

sociodemo-graphic characteristics; study design and methodology; main findings; study 

challenges and limitations. 

 

2.3 REGISTRATION 

The methodology of this systematic review was regis-tered in the Open Science 

Framework (OSF), under the following code: yks4h (29 April 2022). Available online: 

https://osf.io/yks4h/. 

 

Figure 1 

PrIsMa diagram 

 

 

3 RESULTS 

Following the removal of duplicates, 317 records were identified, and 34 studies were 

ultimately included in the review (see Figure 1 for the PRISMA diagram). These selected 34 

studies encompassed a total of 34,197 participants, which are summarized in Table 1. 
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3.1 SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

The majority of studies focused on traditional-aged college students (18–25 years old). 

Only two studies, George et al. (2018) and McInnes and Blackwell (2021), reported including 

students over 25 years old. The engagement of alcohol users in drinking games ranged 

between 65% and 92%. While the practice of drinking games was slightly more com-mon 

among men, this gender difference appeared to be progressively less significant. In 10 out of 

34 studies, gender didn’t substantially affect game par-ticipation. However, regarding 

negative outcomes linked to such practice, women tended to experi-ence them more 

frequently, as observed in the majority of studies. 

 

3.2 INFLUENCE OF RESIDENCE AND CULTURAL FACTORS 

The literature highlights the impact of students’ place of residence on drinking games 

participation. George et al. (2018) and Mulligan et al. (2016) found that living on a university 

campus significantly increased the likelihood of participating in drinking games. Residing with 

roommates, regardless of campus loca-tion, also correlated with higher game involvement. 

An American cultural aspect known as ‘Greek Affiliation’, involving participation in college 

fraterni-ties, was significantly associated with higher chances of joining drinking games, as 

indicated by LaBrie et al. (2013). 

 

3.3 DIFFERENT GAME TYPES AND CATEGORIES 

Several categorization schemes have been proposed to summarize various types of 

drinking games. The Hazardous Drinking Games Measure (HDGM) by Borsari et al. (2003) 

comprehensively assesses partici-pation, negative consequences, and specific types of 

games, including ‘card games’, ‘dice games’, ‘verbal games’, ‘media games’, ‘board games’, 

‘skill games’, ‘team games’, and ‘consumption games’. Similarly, Polizzotto et al. (2007) 

categorized drinking games as ‘competitive vs. non-competitive games’ and ‘games of skill 

vs. games of chance’, with competitive games of skill being the most common. 

 

3.4 NEGATIVE OUTCOMES AND MOTIVATIONS 

The literature frequently reports negative outcomes like loss of consciousness, feeling 

hungover, nausea/ vomiting, and embarrassing situations. Despite recog-nizing the potential 

harm, students often consider these outcomes as ‘badges of honour’ (Polizzotto et al., 2007). 

Certain personality traits, such as sensation-seeking and impulsivity, influence the per-

ception of negative outcomes related to drinking games (Diulio et al., 2014; Johnson & 

Cropsey, 2000). The motivations for participation in drinking games and pre-drinking are 
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centred around social elements, with a focus on facilitating interaction and reducing social 

pressure. The role of personality traits, social factors, and cultural influences (such as Greek 

Affiliation) is prominent in driving engagement in drinking games (LaBrie et al., 2013). 

 

3.5 SOCIAL ANXIETY AND INTERNALIZATION OF COLLEGE DRINKING CULTURE 

While studies generally show no positive association between social anxiety and game 

participation (George et al., 2019; Mulligan et al., 2016), some studies have found a negative 

association (Ham et al., 2010). Socially anxious individuals tend to experience more negative 

outcomes when participating, especially when their aim was to reduce social tension (George 

et al., 2019; Kenney et al., 2014; Mulligan et al., 2016). The concept of the Internalization of 

the College Drinking Culture (ICDC) measures the extent to which individ-uals identify with 

the university’s drinking culture. High identification with the ICDC is linked to risky drinking 

practices and negative outcomes after drink-ing (Moser et al., 2014). 

 

4 DISCUSSION 

This systematic review aimed to examine the intricate interplay between participation 

in DG, alcohol con-sumption patterns, and the subsequent negative out-comes among 

college students. After screening and inclusion of 34 studies involving a total of 34,197 par-

ticipants, several key findings emerged. Notably, the prevalence of DG participation among 

alcohol users ranged between 65% and 92%, with a gender discrep-ancy that tended to 

diminish across the selected studies. While men participated slightly more often, the impact 

of gender on game engagement was less significant in a substantial portion of the studies. 

However, in terms of associated negative outcomes, women experienced these 

consequences more frequently across the majority of the studies. Residence and cultural 

factors also played a role, with university campus living and Greek affiliation being associated 

with increased DG participation. Categorization schemes revealed different game types and 

categories, and motivations for participating in DGs were linked to social interaction and a 

desire to alleviate social pressure. Personality traits such as sensation seek-ing and 

impulsivity influenced the perception of nega-tive outcomes. Additionally, the concept of the 

Internalization of the College Drinking Culture (ICDC) emerged as a factor influencing 

engagement in DGs, as high identification with this culture was linked to risky drinking 

practices and negative outcomes. These find-ings lay the groundwork for the ensuing 

discussion on gender convergence, risk awareness, personality traits, and social anxiety, 

contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the nuanced relationships within this 

context. 
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Table 1 

Main findings of the studies included in the systematic review 
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4.1 GENDER CONVERGENCE 

A chronological analysis of the articles shows that female participation in drinking 

games has been increasing in the university setting. Contrary to prior belief, the difference 

between genders in the partici-pation of DGs has been gradually disappearing. (Alfonso & 

Deschenes, 2013; Cameron et al., 2010; Ford et al., 2022; Hoyer & Correia, 2022; LaBrie et 

al., 2013; McInnes & Blackwell, 2021; Pedersen & LaBrie, 2006; Polizzotto et al., 2007; 

Zamboanga et al., 2021). The gender convergence observed might be 

explained by the increase in female participation inside the university, for example reports 

from The Wall Street Journal showing women making up 59.5% of all US college students. 

Additionally, the relationship women have with alcohol has been changing. Alcohol use 

and misuse among women are increasing in general, therefore it is expected that such an 

increase also involves the university setting (Ham & Hope, 2003). Data from two nationally 

representative surveys, conducted by Grant et al. (2017), 10 years apart, showed that the 

overall prevalence of binge drinking and alcohol use disorder increased at a strikingly higher 

rate in women than in men. 

Slutske (2005) found a significantly stronger asso-ciation between college attendance 

and the combined diagnosis of alcohol dependence or alcohol abuse and the alcohol abuse 

symptom of having serious prob-lems at home, work, or school that were caused by alcohol 

among women than men. 

Alcohol has also been related, in the university set-ting, to lower grades and missing 

classes. Wechsler et al. (1995) found that women, after an episode of binge drinking, were 

more likely to miss a class than were men who consumed the same amount of alcohol. These 

findings gain relevance as women start to have alcohol-related problems sooner and at lower 

drinking amounts than men, thus posing DGs as an important target of further investigation 

and intervention. 

Another element found in the literature is the lack of recognition of an alcohol problem 

between women. For instance, as found by Wechsler et al. (1995), between drinkers who 

binged three or more times in the past 2 weeks, 22% of the men described them-selves as 

heavy or problem drinkers, while only 8% of the women acknowledged the same problem. It 

is important to correct the underestimation of the extent and seriousness of drinking problems 

in women. 

 

4.2 AWARENESS OF RISK AND PERSONALITY TRAITS 

There was broad awareness of the potential hazards of drinking games, with 

participants placing partic-ular emphasis on the risks of sustaining injury or becoming 
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involved in arguments or violence as a result of intoxication. However, this did not appear to 

affect the decision to engage in such practice. Many of the participants were proud of their 

extreme intoxication and regarded many negative outcomes, such as losing consciousness 

or vomit-ing, as ‘badges of honour’, as shown by Polizzotto et al. (2007). 

These findings may be related to personality traits among university students: those 

with tendencies towards a desire to optimize positive affect (sensation seeking) and a 

propensity to take risks and act rashly (impulsivity) displayed a higher frequency of DGs 

participation and a greater endorsement of negative consequences (Diulio et al., 2014). It is 

also important to note that the age range of university students is classically known for being 

a period when young adults are drawn to display acts of bravery and rebel-liousness. Binge 

drinking and engaging in high risk alcohol practices, such as drinking games, might be 

examples of this tendency. 

 It thus follows that future intervention should focus not on bringing awareness to the 

risks intrinsic to the drinking games practice, as students have shown con-sciousness over 

the negative consequences, but on changing the perception of such negative conse-quences 

in students mindsets, especially targeting stu-dents with the aforementioned personality 

traits. 

 

4.3 SOCIAL ANXIETY 

Social anxiety was an important point of analysis for researchers, who initially 

hypothesized that socially anxious individuals would be more likely to partici-pate in drinking 

games, given the social motivations. However, most studies found no positive association 

between social anxiety and frequency of participation in games (George et al., 2019; Mulligan 

et al., 2016) with some even finding a negative association (Ham et al., 2010). These results 

can be interpreted consid-ering the global lower participation of socially anx-ious individuals 

in socializing events (Burke & Stephens, 1999; Morris et al., 2005; Myers et al., 2003). On 

the other hand, there was a strong association between socially anxious drinkers and 

negative out-comes related to drinking games (George et al., 2019; Kenney et al., 2014; 

Mulligan et al., 2016). 

It is concluded that the socially anxious have a lower frequency of participation in 

games, but, when they do participate, they are more affected by negative outcomes. 

 

5 IMPLICATIONS 

Additional investigation and medical focus are neces-sary for college students who 

engage in DGs, as this activity has been demonstrated to be a risky drinking behaviour. 
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Pinpointing which emerging adult students are susceptible to consuming excessive amounts 

of alcohol while playing DGs is critical for intervention approaches that are tailored to this 

group. To offer guidance on reducing risk, it is essential for research-ers to determine which 

factors (such as reasons for playing) in DGs are more significantly linked to adverse 

outcomes. 

 

6 LIMITATIONS 

The limitations of this systematic review must be taken into account when interpreting 

the results. Firstly, the absence of a uniform measure for DGs in various studies may impact 

the calculated associa-tions. It is important to continue working towards establishing and 

verifying a consistent measure for DG behaviours and their associated outcomes. 

Additionally, although previous studies have indicated a positive correlation between DG 

participation and higher levels of alcohol consumption and negative consequences, even 

when considering overall alcohol use, it is plausible that heavy drinkers may be more likely 

to engage in DGs, thus posing a selection bias. 

 

7 CONCLUSION 

Overall, the review suggests that DGs are prevalent among college students and 

associated with various negative outcomes. While awareness of the risks is present, 

participants often view negative consequences as badges of honour. Personality traits and 

the college drinking culture play a role in DG participation and negative outcomes. 

Understanding these factors is crucial for developing targeted interventions to reduce risk 

and promote healthier drinking behaviours among college students engaging in DGs. 

However, the lack of a uniform measure for DGs and the possibility of selection bias among 

heavy drinkers participating in DGs are limitations of the reviewed studies. 
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