Sip Happens: Why Gen Z
Is Toasting Less

All surveys point to the same conclusion: while overall alcohol consumption is on the
rise, it's declining among Gen Z. To understand why more Gen Zers are choosing to
abstain from alcohol, we delved into the perspectives of young people across the
USA — specifically in lllinois, California, New York, and Florida. Through 100 in-
depth interviews, analyzed by Quals.Al, we uncovered a wealth of insights.
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Gen Z's Cool New Buzz Is Sobriety!

Gen Z is dramatically rethinking alcohol, with
moderation, responsibility, and well-being
leading the way. But the “why” is way more
complex (and interesting) than you think!

What’'s up: Gen Z isn’t anti-fun—they just want
to remember the night! The new cool is being in
control.

Hot Take: Health, sanity, and self-respect are
way trendier than stumbling home barefoot.
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The Vibe thec

Alcohol is totally okay—just not as your main
event. For Gen Z, drinking is about savoring the
moment, not washing it away. Binge drinking is
out; a toast with friends is in.

“Fun” and “relaxation” are still associated, but

so are “danger” and "“depression.” Social
drinking is still a thing, but not a necessity.
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“I think it's okay in- moderation and in social
situations. Overconsumption of alcohol is one of

the worst vices a human can have.” (Male, 24,
CA)

“I think alcohol consumption can be very
dangerous.” (Female, 27, CA)

“It's alright long as drinking smartly.” (Male, 23,
NY)
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From Happy Hour to Hangxiety and

Everything Between

Drinking brings short-term happiness, but often
regret, sadness, or anxiety later. Not drinking is
equated with clarity, control, and, for some,
pride. Many have seen negative emotional
changes in others caused by alcohol.
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“It makes me more depressed and sad.”
(Female, 28, CA)

“| associate celebration with consuming and
abstinence with not consuming.” (Male, 26, FL)

“Drinking alcohol is a way to self medicate for
various reasons...It's an easy way to escape
reality and feel better.” (Female, 27, CA)
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When Home Is Where the Story Starts

Family history of alcoholism or witnessing abuse
is a key driver for moderation or abstinence.
Nothing kills a party like a family history of
addiction, DUls, or late-night drama. This
generation knows: you don’t have to repeat the

past
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“My dad’s DUIs and abusive behavior.” (Male,
25, CA)

“My father grew up 100% alcohol-free, due to
his values, which | believe has something to do

with his father being an alcohol salesman.”
(Female, 27, IL)

“My dad, three uncle and my neighbor died
from alcohol.” (Female, 28, CA)
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Fit Is the New Lit:

Health Trumps Hangover

Fears about liver damage, cancer, and
depression motivate abstinence. Chasing a
healthy glow is cooler than chasing shots.

Gen Zers want to run faster, sleep better, and
feel lighter—so passing up that extra drink is a
power move.
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before alcohorl

consumption.” (Male, 26, NY)

“I| want to be in shape. | want to have good
sleep. | want to be able to enjoy life through my
own eyes, not alcohol.” (Male, 23, NY)

“It destroys your liver and can lead to
depression.” (Female, 29, CA)
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The Peer Pressu e Paradox: <
Sip Happens...But Only If 1 Want It To

Peer/tamily —pressure exists, but Gen Z s
confident in declining. This is the generation of
drawing boundaries and sticking to them. Many
describe a shift toward respecting personal
choices. Social drinking is less “expected” than in

previous generations.
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“l don't have any qualm-sjébout drinking « in
general, and even if everyone. around me is

drinking, if | don’t feel like it, I will not drink.”
(Male, 24, CA)

“I have a strong will and determination.”
(Female, 27, FL)

“My choice to abstain is respected.” (Male, 22,
NY)
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Influencers, TikTok Trends & the Rise of

Sober Curiosity

Influencers and sober movements on social
media are normalizing non-drinking. Some see
social posts glamorizing alcohol—but many more
see #SoberlsCool content. Friends’ online
behaviors influence drinking habits, for better or

worse.
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“| follow lots of sodial media influencers who are

helping me a ton to achieve my goals.” (Male,
24, CA)

“I like to see activities that involve no drinking
and listening to podcasts.” (Female, 27, CA)

“It they're people who drink a lot, or promote
it, you will feel more inclined to drink socially, or

more regularly, or perhaps when that social
media influencer does.” (Male, 23, CA)
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Sober Is the New Status Symbol

Many report being praised for sobriety but
occasionally judged as “boring.” Gen Z rebrands
sobriety as self-control, confidence, and—Ilet’s be
real—having the best stories (because they
remember them all).
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not drinking.” (Female, 25, CA)

“| feel good, because | prioritize my health
first.” (Male, 27, NY)

“For me it's good because it keeps my image
clean cut.” (Male, 23, IL)
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Mocktails Over Margarltas’?

Special occasions are still a time for a drink, but
not a requirement. Many have found new ways
to celebrate or unwind without alcohol. The ritual
of drinking is being replaced with other habits
(e.g., fitness, hobbies).
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’I only drink alcohol on s a“f’o,fasmns onlyi b o

would drink 1 or 2 beers, that's it.” (Male, 27,

NY)

“| learned to have fun without drinking during
my pregnancy.” (Female, 28, FL)

“I only drink on special occasions to show

myself how much stronger I've become.” (Male,
23, NY)
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Reg’i*gnal FIavo"r"“}_{.\, — State by State S ips
California: Heavy emphasis on mental health,
fitness, and cultural diversity influences.

Florida: Moderation: for “fun,” but less overt
pressure; more stories about family, less about
peer groups.

New York: Strong educational and PSA impact;
party culture is observed but not always joined.
lllinois: Health, cost, and personal/family trauma
are big motivators; practical and “self-care”

attitude prevails.
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Implications & Recommendations

Health, mental well-being, and social image are
at the forefront of Gen Z’s drinking choices.
Family history, negative personal experiences,
and cost are powerful motivators to abstain or
moderate.

Gen Z has shifted the narrative: Drinking is an
option, not a default. Brands take note—offer
choices, respect autonomy, and highlight health!
Differences by state highlight the importance of
local context when crafting messages or
products.
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Individuals' Budget Adjustments and Brand Loyalty

(GELESLERTEEIN  Interviews  SmartAsk™  Report  Research Design

Consumers are prioritizing essential expenses, switching to more affordable
brands where possible, and maintaining loyalty to trusted brands perceived as
high value, while adopting strategies to cope with financial stress and maintain

mental well-being amidst inflation.

Prioritizing Essential Expenses

In the face of inflatien and ecenomic challenges, many consumers have strategically adjusted their
budgets to foc ential expenses. Rent, utilities, groceries, and children's education are
con: ntly prio S non: ble. For nce, one participant not ood and groceries
are non-negotiable due to our far health nee: ighlighting the importance of maintaining
ving standards despite financial constraints. Many have avoided investments in property or
economic uncertainties, choosing instead to focus on immediate needs and stability.

Brand Loyalty and Cost-Effective Alternatives
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