
 

 This prospective study examined how the use of the motto 

YOLO (You Only Live Once) affected university students’ 

drinking behavior across the academic year.  

 Additionally, we investigated the relationship between 

“YOLO” use and personality traits. We found that using the 

motto “YOLO” consistently predicted students’ binge drinking 

beyond personality variables.  

 

   

 
 In the last 3 years there has been a surge in the popular expression 

YOLO (“You Only Live Once”). Similar to “carpe diem”, YOLO 

implies that one should enjoy life and live in the moment, even if 

that entails taking risks.  

 To date, there has been no psychological research conducted to 

evaluate the effects of using the motto YOLO on various behavioral 

outcomes. Furthermore, it is unknown whether  YOLO use is related 

to any personality variables.  

 Because binge drinking has been identified as one of the most 

common and problematic risky behaviors throughout colleges in 

North America and abroad (e.g. Johnston, O’Malley & Bachman, 2001; Measham, 2004), we 

conducted a study to examine how the use of the motto YOLO 

affected university students’ drinking behavior. Furthermore, we 

investigated whether students’ use of this motto was related to 

certain personality variables.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Longitudinal Procedure 
 N=341 undergraduate students, (74% female), completed 6 

surveys across the academic year.  

 Contacted close friend to verify students’ self-reported 

frequency of YOLO use (r=.389 **; N=215) 

96% of participants were familiar with the motto YOLO, and 

61% reported using it in a social context. 

Measures 
Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS-8) (Stephenson et al., 2003) 

Big Five Personality Inventory (John & Srivastava, 1999)  

Binge Drinking Assessment (Wechsler et al., 1995) 

Self & Friend  Report of YOLO use (“How often do you use the expression YOLO”)  

Aspiration Index (Kasser & Ryan,1993) 

 

Fig. 2 Table  Correlations between participants’ YOLO use and personality 
variables. These correlations remained significant when we entered friends’ report 

of participants’ YOLO use. 
 

RESULTS 

Fig. 1 Graph describes the number of drinks university students reported drinking on 
an average drinking occasion as a function of whether they reported high or low 

frequency of using the motto YOLO. 
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* * 

* F(1,320)=25.91; p < 0.01 

 r  N 

Trait Extraversion 
 

.230 ** 324 

Disinhibition Subscale 

Sensation Seeking 
 

.200 ** 

 

321 

Trait Neuroticism 
 

-.174 ** 324 

Aspiration Index -.197 ** 325 

Fig. 3 Table  Results of two-step hierarchical regressions . We evaluated the effects 
of “YOLO” use on binge drinking at different time points while controlling for the 

traits of extraversion, and disinhibition in the first step of each regression. 
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Change in R 

square 

 

 

β  

 

 

t 
 

Significance 

level 

 

Female Binge 

Drinking (T2) 

 

.028 .172 2.991 p<0.05 

 

Male Binge 

Drinking (T2) 

 

.102 .336 3.457 p<0.01 

 

 Using the motto YOLO is related to trait 

extraversion and the disinhibition 

subscale of sensation seeking, although 

unrelated to other sensation seeking 

subscales. 

 Students reporting more frequent use of 

YOLO are likely to prioritize extrinsic 

aspirations (e.g. wealth, fame, beauty) 

over intrinsic aspirations (e.g. personal 

growth, community contribution). 

  YOLO use predicts students’ binge 

drinking at the beginning of the semester 

and across the academic year  beyond 

personality variables associated with 

binge drinking. 

 Together, these findings implicate the use 

of the motto YOLO in contemporary 

binge drinking culture. 

 

Future Directions: 

 Examine other populations and 

substances; investigate role of YOLO in 

general risk taking behavior (e.g. 

gambling, sexual promiscuity). 

 Experimentally prime participants with 

YOLO mindset to determine relationship 

between personality variables and 

susceptibility to use motto YOLO. 

 Examine other popular slogans and 

mottos (e.g. FOMO) in risk taking 

behavior. 

** p < 0.01 


