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To examine religi.ow affiliation and the incUknce of drinking problems among 
college students over time, a q~sti.onnaire was administered to students at 72 colleges 

throughout the United States in 1982-83 (N = 6,115) and again in 1984-85 (N = 
4,266). The questionnaire included 17 items regarding possible negative consequences 
of drinking u•ithin the past year, such as hangover, vomiting, driving while into:i:icated, 
and cutting class after drinking. The findings suggest little change in drinking problems 
among college students eueptfor a decrease in driving-related behaviors among Roman 
Catholics and Protestants whose religion permits drinking (thw approaching the al.-. 
ready-lower rates for Jews and those Protestants whose religi.on prohibits drinking) and 
a decrease in those behaviors among individuals for whom religion i.s not important 
(thw approaching the already-lower rates for more religi.ow individuals). 

The purpose of the research reported 
here is to compare the religious affilia
tion and drinking problems of a sample 
of college students from throughout the 
United States in 1984-85 with a compar
able sample drawn in 1982-19.83. 

METHOD 

Instrument. An anonymous pre-coded 
instrument was used which included de
mographic items, questions regarding 
the consumption of alcohol, and 17 
items concerning possible negative con
sequences of drinking. The 17 items 
asked if respondents .had, within the last 
year, had a hangover, vomited as a re11ult 
of drinking, driven a car after having 
had several drinks, driven a car when 
they knew they" had too much to drink, 
driven a car while drinking, come to 
class after having several drinks, "cut 
a class" after having several drinks, 
missed a class because of a hangover, 
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been arrested for DWI (driving while 
intoxicated), been criticized by someone 
they were dating because of their drink
ing, had trouble with the law because 
of drinking, lost a job because of drink
ing, got a lower grade because of drink
ing too much, gotten into trouble with 
school administration because of be
havior resulting from drinking too much, 
gotten into a fight after drinking, thought 
they might have a problem with their 
drinking, or "damaged property, pulled 
a false fire alarm, or other such behavior 
after drinking." 

All questionnaire items had been pre
tested prior to earlier research (Engs, 
1977; Hanson, 1972) and instructions 
explained the voluntary nature of par
ticipation as approved by the Indiana 
University Human Subjects Committee. 

Samples. The questionnaire was ad
ministered to students at 72 of the 82 
colleges (87.8%) from throughout the 
United States that had participated in a 
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1imilar 11udy conducted about two years 
earlier by the authors. Thu1. the same 
inatrument wu used in both lime periods 

· at 72 colleges. 
The sample of 4,266 students was 

drawn, as was done about two years ear
lier (N = 6, 115), from in-class admin
i1tration in survey type sociology and 
health or physical education courses that 
had a high probability of containing stu
dent1 from every academic major and 
clasa year. The usable response rate ex
ceeded 98% an~, with the exception of 
females, the demographic composition 
of the resulting sample closely approxi
mated that of students attending four
year instititions of higher learning in the 
United States (Gutek, 1983). 

Sixty-four percent were females and 
36% were males, while 92% were whites 
and 8% were blacks. Eighty-nine per
cent attended public and 11 % attended 
private institutions. The regional" distri
bution was as follows: North East, 29%; 
North Central, 26%; South, 25%; and 
West, 20%. Academic majors were so
cial sciences (including pre-profes
sional), 22%; arts and humanities, 8%; 
education, 20%; health-related majors, 
16%; science and engineering, 7%; bus
inesa, 18%; and other, 8%. While 
females were over-represented. their 
proportion in both samples in the two 
time periods was similar and the other 
demographic characteristics were also 
highly comparable. 

RESULTS 

Drinking. There were no significant 
changea over time in the proportion of 
drinkers among Roman ·Catholics 
(90.1% in 1985 compared 10 91.2% in 
1983). Protestants whose religion per
mit1 drinking (86.2% compared lo 
87. 7% in 1983), Protestants whose reli
gion prohibits drinking (60.3% vs. 
57.8% earlier), or Je~s (85.2% vs. 
90.9% in 1983). Similarly, there were 
no 1ignifican1 changes over time among 

those for whom religion is very important 
(66.3% drank in 1985 compared 10 
66.4% in 1983) and among those for 

• whom religion is not important 189. 5% 
comp11red lo 89.2% earlier). 

Drinking Problems. Among Roman 
Catholic students there were significant 
decreases in the proportion reporting 
having dri\'en a car after drinking 
(54.6% in 1985, down from 61. 7% in 
1983; x• = 14.4. df = 1. P < .011. 
driving a car after knowing they had too 
much to drink (37.4%, down from 
41.4%, x• = 4.6, df = 1. P < .05), 
driving a car while drinking (40.5%, 
down from 49.9%; X2 = 25.3, df = l, 
p < .01), and thinking they have a prob
lem with drinking (8.1 %, down from 
l0.5%; x• = 4.6, df = 1. P < .05). 
Significant increases occurred in the 
proportion who cul class because of 
drinking ( 11. 7%. up from 9.1 %; x• = 
4.9, df = l, p < .05) and who missed 
class because of h11ngover (29. 9%, up 
from 23. 9%; x• = 13. l, df = l, p < 
.01). 

Protestant students whose religion 
pennits drinking exhibited significant 
decreases in the proportion who drove a 
car after drinking (55.5%, down from 
62.1%; X' = 11.7, df = l, p < .01), 
drove a car after knowing they had too 
much to drink (39. l %, down from 
43.3%; x• = 4.8. df = i. P < .051. 
and drove a car while drinking (38. 9%, 
downfrom50.1%;X2 = 33.7,d/= l, 
p < .01). There were no increases in 
drinking problems among these stu
dents. 

There were neither significant in
creases nor decreases in any drinking 
problems among either Jews or Protes
tants whose religion prohibits drinking. 
It should be noted that the decline in 
driving-related problems among Roman 
Catholics and Protestants whose religion 
pennits drinking have brought these 
groups closer to the already lower per
centages to be found among Jews and 
Protestants whose faith prohibits alcohol 
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consumption. 
Among those for whom religion ia very 

important there waa a decrease in drink
ing while driving (32.8%, down from 
38.7%; xi = 6.7, df = l, p < .Ol). 
Among those for whom religion is not 
important there were decreases in driv
ing after drinking (55.5%, down from 
62.1%; X' = 13.9, d/ = l, p < .Ol), 
driving after knowing they had too much 
to drink (38.3%, down from 42.5%; X' 
= 5.6, df = l, p < .05), driving while 
drinking (40.9%, down from 49.0%; xi 
= 20.8, df = l, p < .01) but an increase 
in cutting class because of hangover 
(l l.6%, up from 9. l %; xi = 4.2, df 
= }, p < .05). 

SUMMARY 

To examine religious affiliation and 
the incidence of drinking problems 
among college students over time, a 
questionnaire was administered to stu
dents at 72 colleges throughout the 
United States in 1982-83 (N = 6, l 15), 
and again in 1984-85 (N = 4,266). The 
questionnaire included 17 items regard
ing possible negative conseq._ences of 
drinking within the past year, such as 
hangovers, vomiting, driving while into
xicated, and culling class after drinking. 

The findings suggest little change in 
drinking problems among college stu
dents except for (l) a decrease in driv
ing-related behaviors among Roman 
Catholics and Protestants whose religion 
permits drinking. thus approaching the 
already-lower rates for Jews and those 
Protestants whose religion prohibits 
drinking and (2) a decrease in driving
related behaviors among those for whom 
religion is not important, thus approach
ing the already-lower rates for more re
ligious students. 
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