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SYNOPSIS.....ccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiisiiiiaans

An extensive review of the literature on college
students’ drinking patterns and problems since the
mid-1930s revealed no radical changes over the past
several decades. However, during the past 10 years,
drinking and problems related to drinking and

driving have gradually decreased among college
students.

Results of a study of students at the same 56
coileges and universities throughout the United
States (3,145 in 1982-83, 2,797 in 1984-85, and
3,375 in 1987-88) revealed few changes in collegiate
drinking patterns and problems attributable to the
nationwide increase in the minimum age for aico-
hol purchase. There was a decline in the proportion
of students who drank in the period during which
the law changed. However, the proportion of
students categorized as heavy drinkers remained
constant over time and the proportion of underage
students (81 percent) who drank was higher than
the proportion of legal age students who drank (75
percent). Of 17 problems related to drinking, all
but 5 remained stable over the time periods. Three
of the problems represent the continuum of an
established trend of fewer students to indicating
drinking and driving-related problems.

As discussed in this paper, creative alcohol
programming can assist in controlling alcohol
abuse among college students.

COLLEGE STUDENT DRINKING, legal or illegal, is
not a recent occurrence in the United States. As far
back as the early 18th century, alcohol was used by
students, and there were admonitions and strict
regulations on the part of authority figures regard-
ing the practice. However, students have drunk
over time regardless of restrictions or prohibitions
(D). In spite of laws and their many changes, only

gradual changes in collegiate drinking patterns have
occurred over the past several decades.

Cross-Sectional Studies
A number of cross-sectional or point-prevalence

studies have been conducted over the years within
individual universities, States, or regions as well as
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. ‘the per capita alcohol consump-
tion has stabilized or decreased in
many western countries since 1975-76,
although the proportion of young
drinkers has increased through the
mid-1970s. On the whole, since the
mid-1930s, almost 80 percent of the
college population has consumed
alcohol and continues to do so.’

nationwide to determine levels of drinking among
college students. Despite the expected differences in
sampling procedures, statistical analyses, and defi-
nitions of drinking among these studies, certain
trends in drinking patterns among college students
can be identified.

Early studies from the 1930s through the 1950s,
including Straus and Bacon’s nationwide survey,
reported that the proportion of college students
who were drinkers ranged from 56 to 95 percent
(2-6). During the 1960s and early 1970s, several
studies described regional variation in collegiate
drinking (7-13). Among the findings were these:

® 68 percent of women and 62 percent of men
from a western university drank.

® 58 percent of freshmen and 88 percent of seniors
at a midwestern university had used alcohol.

® 68 percent of students from a southern university
‘were drinkers.
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® 91 percent of students from a large eastern State
university system used alcohol.

Several national studies of college students’
drinking patterns were conducted in the late 1960s
and early 1970s. These studies reported that ap-
proximately 80 percent of college students drank
(14,15). In one of the studies (15) it was also found
that more than 50 percent of students reported
either having a hangover or driving after drinking
during the previous 12 months.

Further research in the late 1970s reported on
prevalence of heavy drinking and problems related
to drinking among college students. Among the
New England college students, 29 percent of the
men and 11 percent of the women were classified
as heavy drinkers (/6), and among these students,
more than half reported problems related to drink-
ing, such as blackouts, fighting, and trouble with
authorities (17). Strange and Schmidt (/8) found
that 92 percent of the students at the University of
Iowa drank and that self-identified problem drink-
ers were more likely to experience problems related
to their drinking than were nonproblem drinkers.
(See Blane and Hewitt [/9] for a comprehensive
review of the literature of college student drinking
patterns through the 1970s.)

Interest in college drinking has continued into
the 1980s. At least 11 surveys (20-30) at individual
universities and States have been conducted
through 1984. From these surveys, estimates of the
proportion of drinkers among college students
ranged from 80 percent for the University of South
Florida (22) to 99 percent for a private college in
western New York (21).

On the national level, two surveys (31,32) con-
ducted in 1982-83 and 1984-85 found little change
over the study period in three measures of student
drinking: proportion of drinkers, of heavy drink-
ers, and having hangovers or driving after drink-
ing. Only the proportion of students reporting
vomiting, drinking while driving, or driving after
they knew they had drunk too much had changed,
from approximately 25 percent in 1982-83 to more
than 40 percent in 1984-85.

On the international level, various studies (33-35)
report similar proportions of drinkers among stu-
dents in Australia (85 percent), Oxford University
(82 percent), and Scotland (87 percent).

Longitudinal Studies

From the early 1970s through the mid-1980s,
several longitudinal studies (31,36-41) have exam-



ined changes in student drinking over time with
conflicting results. Two studies (36,37) reported
steady increases through the early to mid-1970s in
drinking at the universities studied, while two other
studies (39,40), one from the early 1970s and the
other from the early to mid-1980s, found decreases
in drinking among the students surveyed. In con-
trast, three other studies (31,38,41) reported no
apparent change over time in the proportion of
drinkers on the college campuses surveyed.

Most of these longitudinal studies used different
sampling procedures, statistical analyses, and defi-
nitions of drinking. Within these limitations, the
incidence of drinking during different periods has
been calculated based on the mean percentage of
students who drink as reported in the literature.
The proportion of drinkers apparently changed
between 1950 and the present. Blane and Hewitt
(19) found that the mean percentage of those who
had ever drunk alcohol rose from 71.4 percent
(1936-65) to 84.3 percent (1966-70) to 88.5 percent
(1971-75). Similarly, from the various American
studies, the authors have examined the mean per-
centage of students’ drinking and have found an
increase to 90.0 percent from 1976 to 1980 and a
decrease to 88.2 percent from 1981 to 1985 (see
figure).

Since the late 1970s, there has been a general
downward trend in overall alcohol consumption.
According to Smart and Murray (42), the per
capita alcohol consumption has stabilized or de-
creased in many western countries since 1975-76,
although the proportion of young drinkers had
increased through the mid-1970s. On the whole,
since the mid-1930s, almost 80 percent of the
college population has consumed alcohol and con-
tinues to do so.

Drinking in Relationship to Age

Many studies have examined drinking patterns
and problems in relation to age. Studies from the
1950s and 1960s (3,8,14,43) suggest that older
students drank significantly more than younger
students, and the proportion of students who drank
appeared to increase as they progressed through
college. Beginning in the mid-1970s through the
mid-1980s, many studies (15, 16,26,44) reported few
age-related differences in the proportion of drink-
ers, heavy drinkers, or problems associated with
drinking.

Several recent individual university, regional, and
national studies (25,30-32,45-48), however, have
reported that younger students are more likely to

exhibit problems related to drinking, including
heavy drinking. Although older students are more
likely to have had a drink (by as much as 15
percentage points [30]), they are also more likely to
drink in moderation as they progress through
college.

Collectively, these reports appear to suggest that
increasingly since the mid-1970s, students have
begun college with drinking patterns and problems
already established and, as they mature in college,
are less likely to exhibit heavy drinking and drink-
ing problems. As students progress through college,
they are more likely to drink, but to do so in
moderation, and are less likely to experience drink-
ing problems.

Legislation and Drinking

Over the past two decades, many changes have
been made in the drinking laws of various States
that have affected university students and the
general youth population.

All States in the United States were required to
establish 21 years as their minimum alcohol pur-
chase age no later than July 1987 if they wished to
continue receiving Federal highway funds. Since the
early 1970s, the legal drinking age in a number of
States has changed. Some studies (44,49) have
found little difference between drinking patterns of
students who were legally able and not legally able
to drink. One reason for this lack of differentiation
may be that, even if a State had raised its legal
drinking age, students were often able to drive to
neighboring States with different drinking laws to
purchase or consume alcohol.

In 1970, Congress passed the Twenty-Sixth
Amendment to the United States Constitution,
which granted the right to vote in Federal elections
to citizens between the ages of 18 and 21. A
movement then began to extend other rights and
privileges of adulthood to those aged 18; between
1970 and 1975, 29 States reduced their minimum
legal drinking age (50).

Traffic crashes have been examined in studies of
the effects of changing the minimum drinking age.
A significant increase in auto accidents among
those affected by lowered minimum drinking age
laws has been reported in virtually all studies.
Other research has examined the effects of such
legislation on drinking patterns and problems of
young people. Again, virtually all studies report
increased consumption or greater drinking prob-
lems, or both, in States with a lower drinking age.
For excellent reviews of the research literature, see
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“The proportion of students who
drank declined in the period when
there were major nationwide increases
in minimum purchase age laws. On
the other hand, the proportion of
heavy drinkers remained constant over
time, and the proportion of underage
students who drank was actually
higher than the proportion of legal-
age students who drank.’

Wagenaar (50) and a General Accounting Office
report (51).

Hypotheses

Based on the literature, which suggests that the
proportion of students who consumed alcohol
gradually increased during the 1960s and 1970s and
slightly declined during the 1980s (before nation-
wide legislation was posited), the following null
hypotheses were suggested. Before and after a
national increase in the minimum age permitting
the purchase of alcohol in the United States, no
significant difference in drinking patterns or in
drinking problems would occur among college stu-
dents.

Method

Instrument. A precoded instrument, ‘“The Student
Alcohol Questionnaire’’ (52,53), was used. Also
used by hundreds of other researchers over the past
15 years, it has an internal consistency reliability of
.79 and includes demographic items, questions re-
garding the consumption of various alcoholic bev-
erages, and 17 items concerning possible conse-
quences of drinking. All question items had been
used by the authors in the two previous periods
with which the current sample is compared. The in-
structions for the instrument explained the volun-
tary nature of participation in the study as ap-
proved by the Indiana University Human Subjects
Committee.

Sample. All colleges and universities that partici-
pated in the 1982-83 and 1984-85 studies were con-
tacted. The resulting sample contained 56 universi-
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ties that could be matched over the three periods.
These represent 4-year colleges and universities in
all States. If the same university was not available
for a given period, a similar college matched for
size and funding source from the same State was
used.

The sample was drawn, as in the earlier studies
by the authors, from administration of the ques-
tionnaire in survey-type sociology and health or
physical education courses that had a high proba-
bility of containing students from every academic
major and class year during the 1987-88 academic
year. The response rate exceeded 98 percent, and
the demographic composition of the resulting sam-
ple of 3,375 closely approximates that of the earlier
studies as well as the universe of students attending
baccalaureate institutions of higher learning in the
United States. The sample for the 1984-85 period
was 2,797 and for the 1982-83 period was 3,145.
Because of its very large size, the sample had high
power for detecting significant differences. The
.001 level of significance was selected to rule out
type 1 errors due to the large sample size.

Results

Drinking patterns. A significant (X> = 52.56, df =
10, P < .0001) decrease occurred in the proportion
of students who were drinkers in 1985-86 (83 per-
cent) compared with 1987-88 (79 percent). A drink-
er was considered someone who had consumed al-
cohol at least once during the previous 12 months.
The decrease occurred in the period when there
were major nationwide changes in the laws, in-
creasing the minimum age for purchases of alcohol.
No change occurred in the proportion of drinkers
between 1983 and 198S.

The decrease in drinkers between the 1984-85
and the 1987-88 periods occurred because there
were fewer light to moderate drinkers. Heavy
drinkers (those who consume six or more drinks at
any one sitting more than once a week) remained a
constant 20 percent of the total sample. Among
drinkers, 25 percent from all three periods were
heavy drinkers (table 1).

Moreover, analysis of the 1987-88 sample re-
vealed that a significantly (X* = 16.8, df = 1)
higher proportion of underage students drank (81.2
percent) compared with legal-age students (75.3
percent).

Drinking -problems. Of 17 identified drinking prob-
lems, significant (P < .00I) decreases were noted
in 3 of them over the three periods: the proportion



of students indicating that they ‘‘drank while driv-
ing a car”’ (X*> = 59.7, df = 2), had ““driven a car
after drinking’”’ (X? = 23.6, df = 2), and had
‘‘/driven after they knew they had had too much to
drink” (X*> = 54.8, df = 2). A significant (P <
.001) decrease in vomiting as a result of drinking
occurred during the 1987-88 period (X* = 17.1, df
= 2). However, a higher proportion of students
had ‘‘gotten into a fight after drinking” (X2 =
16.4, df = 2) (table 2).

Discussion

The first hypothesis (no significant differences in
collegiate drinking patterns would occur over time)
received only partial support. The proportion of
students who drank declined in the period when
there were major nationwide increases in minimum
purchase-age laws. On the other hand, the propor-
tion of heavy drinkers remained constant over
time, and the proportion of underage students who
drank was actually higher than the proportion of
legal-age students who drank.

The second hypothesis (no significant differences
in collegiate drinking problems would occur over
time) received only partial support since only 5 of
the 17 drinking problems significantly changed.
Three of these appear to represent a continuation
of earlier established trends. However, the only
drinking problem that appeared to decrease after
the increased minimum age laws (and hence might
not represent, at least in part, a continuation of
earlier established trends) was that of ‘‘vomiting”’
as a consequence of drinking. The increase in
‘“fights’> during this time perhaps is a statistical
anomaly since it could not be adequately explained.

Although the percentage of students who drink
has decreased, the proportion of students catego-
rized as heavy drinkers has remained constant.
Many reports have indicated that heavy drinkers
are those who are most likely to have drinking-
related problems. This stability in heavy drinking
may explain why few changes occurred in problems
related to drinking over the three periods. Even
though fewer students drank, the ones who did
drink were just as likely to be heavy drinkers as
before the change in the laws and to have alcohol-
related problems. Persons who are light drinkers,
particularly if underage, may be more inclined to
obey the law.

A decrease in the proportion of students who
drink appears to support other studies completed
over the 1980s that show a decline in drinking. This
decrease may not be attributed to the national

Table 1. Percentage of students who drank, according to
drinking pattern

1983 1985 1987
Drinking pattem (N = 3,145 (N = 2,797) (N = 3,375)

Abstainer' ................ 16.2 17.3 221.2
Infrequent drinker 3. ........ 8.2 8.3 10.2
Light drinker* ............. 12.0 1.7 10.2
Moderate drinker® . ........ 18.7 18.6 17.9
Moderatelheavy drinker® ... 240 23.3 20.1
Heavy drinker * ............ 20.9 20.8 20.4

1 Drinks less than once a year or not at all.

2p < .001.

3 Drinks more than once a year but less than once a month.

4 Drinks at least once a month but not more than 1 to 3 drinks at any 1 sitting.

S Drinks at least once a month with no more than 3 to 4 drinks, at least once a
week with no more than 3 to 4 drinks, or at least once a week with no more than 1
to 2 drinks, at any 1 sitting.

8 Drinks 3 to 4 drinks at least once a week or § or more drinks at least once a
month.

7 Drinks 6 or more drinks at any 1 sitting more than once a week.

Table 2. Percentage of drinkers who experienced drinking
problems during the preceding year

1983 1985 1987
Drinking problem (N = 2,637) (N = 2313) (N = 2,657)

Had a hangover............ 72.5 73.8 75.7
Vomited as a result of drink-

{127 PO 442 46.4 37.1°
Driven a car after having

had several drinks ........ 40.4 38.0 340"
Driven a car when they knew

they had drunk too much .. 59.8 55.3 49.2"
Driven a car while drinking.. 47.4 425 373"
Came to class after having

several drinks............. 9.0 8.6 8.4
“Cut a class” after having

several drinks............. 9.3 10.8 9.1
Missed a class because of a

hangover................. 235 27.6 26.5
Been arrested for driving

while intoxicated .......... 1.6 1.1 1.6
Been criticized by someone

they were dating because

of their drinking ........... 115 10.7 134
Had trouble with the law be-

cause of drinking.......... 49 3.7 6.2
Lost a job because of drink-

(17 JS PP 0.3 0.3 1.0

Gotten a lower grade be-

cause of drinking too

much .......covevieennn, 4.4 5.8 5.4
Gotten into trouble with

school administration be-

cause of behavior resulting

from drinking too much.... 2.0 1.8 29
Gotten into a fight after

drinking .................. 1.1 12.4 1471
Thought they might have a

problem with their drinking . 9.2 8.1 9.9

Damaged property, pulled a
false fire alarm, or other
such behavior after drink-
{117 9.4 9.4 11.3

P < .001.
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change in the laws regulating purchase of alcoholic
beverages but may represent a continued national
and international trend that has been observed by
others (42). Likewise, the three drinking and driv-
ing variables appear to be the continuation of a
trend that began before the law was changed.

Implications

Drinking patterns of college students have been
of increasing interest to college administrators as
they attempt to reduce alcohol-related problems on
campus (54). Unfortunately, the results of most
alcohol education and programming efforts have
been disappointing (13,55-59).

Based on the results of this study, however,
campus administrators are recommended to de-
velop comprehensive and practical alcohol educa-
tion programming for college students. Although it
is illegal for much of the student population to
drink, clearly about 80 percent of students, includ-
ing those who are underage, drink at least once a
year. At least half of all students have experienced
negative problems related to drinking.

Creative programming that emphasizes the con-
cept of interesting nondrinking activities and
events, safe planning and hosting of parties, re-
sponsible choices concerning drinking, assertion
skills, self-responsibility, and the mature use of
alcohol for those who do choose to drink need to
be included in any educational efforts aimed at the
college-age population (55,56,60,61). Simply telling
college students that it is illegal to drink and that
they will be punished if they break the law is
unlikely to have a significant impact on drinking or
alcohol abuse problems.
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