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FACTS FOR I=L.ANNING 
NC.~ 
PrevalenGe of Alcohol Use Among U.S. Senior 
High School Students Cherry Lowman, Ph.D., NCALI Staff 

This regular feature reports National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholi~m research findings useful to planners in developing 
policies and programs to prevent. reduce, or treat alcohol-related problems. 

Editor's Note: The following ar
ticle on the prevalence of alco
hol use among senior high· 
school students is the first in a 
series of Facts for Planning arti
cles on youthful drinking prac
tices. The series presents find
ings from national surveys 
conducted bv the Research Tri
angle Institute, under contract 
to NIAAA's Laboratory of Epi
demiology and Population 
Studies. Subsequent topics will 
include IIPolydrug Use Among 
Senior High School Students," 
"Social Contexts of Drinking 
Among Senior High School Stu
dents," and IIDriving While In
toxicated Among Senior High 
School Students." 

Research findings are an im
portant, but often scarce ingre
dient in the potpourri of factors 
that help shape program and 
policy planning. This article is 
the first in a series of Facts for 
Planning reports that provide 
local and State groups with re
search information to aid them 
in develcping initiatives for ad
dreSSing teenage drinking and 
its consequences. 

Each article in the series is 
based on the Research Triangle 
Institute's (RTI) 1~78 national 
probability survey of alcohol 
use among senior high school 
students in Grades 10, 11, and 
12. Sampling was done by 
county nationwide (the 48 con
tiguous States) and is highly 
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representative of the 11,180,409' 
senior high school students at
tending more than 20,000 pub- ' 
lic and parochial schools in the 
contins;ntal United States in the 
spring of 1978. 

The RTI survey furnishes in
formation both on the extent of 
alcohol use among the Nation's 
youth and on the consequences 
and psychosocial correlates of 
such use. This initial article con
centrates on demographic vari
ations in the extent of alcohol 
use among senior high school 
students. Findings on the con
sequences and psychological 
correlates will be examined in 
later articles. 

Knowledge of extent, or prev
alence, is basic to planning 
strategies to prevent or reduce 
problems that arise from alco
hol use. Technically, prevalence 
is a statistic that represents an 
estimate of the number or pro
portion of individuals in a com
munity, region, or nation who 
are affected by or exposed to a 
particular healtJ-,-related condi
tion, or who ll1anifest a behav
ior or characteristic believed to 
be an indicator or precursor of 
the condition. Prevalence in 
this report is used in the second 
sense. It measures a social be
havior-alcohol use-that for 
some teenagers is a precursor 
of a variety of probiems (see 
Blane and Chafetz 1979 for dis
cussions on the etiology and 
characteristics of alcohol-re-

lated problems among youth 
and on approaches to solving 
them). 

The 1978 survey provides 
prevalence data based on re
ported frequency of drinking 
and. quantity of alcohol con
sumed. Comparison of 1978 

1978 RTI Survey: Highlights of 
Findings on Prevalence 

• Most senior high school 
boys and girls have used al
cohol by the time they 
reach the 10th grade. 

• The frequency of alcohol 
use increases significantly 
between the 10th and 12th 
grades. 

• The sharpest increase in 
heavy drinking among se
nior high school boys oc
curs between the 10th and 
11 th' grades. 

• More senior high school 
boys than girls use alcoho.l, 
but the gap is narrowing. 

• The heaviest alcohol use 
among senior high school 
students occurs in the 
Northeast and North Cen
tral sections of the country. 

• There is more alcohol use 
among suburban senior 
high school students,_than 
among those in big cities. 

• Alcohol use among senior 
high school students nation
wide has changed little in 
recent years, but has stabi
lized at a fairly high level 
since 1974. 
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findings with those from a simi
lar survey conducted by RTI in 
1974 show that levels of alcohol 
use among senior high school 
students were stable during this 
interval, albeit at fairly high 
levels (Rachal et al. 1980a). 

This conclusion is consistent 
with findings from other studies 
(for example, Blane and Hewitt 
1977). Results of one survey 
conducted as recently as 1980 
disclose continuing stability in 
patterns of use (Johnston et at. 
1981). Mounting evidence sug
gests that alcohol use among 
senior high school students 
reached a plateau in the 1970s 
-an indication that the RTI 
findings of 1978 also represent 
current use patterns in 1981. 

National findings reported in 
this article can be used to sup
port a number of general plan
ning objectives. The findings 
provide information that can 
help identify potential local 
planning needs, assess charac
teristics of the target group, 
sensitize constituents to prob
lems, or justify the need for 
new programs to funding agen
cies. The same set of findings 
are expected to have different 
implications for different plan
ners, depending on loc;:al prob
lems, priorities, and resources 
(see Conclusions). 

In the sections that follow, 
findings are presented on dem
ographic variations in the prev
alence of alcohol use among 
the Nation's teenagers. Four 
measures of prevalence have 
been selected in order to pro
vide planners with a wide range 
of estimates for asseSSing a va
riety of problems. Facts are 
reported on variations in the 
four measures related to basic 
planning units-social groups 
based on age and sex, regions, 
and communities. The raciall 
ethnic composition of geo-
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graphic areas are shown to ex
plain some unexpected findings 
by the RTI survey-the low 
prevalence or alcohol use in the 
West and in big cities and 
the high prevalence of weekly 
heavy drinking in "small 
places." At the end of this re
port, "Technical Notes" pro
vide additional information on 
technical aspects of the RTI 
study and on the application of 
prevalence findings. 

Measures of Alcohol Use 

Variations in the extent of 
drinking among senior high 
school students are related in 
part to the particular measure 
used to estimate prevalence. 
For example, the number of 
students who have ever had a 
drink will always be greater 
than the number who drink 
weekly. Awareness of variations 
in prevalence produced by dif
ferent measures enables plan
ners'to identify those measures 
most relevant to their needs, to 
make decisions about measures 
to include in local surveys on 
alcohol use, and to critically 
evaluate findings from other 
studies. 

Findings presented here are 
based on four measures of 
prevalence provided by the RTI 
data. These are: 

• Weekly heaVy drinking: stu
dents who drink at least 
once a week and a large 
amount on each occasion 
(5 to 12 drinks or more than 
2.7 oz. of ethanol) 

• Weekly drinking: students 
who drink once a week or 
more often 

• Monthly drinking: students 
who drink once a month or 
more often 

• Lifetime use: students who 
have ever had a drink of 
wine, beer, or liquor-not 

just a sip or taste-at any 
time in their lives 

The first three measures esti
mate the extent or alcohol use 
at the time of a study; the last 
measure estimates lifetime ex
posure to alcohol use. (The 
Technical Notes discuss the 
questions used to gather infor
mation by which respondents 
were classified on these meas
ures.) 

The four measures represent 
a hierarchy of alcohol use: life
time users include students 
identified by the other three 
measures; monthly drinkers in-

_ c1ude students identified by 
weekly measures; weekly drink
ers include weekly heavy drink
ers. The inclusiveness of the 
measures and the extremes in 
prevalence estimates they pro
duce are illustrated by the fol
lowing estimated national num
bers in 1978 and by figure 1: 

• Over 1.6 million or nearly 
15 percent of senior high 
school students are esti
mated to have been weekly 
heavy drinkers. 

• Over 3 million or about 27 
percent or senior high 
school students are esti
mated to have been weekly 
drinkers. 

• More than 6.8 million or 62 
percent of senior high 
school students are esti
mated to have been month
ly drinkers. 

• More than 9.6 million or 
87 percent of senior high 
school students are esti
mated to have had at least 
one drink of beverage alco
hol in their lifetimes. 

These four measures- have 
h'len selected to provide plan
ners with estimates of sizes of 
teenage target groups that rep
resent a range of levels of alco
hol use. The more inclusive 
measures, such as monthly 
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1. Drink heavily at 
least once a week 

Z. Drink once a week 
or more otten 

3. Drink once a month 
or more oft.n 

4. Eter had a drink 

Figure 1. ?revalence of drinking among U.S. senior high senoel students, based on four measures of alcohol use, 1978 

drinking, are useful for plan
ning prevention programs and 
policies. The more exclusive 
measures, such as weekly heavy 
drinking, are needed to identi
fy groups at risk for alcohol
related consequences. In addi
tion, most of these measures 
can be easily replicated in local 
surveys and are similar to meas
ures used in other studies, facil
itating comparison of the RTI 
national findings with local data 
as well as with findings re
ported in other studies., 

Each measure has its limita
tions and advantages. Weekly 
heavy drinking is a measure 
constructed from responses to 
nine different questions on the 
frequency and quantity with 
which beer, wine, andlor liquor 
are currently used. Weekly 
heavy drinking is therefore a 
measure the wide replication of 
which is limited by its complex
ity: However, its specificity 

. makes weekly heavy drinking 
an important measure for nar
rowing the planning focus on 
students who are most likely 
to experience alcohol-related 
problems. 

The frequency measures of 
weekly and monthly drinking 
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are sensitive to differences in 
drinking behavior related to age 
and sex and thus are useful for 
estimating the number of cur
rent teenage alcohol users 
among programmatically mean
ingful subgroups. Weekly drink
ing in particular identifies a sub
group that has used beverage 
alcohol extensively, if not inten
sively. However, cautio~~ must 
be exercised not to exaggerate 
potential risks associated with 
weekly drinking. Analyses of 
the 19i4 RTI survey data reveal 
that teenagers who reported 
weekly drinking at that time 
drank "small amounts relatively 
frequently" (Rachal et al. 1980a, 
p. C-21). 

An easy statistic to collect, 
lifetime use is the broadest and 
most commonly applied meas
ure of teenage alcohol use. In 
fact, lifetime use is often re
ferred to as "prevalence" in al
cohol studies, as if it were the 
only measure of prevalence. 
Findings on lifetime prevalence 
are especially useful in identify
ing periods in development 
when young people are most 
likely to experiment with alco
hol use, and for evaluating 
changing levels of exposure to 

use over time. Studies of trends 
in alcohol use are often based 
on lifetime prevalence data ow
ing to its widespread availabil
ity. The magnitude ot teenage 
lifetime use of alcohol can be 
misleading, however, because it 
supplies no information about 
the frequency or quantity of 
use. To be most useful for plan
ning purposes, estimates of life
time prevalence must be quali
fied by other measures of alco
hol use that reflect current 
teenage drinking practices. 

Prevalence by Grade and Sex 
Answers to questions about 

how drinking patterns differ 
between boys and girls at vari,. 
ous ages are necessary for plan
ning effective programs: The 
answers help guide the tailoring 
of information and interven
tion to meet the varyi"ng expe
riences and needs of different 
groups of teenagers . 

In the absence of toeaJ statis
tics, national· findings on the 
prevalence of teenage alcohol 
use can be used to suggest 
rough estimates or local preva
lence. Because prevalence of 
teenage alcohol use is known 
to vary with age and sex, esti-
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mates based on these units are 
more likely to approximate the 
actual extent of alcohol use in 
a particular locality than are 
general estimates for senior 
high school students as a whole. 
However, even specific age-sex 
estimates should be used with 
caution because other factors 
also affect prevalence. For ex
ample, racial or ethnic identity 
is known to relate to variations 
in the prevalence of teenage.al
cohol use ~see discussion below 
under Prevalence by Region 
and Community Size) as are at
titudes of parents and peers 
toward alcohol use (discussed 
in a future report in this series). 

The safest estimates of local 
prevalence based on national 
findings will require statistical 
manipulation to calculate a 
prevalence range within which 
"true" prevalence is likely to 
fall (Rachal et al. 1980a; Rice 
and Kleinman 1980). Planners 
lacking statistical skills or assist
ance, however, should not at
tempt to use national findings 
to do more than question and 
develop assumptions about the 
local prevalence of teenage 
alcohol use. (See Technical 
Notes on estimating prevalence 
range.) 

Grade has been selected as a 
proxy for age in this article be
cause it better represents social 
groups than does age. Informa
tion on the prevalence of alco
hol use ~y grade is particularly 
useful in developing education
al programs and policies. Find
ings on prevalence by age can 
be found in the RTI report 
(Rachal et al. 1980a). Findings 
on variations in the national 
prevalence of alcohol use by 
senior high school students are 
broken down by grade and sex 
in tables 1 through 4. Findings 
based on measures of current 
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use are presented in tables 1 
through 3; lifetime use findings 
are given in table 4. 

Highlights of findings on vari
ations in alcohol use related to 
grade are'summarized first, fol
lowed by highlights on varia
tions related to sex. Finally, 
notable findings on patterns of 
increase among boys and girls 
in each of the three grades are 
considered. Indications of a 
narrowing of the gap in alcohol 
use by boys and girls from 1974 
to 1978 are also discussed. 

Prevalence rates broken 
down by age and sex are based 
on RTI sample data "weighted" 
to represent the geographic and 
demographic composition of 
the total population of senior 
high school students in the 
United States in 1978. (See 
Technical Note on weighted 
samples.) 

Prevalence by Grade. The 
1978 survey shows that stu
dent drinking increases steadily 
throughout the three grades of 
high school, with the preva
lence of those who report 
drinking weekly and monthly 
inc.~easing by about 10 percent 
over the 3 years. The most 
marked increase in reported 
weekly heavy drinking occurs 
between grades 10 and 11 
(tables 1 through 3). 

The 1978 RTI prevalence data 
on lifetime use of beverage 
alcohol show that experience 
with alcohol is widespread 
among students by the time 
they atte.nd senior high school. 
Approximately 87 percent of 
the Nation's senior high school 
students report having had at 
least one drink (table 4). The 
1974 RTJ survey, which sampled 
7th to 9th graders as well as 
10th to 12th graders, disclosed 
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that exposure to alcohol is ex
tensive even among the Na
tion's junior high school stu
dents. In 1974, 60 percent of 
7th graders and 78 percent of 
8th graders reported having 
ever had a drink. 

Variations in drinking preva
lence by grade, presented in 
tables 1 through 4, can be sum
marized as follows: 

• Weekly heavy drinking in
creases markedly from the 
10th to the 11 th grades 
(table 1). The number of 
students who report weekly 
heavy drinking increases by 
almost 5 percent between 
the two grades, from nearly 
12 percent of 10th graders 
to 16 percen t of 11 th grad
ers. 

• Weekly drinking rises 
sharply between the 10th 
and the 12th grades of sen
ior high school, with the 
greatest increase occurring 
between the 11th and 12th 
grades (table 2). Approxi
mately 10 percent more 
12th graders than 10th 
graders are weekiy drinkers. 
Weekly drinking rises about 
4 percent between the 10th 
and 11 th grades, from 23 to 
27 percent, and about 6 
percent between the 11 th 
and 12th grades, from 27 to 
33 percent. 

• Monthly drinking increases 
by about 10 percent be
tween the 10th and 12th 
grades of senior high school 
(table 3). Approximately 67 
percent of 12th grade stu
dents are monthlv'Cfrinkers 
as compared with' nearly 58 
percent of 10th grade stu
dents. 

Prevalence by Sex. Regardless 
of the prevalence measure used, 
more senior high school boys 
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report current alcohol use than 
do girls. This does not mean 
that drinking among girls is in
significant. Although only 9 per
cent of all 10th to 12th grade 
girls in 1978 are estimated to 
have been weekly heavy drink
ers as compared with 21 per
cent of boys in these grades 
(table 1) .. this still represents 
nearly half-a-million girls. 

The data presented in tables 
1 through 4 show that the dif
ferences in drinking bet\veen 
boys and girls are greatest 
among senior high school stu
dents who drink frequently: 

• Weekly heav}f drinking 
among senior high school 
boys is more than twice as 

Table 1. Weekly 1t:!3Y'f drinkers 

Grade 
% Says 

10th grade ...... __ .. __ .......... _ ..... 15.8 

11th grade .. -.. _ ... _ ....... _ ... _ ........ 22.8 

12th grade ..... -................... _ .. _ ... - 24.3 

10th· 12th grlades .~ ....... --.-... --. 20.9 

Table 3. MDnthly drinkers 

Grade 
% Boys 

10th grade ........ - ........ _ ............. 62.0 

11th grade ._ .. _ ........ _ .. _ ........... - 65.2 

12th grade ............... __ ... _._ ... - 70.7 

10th·12th g:rades . __ ........... _ ....... 65.9 
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common as among senior 
high school girls. Among 
10th to 12th grade boys, 21 
percent are weekly heavy 
drinkers as compared with 
only about 9 percent of 
10th to 12th grade girls. 

• Approximately 12 percent 
more senior high school 
boys than girls. are weekly 
drinkers. About 33 percent 
of 10th to 12th grade boys 
are weekly drinkers as com
pared with 21 percent of 
10th to 12th grade girls 
who are. 

• About 8 percent more 10th 
to 12th grade boys than 
10th to 12th grade girls are 
monthly drinkers. About 66 
percent of 10th to 12th 

grade boys drink monthly 
as compared with 58 per
cent of 10th to 12th grade 
girls. 

• About 5 percent more 10th 
to 12th grade boys have 
used alcohol at least once 
than have girls in these 
grades. Approximately 90 
percent of 10th to 12th 
grade boys as compared 
with 85 percent of girls in 
these grades have had at 
least one drink. 

• Exposure to alcohol use is 
ubiquitous among students 
who attend senior high 
school (table 4). Approxi
mately 85 percent of all 10th 
graders have used alcohol 
at least once, and 90 per-

Variations in national1JrlvalenclI by grade and so, 1978 

Table 2. Weekly drinkers 

Sex Sex 

% All Grade % All 
% Girts students % Boys % Girls students 

7.2 11.5 10th grade . ..... _ ... _ .. -.......... -.. _. 25.5 19.8 22.1':1 

9.2 16.2 11th grade . .. __ ......................... _. 33.6 19.9 26.9 

9.6 17.1 12th grade _._ .......... __ ............. 40.9 24.4 32.3 

8.6 14.8 lOth· 12th grades . .... _ ................... 33.2 21.3 27.3 

Table 4. Lifetime users 

Sex Sex 

10 All Grade % All 
% Girls students % Boys % Girls ~tudents 

53.3 57.6 10th grade ................. _0 ............ _ . 89.6 80.7 .- 85.1 

57.3 61.3 11th grade ....... _ .... _ ........ _ ......... 88.9 84.9 86.9 

63.4 67.1 12th grade .. _ .............................. 90.1 90.3 90.2 

57.8 61.9 10th·12th grad!!s . ........... _ ...... ..-... 89.5 85.1 87.3 
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cent of all students have 
used alcohol by the time 
they attend the 12th grade. 

Prevalence by Grade and Sex. 
The RTI data indicate that drink
ing among boys remains signifi
cantly more prevalent than does 
drinking among girls in each of 
the three grades of senior high 
school. Further, differences be
t\veen boys and girls in weekly 
(although not monthly) drinking 
increase with each ascending 
grade. These findings suggest 
that longitudinal data, were it 
available, would disclose more 
rapid rates of increase in alco
hol use among boys than among 
girls. . 

Lifetime use patterns' differ 
from weekly alcohol use pat
erns. The number of boys who 
have taken at least one drink in 
their lifetime remains constant 
in senior high school. However, 
the number of girls who have 
had at least one drink steadily 
increa~;es during these years, 
suggesting many are still being 
exposed to alcohol for the first 
time. 

Several generalizations can 
be drawn about age and sex 
variations based on the data: 

• Week/~' heavy drinking 
among senior high school 
boys increases from the 
10th to 12th grades more 
than three times as much as 
it does among girls (table 1). 
The prevalence of weekly 
heavy drinking among boys 
rises 8 percent, from 16 per
cent in the 10th grade to 74 
'percent'in the 12th grade. 
Weekly heavy drinking rises 
less than 3 percent among 
girls in the three grades, 
from 7 percent in the 10th 
grade to about 10 percent 
in the 12th grade. In the 
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10th grade, the prevalence 
of weekly heavy drinking 
among boys is twice as great 
as among girls. In the 11th 
grade, it is more than twice 
as great. By the 12th grade, 
it is nearly three times as 
great. 

• Weekly drinking among 
senior high school boys in
creases from the 10th to 
12th grade three times as 
much as it does among girls 
(Table 2). The prevalence of 
weekly drinking rises 15 
percent, from about 26 per
cent of 10th grade boys to 
41 percent of 12th grade 
boys. Weekly drinking rises 
only about 5. percent among 
girls, from 20 percent of 
girls in the 10th grade to 24 
percent of those in the 12th 
grade. In the 10th grade, 6 
percent more boys than 
girls drink weekly. In the 
11th grade, 14 percent more 
boys than girls are weekly 
drinkers. By the 12th grade, 
15 percent more boys than 
girls are weekly drinkers. 

• The increase in the preva
lence of monthly drinkers 
between the 10th and 12 th 
grades is comparable 
among high school boys 
ano\~irls (table 3). The prev
alence of monthly drinking 
rises S' percent among boys, 
from 62 percent in the 10th 
grade to 71 percent in the 
12th grade. The prevalence 
of monthly drinking among 
girls rises about 10 percent, 
from 53 percent in the 10th 
grade to 63 percent in the 
12th. In the 10th grade, 
there are 9 percent more 
boys than girls who are 
monthly drinkers. in the 
11 th grade, there are 8 per
cent more boys than girls 
who are monthly drinkers. 

I n the 12th grade, there are 
13 percent more boys who 
are monthly drinkers than 
there are gi rls. 

• The number of bovs who 
have ever had a d;ink re
mains stable in the three 
grades of senior high school 
but increases 10 percent 
among girls (table 4). From 
89 to 90 percent of boys in 
the 10th to 12th grades have 
had at least one drink. 
Among 10th to 12th grade 
girls, lifetime prevalence 
rises from about 81 percent 
in the 10th grade to 90 per
cent in the 12th grade. In 
the 10th grade, there are 9 
percent more boys than 
girls who have had a drink. 
In th~ 11th grade, there are 
only 4 percent more boys 
than girls who have had at 
least one drink. By the 12th 
grade, the gap in lifetime 
'prevalence has completely 
closed: 90 percen t of both 
12th grade boys and girls 
have had a drink. 

Overall, teenage drinking pat
terns and 'Ievels remained stable 
between 1974 and 1978, ac
cording to RTI analyses (Rachal 
et al. 1980a). Variations in drink. 
ing patterns from the 10th to 
12th grades and between boys 
and girls are consistent in the 2 
years. Data from the two sur
veys indicate, however, that dif
ferences historically noted to 
occur in the drinking habits of 
boys and girls may be narrow
ing. 

A comparison of the 1974 and 
1978 findings on current use re
veals that the closing of the gap 
between· senior high school 
boys and girls is the product of 
minor decreases in drinking by 
boys as well as of minor in
creases in alcohol use by girls. 
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(See Technical Notes for further 
discussion and illustration of 
this point.) 

Prevalence by Region 
and Community Size 

In the absence of specific in~ 
formation about the age, sex, 
and social composition of local 
teenage target groups, planners 
may find national estimates of 
prevalence for different regions 
or types of communities espe
cially helpful. This information 
is useful for identifying unmet 
needs in particular areas. For 
example, the RTI data indicate 
that teenage drinking in sub
urban areas ("urban fringe," 
table 6) is more extensive than 
in big cities. In a region where 
prevention programs are tar
geted mainly to inner city youth, 
this information can be used to 
suggest that there may be an 
additional need to develop pre
vention programs in suburban 
areas. 

When using estimates for 
geographic areas, however, it is 
important to bear in mind that 
prevalence rates reflect a num
ber of underlying factors such 
as the local availability of alco
hol, the age and sex composi
tion of the local population, 
an d--o f major significance
the social composition of the 
target population. Many areas 
and localities are mosaics of so
cial groups whose attitudes to
ward and social use of alcohol 
may vary significantly. 

An analysis of the 1978 RTI 
sample population shows geo
graphic variations in the extent 
of alcohol use to be highly re
lated to the "racial/ethnic" 
composition of the samples rep
resenting particular areas. De
tails on some of 'these relation
ships are offered here so that 
planners can make adjustments 
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in estimates based on knowl
edge about the "racial" or "eth
nic" composition of the target 
group. 

The prevalence rates pre
sented in this article for "racial/ 
ethnic" groups are not "weight
ed" to represent the geographic 
and demographic composition 
of the Nation's senior, high 
school students as have been 
prevalence rates broken down 
by age and sex, region, and 
community size. Instead, sam
ple prevalence is reported in 
order to clearly indicate the re
lation between the "racial/eth
nic" composition of the RTI 
sample and geographic varia
tions in estimated national 
prevalence. 

In 1978, 95 percent of the 
senior high school students 
surveyed by RTI responded to 
the question "What is ,your 
racial/ethnic background?" 
Choices provided on the ques
tionnaire were "American In
dian or Alaskan Native," "Asian 
or Pacific Islander," "black, not 
of Hispanic origin," "Hispanic," 
"white, not of Hispanic origin," 
and "other, explain." About 76 
percent of students who did re
spond to the question classified 
themselves as "white," and 11 
percent as "black." The remain
ing 13 percent of respondents 
classified themselves as follows: 
nearly 6 percent as Hispanic, 3 
percent as American Indian/ 
Alaskan native, 1 percent as 
Asian, and nearly· 4 percent as 
other. . 

These categories may repre
sent considerable internal eth
nic diversity; for example, Ger
man or Italian "white," or Hai
tian or Cape Verdean "black." 
The RTI findings nonethless re
veal consistent, patterned' dif-

ferences in the levels of alcohol 
use among students who clas
sify themselves as members of 
these very general categories. 

Prevalence of alcohol use was 
highest among students who 
classified themselves as "white" 
or "American Indian/Alaskan 
native," and lowest among 
those who classified themselves 
as "black" or "Asian." Preva
lence ranged from high to low 
points on different measures 

. among students who reported 
themselves to be "Hispanic" or 
"other." 

The range in the extent of al
cohol use is exemplified by 
comparing prevalence among 
self.-reported "white" and 
"black" students. The narrower 
the definition of alcohol use, 
the more dramatic the reported 
difference between the two 
groups. The prevalence of 
weekly heavy drinking is nearly 
four times as great among 
"white" students as among 
"black" ones. Based on the un
weighted sample percentages, 
the ,following differences in 
drinking practices were re
ported. 

• Ei gh ty-n i n e percen t of 
"white" students surveyed 
reported they ever had a 
drink as compared with 83 
perce!;!t of "black" students. 

• Sixty-six percent of "white" 
students surveyed reported 
they drink once a month or 
more· often as compared 
with 49 percent of "black" 
students. -_ 

• Thirty percent of "·white" 
students surveyed reported 
they drink once a week or 
more, often as compared 
with 19 percent of "black" 
students. 
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~ Sixteen percent of "white" 
students surveyed reported 
weekly heavy drinking as 
compared with 4 percent of 
"black" students. 

Differences in the prevalence 
of alcohol use among students 
who categorize themselves as 
members of 'different racial or 
ethnic groups explain three 
otherwise unexpected geo
graphic variations in the extent 
of alcohol use. 
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• The prevalence of alcohol 
use, in ail four measures, is 
lower among senior high 
school students who reside 
in big cities than among 
those who reside in sub
urban areas. This is not sur
prising given that 54 per
cent of respondents in big 
cities were "white" and 29 
percent "black," as com
pared with suburban COIl}

position in which 79 per
cent of respondents were 
"white" and 6 percent were 
"black:" 

• The prevalence of weekly 
heavy drinking is highest 
among senior high school 
students who attend schools 
in small places (open coun
try, or places with less than 
25,000 residents) as com
pared with students who 
attend school in other types 
of communities. About 86 
percent of respondents in 
small places classified them
selves as "white"; only 4 
percent classified them
selves as "black." 

• The prevalence of alcohol 
use is lower in the West 
than in the South (an area 
found in other surveys to 
have fewer alcohol users 
than elsewhere in the Na
tion). Only 70 percent of 
respondents who in 1978 
resided in the West c1assi-

Table 5. Variations in national prevalence by region, 1918 

Percentage 
of students North· who use alcohol east 

Weekly heavy drinkers .............. 18.4 

Weekly drinkers ........................ 32.1 

Monthly drinkers ............... __ ... 65.9 

Lifetime users ... _ ...... _ .............. 90.6 

fied themselves as "white." 
The remaining 30 percent 
reported themselves to be 
members of the other five 
categories: 9 percent "His
panic," 7 percent "black," 
4 percent "American In
dian! Alaskan native ," 3 per
cent "Asian," and 7 percent 
"other." The 1978 sample 
of Western respondents is 
exceptionally diverse ethni
caily as compared with 
other regions. Respondents 
in the South also were eth
nically diverse 'but less so 
than the respondents in the 
West: 65 percent classified 
themselves as "white," 20 
percent as "black," and 15 
percent as members of the 
remaining four categories 
(as compared with 23 per
cent in the West). Respond
ents who resided in the 
Northeast and North Cen
tral regions were less di
verse.: about 81 percent and 
86 percent, respectiv1ely, 
classified themselves as 
"white." 

Analysis of' the "racial!ethnic" 
composition of the 1978 RTI 
sample indicates that localities 
manifest the relatively high 
drinking revels characteristic of 
the Nation as a whole where 
80 percent or more of the sen
ior high school students report 

Region 

North South West 
Central 

17.8 12.2 10.4 
28.5 26.9 20.3 

66.9 59.5 54.1 

88.9 85.9 83.2 

themselves to be "white." How
ever, the planning implications 
of the 1978 findings are unclear. 
No research has yet been con
ducted that answers the com
plex question of why prevalence 
of alcohol use is so low among 
some subgroups of the popula
tion, such as "black" and 
1/ Asian" students. Are "black" 
students who are weekly heavy 
drinkers more likely to drop out 
of school than their "white" 
counterparts? Do "black" or 
/I Asian" students consistently 
underreport drihking experi
ence as compared with "white" 
or "American Indian" students? 
Or are levels of alcohol use 
really lower among "black" and 
II Asian" senior high school stu
dents? And if they are, what ac
counts for the sudden onset or 
heavy drinking among young 
adults who classify themselves 
as "black?" These are the kinds 
of questions that must be ad
dressed if the needs of Amer
ica's minority groups are to be 
adequately met. 

Prevalence by RegiC?,a. Stu
dent drinking patterns are simi
lar in the Northeast and North 
Central sections of the country, 
where teenage alcohol use is 
more extensive than in the 
South or West. Alcohol use is 
less extensive, by all measures 
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(table 5), among senior high 
school students who reside in 
the West than it is among stu
dents elsewhere in the country. 
It has been suggested above 
that the unexpectedly low prev
alence of alcohol use in the 
West is related to the high pro
portion of students (30 perl:.'ent) 
who reported themselves to be 
members of groups other than 
"white." (The States that consti
tute each region are listed in the 
Tec.hnical Notes.) 

• Weekly heavy drinking is 
most common in the North
east and North Central sec
tions of the country. Ap
proximately 18 percent of 
senior high school students 
who reside in the Northeast 
and North Central Uniced 
States are weekly heavy 
drinkers. The prevalence of. 
weekiy heavy drinking is 8 
to 10 percent less in the 
South and West, where 
prevalence is 12 and 10 per
cent respectively. 

• Weekly drinking is most 
common among senior high 
school students who reside 
in the Northeast and lowest 
among those who five in 
the West. Approximately 12 
percent more senior high 
school students who reside 
in the Northeast drink 
weekly than do those who 
reside in the West-32 per
cent as compared with 20 
percent. The prevalence of 
weekly drinking is compar
able among senior high 
school students who live in 
the North Central region 
and in the South, 29 and 27 
percent respectively. 

• More senior high school 
students in the Northeast 
and North Central regions 
drink monthly than do 
those who live in the South 
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Tabla 6. Variations in national prevalence by community sizt', 1978 

Percentage 
ot students Big who use alcohol city 

Weekly heavy drinkers ...••.••...• 6.6 

Weekly drinkers .•• _ ................. 21.8 

Monthly drinkers .. __ ........ _ .. 55.3 

lifetime users .... _ ............. _. 86.3 

and West. Approximately 
66 to 67 percent of senior 
high school students who 
reside in the Northeast and 
North Central regions are 
monthly drinkers as com
pared with 60 percent of 
those who live in the South 
and S4 percent of those 
who live in the West. 

• Lifetime prevalence of 
drinking among senior high 
school students is lowest 
among those who live in 
the West and highest 
among those who live in 
the Northeast. About 91 
percent of senior high 
school students who reside 
in the Northeast have used 
alcohol as compared with 
89 percent of those who re
side in the North Central 
region, 86 percent of those 
who reside in the South, 
and 83 percent of senior 
high school students living 
in the West. 

Prevalence by Community 
Size. Data collected in the RTI 
survey have been broken down 
by the types of community in 
which students attend school, 
based on observations by RTI 
personnel on the community 
context of schools surveyed. 
The following definitions are 

Community Size 

Urban Medium Small 
fringe city place 

15.6 15.1 17.5 

30.0 31.9 26.7 

65.6 67.5 60.8 

91.1 92.1 84.2 

provided in the RTI final report 
!(Rachal et al. 1980a, p. 60): 

• Big city: students attend a 
school situated within the 
limits of a city or urbanized 
area of 200,000 or more res
idents. 

• Urban fringe: students at
tend a school located in the 
urban area of a big city but 
outside the city's limits. 

• Medium city: students at
tend a school situated with
in the .limits of a city with a 
popUlation of 25,000 to 
200,000 and not in· the ur
ban area of a big city. 

• Small place: students attend 
a school located in open 
country, or in a place with 
less than 25,000 residents 
that is not in the urban area 
of a big city. 

Findings displayed in table 6 
disclose that the prevalence of 
alcohol use is comparable 
among senior high school stu
dents who attend schools situ
ated in suburban areas or medi
um cities, and is notably..,.bigher 
than among students who at
tend big city schools. The prev
alence of alcohol use among 
students attending senior high 
schools in small places falls be
tween the alcohol use rep·orted 
by big city students on the one 
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hand ana suburban or medium 
city students on the other. 
These findings are contrary to 
tht~ more general conclusion 
based on other surveys that 
teenage alcohol use is higher in 
urban than in rural areas, and 
in large than in small areas 
(Rachal et al. 1980a, p. 60). It 
has been suggested above that 
the high proportion (29 percent) 
of students residing in big cities 
who classify themselves as 
"black" may account for the 
low prevalence ot alcohol use 
in big cities. 

• The highest prevalence of 
weekly heavy drinking-18. 
percent--occurs in small 
places where 86 percent of 
students sampled reported 
themselves to be i'white." 
Weekly heavy drinking is 
more than 21/2 times as 
common among senior. high 
school students who attend 
schools in suburban areas 
or medium cities as it is 
among 'those attending big 
city schools. Between 15 
and 16 percent of senior 
high school students who 
attend schools in 'suburban 
areas. or medium cities are 
.weekly heavy drinkers ~s 
compared with 7 percent or 
students who attend big 
city schools. 

• Weekly drinking is most 
extensive among students 
who attend senior high 
schools located in suburban 
areas or medium cities. 
From 30 to 32 percent of 
students who attend senior 
high schools' situated in 
suburban areas or medium 
cities are w~ekly drinkers as 
compared with 22 percent 
of students who attend big 
city schools and 27 percent 
of those who attend schools 
in small places. 
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• Ivfonthly drinking is most 
common among students 
who attend senior high 
schools in suburban areas 
or medium cities. From 66 
to 68 percent of students 
who attend senior high 
schools located in suburban 
areas or medium cities are 
monthly drinkers as com
pared with 55 percent of 
big city students and 61 per
cent of students who attend 
schools in small places. 

• Lifetime use is highest 
among students who attend 
senior high schools situated 
in surburban areas or medi
um cities and lowest among 
those who attend schools 
in small places. From 91 to 
92 percent of students who 
attend schools in suburban 
areas or medium cities have 
had at least one drink as 
compared with 84 percent 
of students in small places 
and 86 percent of those in 
big city schools .. 

Framework for Planning 

Survey findings on alcohol 
use can be used to. support a 
variety of program and policy 
decisions. The same set of find
ings may suggest different solu
tions to different planners, de
p'ending on the nature of the 
problem and on the planner's 
priorities, . interests, goals, and 
available resources. 

For example, the finding that' 
more boys than girls are week
ly heavy drinkers suggests not 
one but a number of potential 
program directions. Among the 
implications for prevention 
would be that senior high 
school boys need direct help in 
dealing with high-risk situations 
for self and male friends, while 
girls could benefit from practi-

cal suggestions for handling 
drinking by boyfriends and 
mixed-sex groups. The fact that 
21 percent of 10th to 12th grade 
girls are weekly drinkers also 
argues for increased attention 
and priority to educating girls 
about high-risk factors in wom
en's drinking. 

Survey findings 011 youth al
cohol use also are valuable for 
planning the timing of preven
tion/intervention initiatives. Ed
ucators who believe that, to be 
most effective, prevention ef
forts should precede actual ad
olescent drinking may want to 
target education before 10th 
grade when 62 percent of boys 
and 53 percent of girls are 
already monthly drinkers. Com
pared with boys, girls' first ex
posure to drinking and their 
frequency of drinking increases 
more gradually over time, 
which suggests that prevention 
efforts for girls might be some
what differently spaced than 
those for boys. Those con
cerned with interveution in 
high-risk drinking behavior may 
want to focus on the 11 th grade, 
when weekly drinking by boys 
jumps from 26 to 34 percent 
Simultaneously with the time 
(age 16) when many teenagers 
begin to drive cars. 

The important point to keep 
in mind is that research findings 
can be interpreted and applied 
at regional and local levels in a 
variety of ways, depending on 
analysis of local problems, pri
orities, resources, and a realistic 
sense of what' is possible for the 
given locality. Desirable. poli
cies and programs need to 
evolve within the framework of 
local factors-the political cli
mate, economic realities, com
munity social and religious atti
tudes, and local health-risk 
conditions. 
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Technical Notes 
Definition of Prevalence 
Two types of prevalence rates, defined by the following formulae, are: 

The number of cases at ,a given poi~t in time x 100 (or 1000 10000 or 100000) 
The total population at that time ' " , 

• Point prevalence: 

The number of cases during a specified period of time '00 ( 1 000 0 00 0 
Th I

, 'd' d x 1 or, , 1 , 0 or 100, 001 
e popu atlon at ml -peno 

• Period prevalence: 

Large factors (such as 100,000) are 
used as the constant for studies of 
prevalence of statistically rare attri
butes. Because alcohol consumption is 
a common behavior, even among ado
lescents for whom its use is illegal, the 
constant 100 is used. Thu5, prevalence 
here is reported as a percentage. 

Point prevalence, as a measure of 
what prevails or exists at a specific 
time, is a useful statistic for assessing 
the extent or magnitude of a given 
condition. Point prevalence data de
rived from National, State, or local 
probability surveys also provides a 
basis for the study of trends in the 
occurrence of a health-related behav
ior or condition. 

Although the RTI surveys on adoles
cent drinking took place over several 
weeks in the s;lring of 1974 and 1978, 
each of these national probability sam~ 
pies can be regarded as sources of 
point prevalence data. While some RTI 
survey questions refer to behavior oc
curring 1 year or more in the past, 
responses to them represent the num
ber or proportion of individuals at a 
specific point who report a particular 
past behavior, trait, history, experience, 
or condition. For example, in the 
spring of 1978, 90 percent of senior 
high school seniors reported they had 
had at least one drink in their lif.e
times. In 19;4, the reported lifetime 
prevalence rate among high school 
seniors was aiso 90 percent, indicating 
that reported lifetime use has not 
changed among seniors. 

RTI Survey Methodology ~nd 
Procedure 

National probability surveys of ado
lescent drinking practices were con
ducted by the Research Triangle Insti
tute (RTIl in 1974 and 1978, the former 
under contract to NIAM and the latter 
under joint contract to NIAAA and 
the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA). 

Methods and Trend Data. Similar 
sampling methodologies and question
naires were used in both surveys to 
provide information on trends in drink
ing practices as related to demo
graphic, attitudinal, and personality 
characteristics; the frequency, quantity, 
contexts, and consequences of drink
ing; the perceived or reported influ-
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ence of friends and peers; deviant or 
antisocial behavior; and the usage of 
drugs in addition to alcohol. Howp.ver, 
only senior high school students (10th 
to 12th grades) were sampled in 1978; 
both junioi' and sen i.:) r high school 
students (7th to 12th grades) were 
sampled in 1974. 

Sampling Strategy. In 1978, RTI em
ployed a three-stage stratified sampling 
strategy. The first stage involved select
ing a probability sample of all counties 
in the 48 contiguous States and the 

, District of Columbia, stratified by geo
graphic region and community size. A 
second stage probability sample was 
taken of all high schools in each coun
ty selected. At least one high school 
was chosen from each county and 
more than one from large counties. 
Finally, a probability sample of home
rooms, one for each grade in school, 
was taken from the Sample of high 
schools selected in the second stage. 
In 1974, the second and third stages 
were combined in a one-stage proba
bility sample of homerooms stratified 
by three grade ranges (7-8, 9-10, 11-
12). In both years, questionnaires wer~ 
self-administered by students grouped 
in homerooms or classes. Instructed 
and supervised by RTI-trained staff, 
students were assured that their re
sponses would be anonymous and 
confidential. Using these procedures, 
13,112 useable questionnaires were ob
tained from junior and senior high 
school students in 1974 'and 4,918 from 
senior high school students in 1978. 
There were 839 students surveyed in 
1974 when they were in ~he 7th and 
8th grades who were surveyed again 
in 1978 (a panel study). 

Validity. In the 1978 study, some of 
the original, randomly selected sam
pling units were replaced, u~ing prob
ability measures. If the assumption is 
valid that replacement units are equiv
alent to the original ones, the final 
sample in 1974 represents a 72.7 per
cent "overall response rate" (i.e., the 
homeroom response rate multiplied by 
the within-classroom response rate). In 
1978, the "overall participation rate" 
in the final adjusted sample is 85 per
cent (i.e., the proportion of schools 
participating multiplied by the propor
tion of students participating). In the 
panel study, 56 percent of the 1974 

7th and 8th grade sample were se
lected randomly to participate in the 
1978 panel. 

The RTI samples were not represent
ative of ail the ~ation's adolescents. 
Neither high school dropouts nor ab
sentees were sampled. 80th of these 
subgroups may manifest different 
drinking patterns from tnose that char
acterize the in-school high school stu
dents. Further, inner city students and 
members of the ethnic groups other 
than "white" or "black" were probably 
undersampled in 1978. Nonetheless, 
the sample is representative of the 
majority of the Nation's senior high 
school students at that time. More 
detailed discussions on sampling pro
cedures and evaluations of sample 

'validity are contained in the RTI final 
reports and in other references listed 
at tneend of this section. 

Questions Underlying Measures of 
Prevalence 

Weekly and Monthly Drinking. Meas
ures of weekly and monthly drinking 
are based on a recode by RTI of three 
questions on the frequency of alcohol 
use. Preceded by the introductory 
comment to a group or qu~stions on 
current use, "Now we would like to 
ask you a few questions about your 
current drinking habits," the three 
questions are "Let's take beer first. 
How often do you usually have beer?" 
"Now, we want to ask you about wine. 
How often do you usually have wine?" 
"Now, we want to ask you about liq
uor (whiskey, vodka, gin, mixed drinks, 
etc.) How often do you usually have a 
drink?" 

The following frequency . choices 
were provided for each of the three 
questions: (1) do not drink beer (wine, 
liquor) at all, (2) every day. (3) three 
or four days a week, (4) one or two 
days a week, (5) three or four days a 
month, (6) about once a month, (7) 
less than once a month, buc-.at least 
once a year, and (8) less than once a 
year. Elsewhere, the units "can(s} of 
beer," "glass(es) of wine," or "drink" 
of liquor are specified. On the basis 
of responses (2) through (4) to at least 
one of the three questions, respond
ents were classified as weekly drinkers. 
Monthly drinkers include those whose 
responses fell into the categories in (2) 
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through (6) for at least 'Jne or the 
three questions. 

Weekly Heavy Drinking. Weekly 
heavy drinkers are equivalent to the 
"heavier drinker" category or the RTI 
"Drinking Level (Dl) Types." Ol types 
is a complex variable based on a re
code of responses to nine questions on 
reported quantity of consumption as 
well as frequency of consumption for 
the three types or alcoholic beverages. 
The three questions used to categorize 
respondent.~ as weekly and monthly 
drinkers are among those used to con
struct "drinking levels." For further 
details on the Dl variable, see the RTI 
final reports. on the 1974 and 1978 
surveys. 

Lifetime Use. This measure of prev
alence is based on the following ques
tion: "Have you ever had a drink of 
wine, beer, or Ilquor-not just a sip 
or tastel" Students responded yes or 
no. 

National Estimates Based on Weighted 
Samples 

National estimated prevalence (num
bers and percentages) reported here 
is based on "weighted" observations, 
so that the sample accurately repre
sents the geographic and demographic 
structure of the general population of 
high school students from which it was 
drawn. Excluded- from the sample for 
some measures are the few students 
(never more than 1 to 2 percent) who 
failed to answer the question (5) on 
which they are based. For this reason, 
a sample may slightly underestimate 
the number of people manifesting a 
particular pattern IJt alcohol use. 

In general, percentages based on the 
weighted and unweighted RTI national 
probability samples (1974 and 1978) 
are comparable, indicating that the 
RTI samples are highly representative 
ot the national population of high 
school students on which they are 
based (Rachal et al. 1980b). 

Percentages presented in this series 
of reports Oil tet!nage drinking do not 
always replicate precisely the percent
ages reported in other documents that 
present findings based on RTI 1974 
and 1978 survey data. This I::' because 
percentages reported elsewhere usu
ally are based on the unweighted sam
ples rather than on the weighted ones. 
The use of data from unweighted sam
ples facilitates theory testing that uti
lizes multivariate methods (foi' exam
ple, linear regression). 

Estimates of Prevalence Range 
Findi"gs presented in the tables in 

this article are mean, or average, per-

40 

Centalles. Estimates of standard error 
produ-ced by national probability sam
pling can be used to establish 9S per
cent "confidence intervals" for mean 
percentages, low and high points of a 
percentage range within which esti
mates of national prevalence b<l.sed on 
a sample are likely to be "true" 9S 
percent of the time. The use of nation
al estimates to make rough estimates 
of local prevalence should be based 
on a confidence interval, in order to 
establish a maximum and minimum 
limit within which the possible num
ber or cases may fall. For information 
on how to calculate confidence inter
vals for RTI's prevalence rates, see 
Appendix B in RTI's repOI"t on the 1978 
survey (Rachal et al. 1980a). Tables that 
. report sampling percentages and sam
ple numbers for tables 1-6 above (as 
opposed to the weighted percentages 
presented in tables 1-6 in this Facts 
for Planning article) are available on 
request from Department FFP, National 
Clearinghouse for Alcohol Information, 
P.O. Box 2345, Rockville, Maryland 
20851. 

Differences in Alcohol Use Among 
Boys and Giris 

Because sample sizes in both 1974 
and 1978 are relatively small in each of 
the six grade-sex categories, changes 
in prevalence between the 2 years are 
not generally statistically significant. 
Nonetheless the pattern of decrease 
among boys and increase among girls 
during the 1974-1978 intervai is usu
ally consistent for the three measures 
of current drinking, and thus may rep
resent a real trend. The pattern is only 
slightly perceptible using the two 
weekly drinking measures. It is pro
nounced in the monthly drinking 
measure. 

The source of the 1974-1978 de
crease in the difference in drinking 
patterns between boys and girls is 
clarified by an example provided by 
high school seniors. The prevalence or 
monthly drinking decreased among 
12th grade boys by S percent, from 

. 76 percent in 1974 to 71 percent in 
1978. The prevalence of monthly drink
ing increased 3 percent among 12th 
grade girls, from 60 percent in 1974 to 
63 percent in 1978. In 1974,16 percent 
more 12th grade boys than 12th grade 
girls were monthly drinkers. By 1978, 
only 8 percent more 12th grade boys 
than girls were monthly drinkers. 

States in the Four Regions 
The RTI study classifies States by 

region as follows. Northeast: Connecti
cut, i\-Iaine, Massachusetts, New Hamp-

shire, ~ew Jersey, New York, Pennsyl
vania, Rhode Island, and Vermont. 
North Central: Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, 
Kansas, Michigan, j\-\innesota, Missouri, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South 
Dakota, and Wisconsin. South: ,-\1 a
barna, Arkansas, Delaware, District of 
Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 
louiSiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West 
Virginia. West: Ar;-;ona, California, Col
orado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New 

. Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, 
and Wyoming. 
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FACTS FOR I=LANNING 
NO. 2 Alcohol Use As An Indicator Of 
Psychoactive Drug Use Arnong The Nation's 
Senior High School Students Cherry Lowman, Ph.D., 

NCALI Staff 

There is a remarkable cor
respondence between the de
gree of alcohol use and extent 
of experience with other psy
choactive drugs among senior 
high school students, based on 
recent findings from a national 
probability survey of students in 
grades 10 through 12. The 
survey was conducted in 1978 by 
the Research Triangle Institute 
(RTI), under contract to the Na
tional Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 
and the National Institute on 

. Drug Abuse (NIDAl. 
In a self-administered ques

tionnaire. students were asked 
about their drinking pr.<:ctices 
and their use of eight addi!ional 
types of psychoactive drugs. 

Accor<iing to these data, a linear 
relationship exists between 
prevalence of use for each type 
of psychoactive drug and drink
ing levels. Prevalence of drug 
use rises with each increase in 
students' drinking level (See 
figure 1 and table 1). 

Highlights 01 Findings 

• More senior high school 
students use alcohol than use 
any other psychoactive drug. 
In 1978. an estimated 75 
percent of senior high school 
students used alcohol 
during the previous year-as 
compared with 44 percent 
who used some other type of 
psychoactive drug during the 
same period. 

m Definitions 0' Students' Drinkins Levels 

Abstainen-Don't drink. or drink less than once a year. 

Infrequent drinkers-Drink once a month at most and drink small amounrs per 
typical drinking occasion. Mean ounces. of eth"nol consumed per day by 
students in this category equals 0.02 oz. 

Light drinkers-Drink once a month at most and drink medium amounts per 
typical drinking occasion. or drink no more than 3 to 4 times a month and drink 
small amounts per typical drinking occasion. Mean ounces oi ethanol consumed 
per day by students in this category ~uc1i 0.07 oz. 

Moderate drinkers-Drink at least once a week and small amounts per typical 
drinking occasion. or drink 3 to 4 times a month and medium amounts per typical 
drinking occasion, or drink no more than once a month and large amounts per 
typical drinking occasion. Mea" ounces of ethanol consumed per day by 
students in this category equal 0.23 oz. 

Moderate/helvier drinkers-Drink at least once a week and medium amounts 
per typical drinking occasion. or drink 3 to 4 times a month and large amounts 
per typical drinking occasion. Mean ounces or ethanol consumed per day by 
students in this category equal 0.72 oz. 

Heavier drinkers-Drink at least once a week and large amounts per typical 
drin king occasion. Mean ounces of ethanol consumed per day by students in this 
category equal 2.32 oz. 
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• In addition to alcohol, the 
psychoactive drugs most fre
quently used by senior high 
school students are mari
juana, stimulants, cocaine. 
hallucinogens, and inhalants. 
During the month preceding 
the survey. an estimated 30 
percent of senior high school 
students used marijuana, 5 
percent used stimulants. 3 
percent used cocaine. 3 per
cent used hallucinogens. and 
3 percent used inhalants 
(table 1). 
• Marijuana is second only 
to alcohol in popularity 
among senior high school 
students who rE.'ported psy
choactive drug use. Approxi
mately 87 percent of senior 
high school students re
ported having ever used al
cohol. as compared with 66 
percent who reported they 
have ever used marijuana. An 
estimated ·36 percent of 
senior high school students 
used alcohol in the week 
prior to the survey, as com
pared with 21 percent who 
used marijuana during the 
same period (Rachal et al. 
1980hl. 
• Most marijuana users are 
also alcohol users. Only 6 
percent of senior high school 
students who used mar-i;uana 
in the year prior to the survey 
reported that they abstain 
from alcohol. 

• Marijuana use increases in 
extent and frequency among 
senior high school students 
who are heavier users of al
cohol. An estimated 63 per-
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cent of heavier drinkers used 
marijuana within the previ
ous month. compared with 
only 4 percent of alcohol ab
stainers .. 9 percent of infre
quent drinkers. 21 percent of 
light drinkers. 36 percent or 
moderate drinkers. and 53 
percent of moderate to heavy 
drinkers (table 1). 
• Use of each of seven types 
of psychoactive drugs other 
than alcohol or marijuana is 
more extensive and more fre
quent among senior high 
school students who are 
heavier users of alcohol. An 
estimated 16 percent of 
senior high school students 
who are heavier drinkers 
used stimulants in the month 

before the survey. in contrast 
to 1 percent of the students 
who are· infrequent drinkers 
(table 1). An estimated 10 
percent of senior high school 
st uden ts who are heavier 
drinkers used cocaine during 
the same 1-month period. in 
contrast to. 3 percent of 
infrequent drinkers. 
• Polydrug use-the use of 
two or more psychoactive 
drugs other than alcohol-is 
more extensive and more 
frequent among .enior high 
school stuti~nts who drink 
more heavily. The same 
strong association found 
between drinking levels and 
marijuana use also occurs be
tween drinking levels and 

polydrug use. Of the heavier 
drinkers, 46 percent said that 
at some time they have used 
two or more psychoactive 
drugs other than alcohol. as 
compared with 5 percent of 
infrequent drinkers. During 
the month preceding the sur
vey. 24 percent of heavier 
drinkers used two or more 
other types of psychoactive 
drugs. whereas only 1 
percent of infrequent drink
ers did. 
• From a planning perspec
tive, awareness of alcohol use 
patterns among senior high 
school students also iden
tifies possible use patterns of 
other types of psychoactive 
dru s. Senior high school 

Figure 1. Percentage of senior high school students who have ever used marijuana, stimulants. or cocaine by drinking ievel 
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Table 1. Use of eight psychoactive drugs within the last month by drinking level (Percentage distribution)· 

Drinking level 

Drug type Mdderate/ 
Infrequent Light Moderate heavier Heavier All 

Abstainers drinkers drinkers drinkers drinkers drinkers students .-
Barbiturates ...•...•.....•..•. 0.3 1.0 1.0 1.2 3.2 5.6 1.9 
Cocaine ...........•...•...... 0.0 0.3 0.7 2.6 6.6 10.1 3.1 
Hallucinogens ................ 0.5 0.8 1.3 1.2 4.7 10.2 2.9 
Heroin ......................• 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.3 0.4 1.6 0.5 
Inhalants ............... " .... 0.7 1.3 0.9 3.5 4.2 6.5 2.7 
Marijuana ....•............•.. 3.6 8.5 20.8 35.9 52.5 62.7 29.6 
Stimulants .................... 0.3 0.7 2.3 4.5 9.4 16.1 5.1 
Tranquilizers ................. 0.3 0.5 0.7 3.2 6.0 8.4 3.0 

• Percentage:;.' represent the prevalence rate for each category; for example. 5.6 percent of senior high scnool students who 
were heavier dnnkers used barbiturates during the previous month. 
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students who are moderate 
to heavier drinkers are also at 
high risk for polydrug use. 
Only 7 percent of senior high 
school students who said 
they had never used alcohol 
had ever tried one or more of 
eight other types of 
psychoactive drugs. Ap
proximately 74 percent of 
senior high school students 
who reported using mari
juana during the year prior to 
the ':>urvey are moder are to 
heavipr drinkers: 20 percent 
are infrequent or light drink
ers; only 6 percent are 
alcohol abstainers. As many 
as 30 percent of senior high 
school students classified as 
moderate to heavier drinkers 
used two or more psychoac
tive drugs witni n the previous 
year, as compared with 7 
percent of infrequent or light 
drinkers and 2 percent of 
alcohol abstainers. 

Implications 

Although the statistics pre
sented in this report offer no ex
planation for the interde
pendence of alcohol and poly
drug use, they do indicate that 
alcohol policies and programs 
aimed at senior high school stu
dents address a broad group, 
one that includes most users of 
other psychoactive drugs. Con
sequemly, school- or com
munity-based alcohol policies 
and programs can also reach a 
broad group of youth at higher 
risk for problems associated 
with the use of marijuana and 
other psychoactive drugs. 

Theoretical analyses of the 
data conducted by Richard 
Jessor and his associates at the 
Institute of Behavioral Science 
of the University of Colorado 
disclose a proneness for prob
lem behavior among alcohol 
"misusers" (Dono~an and 
Jessor 1978) and analogous be
haviors and attitudes among 
"problem drinkers" and heavv 
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marijuana users (Jessor, Chase, 
and Donovan 1980; Jessor, 
Donovan, and Widmer 1980). 
Their findings suggest that 
strategiei effective in reducing 
problems related to alcohol use 
may also serve to diminish prob
lems related to the use of other 
psychoactive drugs. 

In 1978, an estimated 51 per
cent of the Nation's senior high 
school students were ab
stainers, infrequent drinkers, or 
light drinkers. About 10 percent 
ofthesestudents had used mari
juana within the last month. The 
remaining 49 percent of senior 
high school students were 
moderate, moderate/heavier, 
or heavier users of alcohol. Ap
proximately half of these stu
dents also had used marijuana 
within the last month-nearlv 
five times as many as those who 
were abstainers 'or light users 
(figure 2). These findings in-

Abstainers 
. Infrequent drinkers 
Ught drinkers 

51% 

dicate a need for widespread 
efforts to minimize levels of use, 
especially the development or 
heavy alcohol use and the poly
drug use that attends it. and to 
develop intervention strategies 
and policies to reduce problems 
arising from heavier alcohol and 
polydrug use. . 

Technical Notes 

The technical notes provide back
ground informJtion on the survey and 
the variables on which the statistics In 

this report are based. 

Background Information on the 
Research Tri.lngle Institute Surveys 

Two national probability surveys of 
adolescent drinking practices were 
conducted bv the Research Triangle 
Institute (RTil. one in 1974 under 
contract to the Nationai Institute on 
Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(NI.A,AA). and one in 1978 under join! 
contract to NIAAA and the ;\jdllona! 
Institute on Drug Abuse 1j'.;ID;\.I. 

Similar sampling methooologies and 
questionnaires were used in the 1974 

Moderate drinkers 
Moderate/heavier drinkers 
Heavier drinkers 

49% 

GJ P~rc.entage of students who used marijuana 
. Within the last month 

Figure 2. Marijuana use Within the last month by two categories of student 
alcohol users -light or nonusers and heaVier users. 
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and 1978 5urveV5 in order that findings 
on adolescent urlnking practices (Quid 
be compared. providing iniormation on 
trends in drinking practice5 during the 
4-year interval. However. onlv senior 
high 5chool students 110th to 12th 
grades) were 5ampled in 1978; jUnior 
high school students (7th to 9th gradesl 
were .llso -;ampled in 1974. A further 
distinction in the two surveys is that 
more questions about the use of 
psychodctive drugs other than .llcohol 
were asked in 1978 than w~re asked in 
1974. 

In both years. questionnaires were 
~elf-administeied by students grouped 
in homeroorr.s or classes. I nstructed and 
supervised by lUI-trained staff. students 
were· assured their responses would be 
anonymous Jnd confidential. Using 
these procedures. 13.112 usable ques
tionnaires were obtained from junior 
and senior high school students in 1974, 
and 4.918 from senior high school 
students in 1978. 

In the spring of 1978, sampling was 
done by county in the 48 contiguous 
States of the United States and is highly 
reoresentative of the 11.180,409 senior 
high school students at that time 
attending more than 20.000 public and 
parochial senior high schools. 

For more detailed information on the 
methods used. types of questions asked; 
sampling strategy, and validity of the 
1974 and 1978 survey data. readers may 
refer to articles by Rachal and associates 
(1975. 1980a. 1980b) and the technical 
notes in "Facts for Planning No.1" 
(Alcohol Health and Research World. 
Vol. 6. No.1. 1981). 

The Drinking Levels (DL) Variable 

The 1978 survey data reveal a strong 
association between the degree of 
beverage alcohol use and the extent to 
whi<;h other psychoactive drugs are 
used. The correspondence indicates 
that information on senior hi~h school 
students' use of a licit. culturally pre
scribed drug-alcohol-can help 
identify those students likely to be using 
illicit drugs. 

RTI researchers developed a clas
sification ot "drinking levels" iDL) used 
to assign the high school students sur
veyed to categories based on the 
reported frequency of consumption of 
alcoholic beverages and the average 
amount consumed on each occasion. 
Although the DL variable masks the dis
tinction between the quantity and fre
quency of beverage alcohol use. it does 
represent variations in the degree of 
alcohol use and thereby facilitates the 
search for factors influencing drinking 
behavior. 

Because analyses of the survey data 
reveal a strong association between 
students' drinking levels and their use of 
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orher psvchoJctive dru~s. the 19i8 data 
on polvdru~ use "re presented in thiS 
report in rabies and graphs broken 
down bv drinking levels. 

The drinking levels classification is 
based on responses to an arrav of six 
questiuns. Two questions are asked 
about each of rhe three types of al
coholic be\'erage ordinarily consumed 
bv Americans-beer. wine. and liquor 
(whiskey. vodka. gin. mixed drinks. 
etc.). The six questions from which the 
DL variable is derived are part of a set of 
questions about the respondent's "cur
rent" drinking practices. This set of 
questions is preceded by the statement. 
":'-low we would like to ask you a few 
questions about your current drinking 
habits." 

One of the DL questions requests 
information about the usual frequency 
of consumption for each alcoholic bev
erage type; the other asks about the 
average amount consumed for each 
tvpe of aicoholic beverage. For 
example, the followin~ two questions 
about beer drinking practices are asked 
about wine and liquor drinking as well: 
Q. 24. Let's take beer first. How often do 
you usually hdve beer? 

_ Do not drink beer at all 
_ Every day 
_ Three of four days a week 
_ One or two days a week 
_ Three of four days a month 
_ About once a month 

• _ Less than once a month, but at 
least once a year 

_ Less than once a year 
Q. 25. Think of all the times you have 
had beer recently. When you drink 
beer. how much do you usually have at 
one time, on the average? 

_ Do not drink beer at all 
_ Twelve or more cans of beer 

(two six-packs or more) 
_ About nine cans of beer 
_ Six cans of beer 
_ Five cans of beer 
_ Four cans of beer 
_ Three cans of beer 
_ Two cans of beer 
_ One can of beer 
_ Less than one can of beer 
The question in the wine and liquor 

series about the amount consumed pro
vides response categories assumed to be 
comparable in absolute alcohol to 
response categories in question 25 in 
the beer series. For example. "12 or 
more wine glasses" and "12 or more 
drinks" of liquor are considered equiv
alent to "12 cans of beer" in absolute 
alcohol content. 

Responses to questions on the 
amount of alcoholic beverage con
sumed were converted to ounces of 
absolute alcohol. Three categories of 
amount were used to develop the 
drinking levels variable: 

Small/light amounts: One or ie5' \,111 
or beer. drrnk ur Ilouor. or "IJ', ot 
'Nine on each drrnkin!5 occasion 'O,6d 
oz Jbsolute Jlcoholl ethanol) 
Medium/moderate amounts: Two 
to four cans or beer. drink, Ot liquur. 
or glasses of wine on each drinking 
occ"asion fO.68-2.iO oz Jbsolute 
alcohol/ethanol) 
Large/heavy amounts: Five to twel\e 
cans of beer. drinks of liquor. ,JIld/ or 
glolsses of wine on each occasion 
(2.70 oz absolute alcohol/ethanol) 

Information on the average amount 
of absolute alcohol consumed on each 
occasion and the frequency of con
sumption initially was used bv the ~e
searchers to construct a 10-level cla~
sification of drinking level IRachal et .;1. 
1980a. p. 42). The 10 levels were further 
collapsed to create a more mandgeable 
and useful set of drinking types among 
senior high school students. A six-level 
classification of drinking practices is 
employed in most analyses (Rachal e! al. 
1975; Rachal et al. 1980a). Deiinitions 
presented earlier in this report are 
based on information in RTI's final 
report to N I AAA and N I DA (Raeh al et 011. 
1980a. pp. 43. 48), 

Further information on the history of 
the drinking levels·variable and its con
struction and validitv, and on the 
demographic characteristics of students 
in each drinking level as well as com
parisons with similar findings can be 
found in a number of RTI studies for 
NIAAA (Rachal et al. 1975; RachJI e! al. 
1980a. 1980b). 

Questions on Eight Types of 
Psychoactive Drugs 

In addition to questions on alcohol use. 
the RTI questionnaire asked a series of 
questions about use of eight other types 
of psychoactive drugs. The statistics pre
sented in this report are based on 
responses to a question about recency 
of use asked about each type of psycho
active drug use. The iollowing question 
about recency of marijuana or hashish 
use was also asked about the other 
seven types of drugs: 

Q. 61. When was the mosr (peenr rime 
you used marijuana or h.!shish? 

_ Within the last week 
_ Within the last month 
_ Within the last 2 months
_ Within the last 6 months 
_ More than 6 months but le~s 

than a year ago 
_ More than a year .lgo 
_ I have never used marijuana or 

hashish 
Following are descripllons ot the 

eight types ot psychoactive dru~s <lbout 
which questions on use were asked in 
the 1978 questionnaire: 
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Table 2. Prevalence of polydrug use within the last year by drinking level (Percentage distribution)· 

Drinking level 

Number of psychoactive Moderate/ 
drugs used within last year Alcohol Infrequent Light Moderate heavier Heavier All 

Abstainers drinkers drinkers drinkers drinkers drinkers students 

None 89.7 78.5 60.1 43.0 31.4 22.5 55.5 
1 drug 8.5 19.2 31.3 37.6 38.4 35.8 27.6 
2 drugs 0.7 1.0 4.2 9.4 10.4 10.8 6.0 
3 drugs 0.5 0.5 2.1 3.9 5.2 9.1 3.5 
4 drugs 0.1 0.6 1.0 2.0 4.9 10.5 3.0 
5 drugs 0.2 0.2 0.6 2.2 4.4 4.1 1.9 
6 drugs 0.1 0.0 0.3 l.0 2.9 4.1 1.4 
7 drugs 0.2 0.0 0.4 0.8 1.9 2.3 0.9 
8 drugs 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.5 0.8 0.2 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

-Percentages shOUld be interpreted as follows: Only 22.5 percent of heavier drinkers used no psychoactive drugs other than 
alcohol durilla the past year: 89.7 percent of alcohol abstainers used no psychoative drugs dUring the same period. 

• Miirijuilnil or hashish (grass. hash. 
weed. hemp. Joints. par. or reeiersl 
• Inhalants-substances that people 
snift or inhale (glue. aerosol. :4a50Iine. 
lil!hter Huid. nail poli~h remover. polint 
thinner. popper,. snolppers. or paint) 
• Heroin (smack. horse. junk. or HI 
• Cocaine leoke. crystais. or snow) 
• Hallucinogens (LSD. mescaline. 
peyote . .lcid. angel Jus!. hOl(. mal!ic 
mushrooms. or peace pills) 
• Stimulilnts (uppers. benllie,. 
bombitas. dexies. diet pills. greenies. 
pep pills. speed. splash. or whites) ·0 
• Tranquilizers (downers. Valium. 
Librium. Equanil. or Seraxl 
(I Barbiturates (sedatives. downers. 
barbs. blues. cibas. gooiballs. quads. 
rainbows. red devils. soapers. or yeilow 
jackets) 

Presented in tabie 1 are statistics on 
the prevalence at use in the month 
preceding the survey tor each of these 
eight typ"!s of p"ychoactive drugs dis
tributed by drinking level. The distribu
tions show a high correspondence be
tween increases in prevalence of 
psychoactive drug use and the level of 
alcohol use. For each psychoactive drug 
considered. there is a consistent in
crease in prevalence with each drinking 
level. 

Polydrug Use 

Polydrug use refers both to multiple 
psychoactive drug use-use 01 more 
than one psychoactive drug at different 
points in time-and simultaneous use
use of two or more pwchoactive drugs 
at the same time. In this article. onlv 
multiple drug uS.t' i, conSidered. Find
iri,!s on the <.imultaneous use of alcohol 
ilnd marijuana JrI' the ,ubject of "Facts 
for Planning ~o. 1." 

T!1e questions on recencv of use of 
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eight types of psychoactive drugs (dis
cussed above) do not distinguish be
tween multiple and simultaneous drug 
use. Re~ponses can nonetheless be IJsed 
to estimate the extent of multiple drug 
use as a ~eneral measure of number of 
drul\s used rather thiln a specific 
measure at the number oi drugs used 
individuallv. 

The uperational definition of poly
drug u~e adopted here is the use of two 
or more psychoactive dru!!ls other than 
Jlcohol over J 'pecified period of tim!!. 
Statistics on polydrug use presented in 
this report .Ire hastod on .I count of the 
number oi psvchoactive drugs that 
students report using during ol specified 
time intervJI. For e~ample. a student 
who responded that he or she had used 
molnjuana or hashish within the IJst 
week. inhalants within the last month. 
heroin ntover. cocaine and hallucino
gens more than 6 months ago but less 
tholn a year .l,!o. stimulants more than a 
vear olga. tranquilizers within the last 2 
months. Jnd barbiturates wnhin the last 
munth would be assigned the following 
values on several intervoll-specific scales 
of polydrug use: 

• Lifetime preyalence of polydrug 
use: A total of ,even types oi PSy
choactive drugs were ever used I all 
types except heroinl. 
• Polydrug use within the last 
month: A total of three types of PSy
choactive drugs were used within 
the last month (marijuana or hashish. 
inhalants. and barbiturates). " 

• Polydrug use within the last year: 
A total of six types at psvchoactive 
drugs were used within the last year 
(all types considered except heroin 
und stimulants). 

In table 2. the preval!!nce of polvdrug 
use among students in each at the 
drinking levels is distributed by the 

extent of multiple dru~ use within the 
last year. that is the number of different 
drugs used. Statistics are ulso provided 
on the percentage of nonusers within 
each drinking I!!vel. 

Note that the rlistributions in rable 2 
show the same remarkolble correspon
dence between the prevalence ot pol\'
drug use and drinking levels as exists ror 
the prevalence of each ui the eight type~ 

• of drugs independently distributed 
(table 1 above~. 

Types of Statistics I{eported 

Prevalence rates. Expressed as per
centages. prevalence rutes represent 
the extent of marijuana and [1olvdrug 
use among studenrs within six different 
drinking levels. Technical definitions of 
prevalence and discussion ui soUrces ot 
variation in prevalence rJles related to 
the measure used can be found in" Facts 
for Planning No.'" (Alcohol HeJlth allli 
ResNrch vi,iorhl. Vol. 5. :-.lo. 1. 1981) 

Weighted data. The reported 
numbers or percentages are based on 
"weighted" observations. that is. the 
sample expanded to a national baSIS. 
"Weights" assigned individual cases are 
adjusted so that the sample represents 
the geographic and demographiC struc
ture of the general population of high 
school students from which it was 
drawn. Students who fail to-provide 
answers to specitic questions are 
excluded from the sample for that que~
tion. The number of missing cases never 
exceeds .2 percent at all cases for Jn~ 
given question. 

In general. percentages based ..:>n the 
weighted olnd unweighred RTI nation.!1 
probability ;amples 119i4 and 19;8) are 
comp;,r,1ble (Rachal et JI. 1980h). ThiS 
indicates rhat the RTI ;amples ar" hi~hl'/ 



rp.presemative 01 [he natiQnal popula
tion 01 high school :;tudems. 

Mean percentages_ Percentages cited 
in Ihe text. tables <lnd figures are mean 
or average percentages .. Vlean 
percentages represem the midpoint of a 
percentage range within which there is 
J 95 percent chance that the true 
narional average will fall. The use of 
n<ltional prevalence data in local 
planning should be based on an 
eHimated percentage range rather than 
on <In estimated mean percentage. 
Further discus.ion 01 this point can be 
round in rhe technical nores in Facts ior 
P/,llIllinf.{ No.1, Guirieline~ for estimat
ing rh'e standard error and ior 
calculating the percentage range for 
~tdtistlCS based on the 1978 sample of 
4.918 respondents are provided by 
RJchal anu associates 11980,1). 
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FACTS FOJ:; ICLANNING 
NO.S 
u.s. Teenage Alcohol Use In Unsupervised 
Social Settings Cherry lowman. 

Ph.D •• NCALI Staff 

Survey research shows that 
alcohol use is widespread and 
routine among U.S. teenagers 
several years before they reach 
the age at which public pur
chase and consu mption of al
coholic beverages become 
legal. Viewed by teens as a 
symbol of maturity, drinking 
plays a ubiquitous roie in 
adolescent social development 
(Harford, in press; Jessor and 
Jessor 1977). By the time 
students reach the 12th grade, 
alcohol abstainers are in the 
minority (Facts for Planning No. 
1). 

When, where, and with 
whom teenagers drink-the 
social contexts of teenage al
cohol use-is a subject of 
interest to researchers, program 
planners, and policymakers. 
Recent research on teenage 
drinking contexts reveals that 
the earliest exposure of most 
youth to alcohol occurs on 
special occasions at home, 
under parental supervision 
(Harford in. press; Harford and 
Spiegler, in press a, in press b). 
The research also indicates that 
teenage drinking in social con
texts where adults are present is 
moderate. Heavier and more 
frequent drinking occurs 
among teenagers who use al
cohol in unsupervised settings 
with peers (Harford in press; 
Rachal et al. 1975). 

Drinking in unsupervised 
peer settings increases with age 
and parallels increasing inde
pendence and disengagement 
from parents. Drinking in un
supervised contexts can lead to 
negative social, health, or legal 
problems-such as driving 
while intoxicated and traffic ac-
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cidents. Consequently, in
formation on the prevalence of 
drinking in different types of 
unsupervised peer settings can 
be valuable to planners in de
signing, evaluating, or prioritiz
ing strategies to prevent or 
reduce problems arising from 
teenage alcohol use. 

Data on the social contexts of 
drinking were collected as part 
of a national probability survey 
of drinking practices among 
U.S. students in grades 10 to 12, 
conducted in the spring of 1978 
for the National Institute on Al
cohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(NIAAA) and the National In-

Social Contexts Question 
From 1974 ilnd 19:'8 RTI Surveys 

Findings on drinking patterns in different social contexts are based on the 
responses oi senior high school students to the following questions that 
appeared on both the 1974 and 1978 Research Triangle Institute questionnaires. 

Ple~se indicate how often you drink beer, wine, or liquor in each of the following 
settings, places, or occasions. Mark X on one blank line in each row. 

Never 
drink or 

don't drink Some- Fre- Most of 
in this times quently· the time-
setting 

At teenage parties when others 
are drinking and your parents or 
other adults are not present 
At home on special occasions 
such as birthdays, or holidays 
such as Thanksgiving, etc. 
Driving around or sitting in a car 
at night 
At dinner at home with the 
familv 
At places where teenagers hang 
around when their parents or 
other adults are not present 
At d teenage party when others 
are drinking and when your 
parents or other adults are 
present 
During or after a school activity 
such as a dance or football game 
when your parents or other 
adults you know are not present 
or can't see you 
Alone-when no one else is 
around 

·For purposes of this report. jJercentages of students who "oiten" drink in a 
particular setting combines the percentages oi students who responded 
"frequently", or "most of the time," 

ALCOHOL HEALTH AND RESEARCH WORLD 



stitute on Drug Abuse (NIDAl 
by the Research Triangle In
stitute (RTI). The 1978 survey 
replicates an RTI n~tional sur,vey 
of youthful drinking practices 
conducted for NIAAA in 1974 
among students in grades 7 to 9 
as well as those in grades 10 to 
12. The survey instruments were 
questionnaires filled out by stu
dents in homerooms or classes, 
under the supervision of RTI 
staff. (See technical notes at the 
end of Facts For Planning No.2, 
page 43, for background in
formation on .he two surveys.) 

In both 1974 and 1978, 
students were asked the same 
question about the frequency 
of alcohol use in eight con-. 
texts-three contexts under 
adult supervision (dinncr at 
home special occasions at 
home' and teenage parties) and 
five ~ontexts unsupervised by 
adults (teenage parties, t~enage 
hangouts, in cars at night, at 
school-related activities, and 
alone). The drinking, context 
questions and choices of 
responses are reproduced in 
the box below. 

Findings are reported on the 
number of students who 
"often" use alcohol in a specific 
context, a measure based on the 
total number or percentage of 
students who selected the re
sponses "frequently" or "most 
of the time." Estimated per
centages and numbers are 
derived from weighted obser
vations in order to approximate 
the nationwide extent of al
cohol use in different social 
contexts. (See technical notes 
for information on previous 
analvses of data on social con
texts, and for details on the use 
of weighted data.) 

The summary of highlights 
focuses on the most current 
findings, those from the 1978 
survey of senior high school 
students. Results from the 1974 
survey that show similarities in 
patterns of alcohol use betwe~n 
junior high school and senior 
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high school studen ts also are 
discussed. 

Highlights ot Findings 

• Nearly six times as many 
senior high school stu
dents often drink afcoholic 
beverages on special oc
casions at home as do those 
who often drink alcoholic 
beverages at dinner at 
home. In 1978, an esti
mated 3.7 million or 34 per
cent of senior high school 
students often drank at 
home on special occasions 
as compared with 700,000 
or 6 percent of senior high 
school students who often 
drank alcoholic beverages 
at dinner at home with the 
family. The levels of routine 
and festive alcohol use at 
home were relatively con
stant over the three grades 
of senior high school (table 
1). 

• More senior high school 
students often drink when 
at teenage parties unsuper
vised by adults than at teen
age parties where adul!s 
are present. In 1978, an esti
mated 5 million or 4S per
cent of senior high school 
students often drank at 
teenage parties unsuper
vised by adults as compared 
with the 2 million or 19 per
cent who often drank at 
teenage parties where 
adults were present. 

• More senior high school 
boys than girls often drink 
at unsupervised teenage 
parties. In 1978, nearly 5 
percent more senior high 
school boys often drank at 
unsupervised parties than 
did girls. The difference 
was most marked among 
seniors. An estimated 53 
percent of 12th grade boys 
often drank at unsuper
vised teenage parties as 
compared with 45 percent 
of 12th grade girls. Dif
ferences between the num-

ber of boys and girls who 
drank at supervised teen
age parties was less marked. 
Onlv 2 percent more 11th 
and" 12th grade boys than 
girls often drank at teen
age parties supervised by 
adults. Only in the 10th 
grade did more girls t.han 
boys drink at supervised 
parties, 19 percent as com
pared with 16 percent 
(table 1). 

• One in four senior high 
school students often 
drinks during or after a 
school adivity when adults 
they know are not present 
or can not see them. In 
1978, an estimated 2.8 mil
lion or 26 percent of senior 
high school students often 
dran k alcoholic bever
ages during or after school 
functions they attended, 
such as dances or football 
games. Notably more boys 
than girls often drank on 
these occasions in the 11th 
and 12th grades-32 to 30 
percent of boys in the two 
orades .as compared with n to 24 percent of girls 
(table 1). 

• Nearly one-third of senior 
high school students often 
drink when they are in 
unsupervised settings 

"h where teenagers ang 
around." In 1978, an esti
mated 3.3 million or 30 per
cent of senior high school 
students often drank when 
they were in teenage hang
outs where no adults were 
present. The number of 
senior high school boys 
who often drank in these 
types of settings increased 
from 30 percent in the'10th 
grade to 3S percent in the 
11th grade. Twenty-eight 
percent of 12th grade girls 
often drank in these set
tings-only 2 percent more 
than 10th or 11th grade 
girls did. 

• Drinking in unsupervised 
contexts among junior high 
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Table 1. Percentage of senior high scnool students who often arink aicoholic beverages reported by grade and se;.. 
for eight settings or occasions. 1978" 

Drinking serting 10th grade 11th grade 12th grade All grades 
or 

occasion % Boys % Girls % Boys % Girls % Boys % Girls 0'0 Boys % Girls 

Teenage parties. peers only 40.6 39.3 48.3 43.5 52.6 44.S 47.1 42.4 
Teenage parties. adults present 15.S 19.4 20.7 1S.6 18.1 16.4 23.6 19.4 
Hangouts. peers only 30.0 26.4 34.9 26.0 35.S 27.7 33.5 26.7 
School activity, peers only 24.1 22.3 31.7 23.4 30.2 23.5 2S.6 23.0 
In cars at night. peers only 20.0 19.0 26.9 19.2 28.0 18.3 24.9 lS.8 
At home. dinner with family 5.9 7.2 5.2 5.4 5.3 8.7 5.5 7.1 
At home, special occasions 33.8 35.2 33.1 32.6 30.0 37.4 32.3 35.1 
Alone 9.4 5.9 6.9 4.6 S.3 2.1 8.2 4.2 

"Interpret percentages as follows: "In 1978. an estimated 41 percenrot 10th grade boys otten drank alcoholic beverages 
when at teenage parties wnere no adults were present." 

school students follows - a 
pattern similar to that 
among senior high school -
students, but on a smaller 
scale. Among both groups, 
the number of students 
who often drink at un
supervised parties is more 
than double the number 
who often drink at teenage 
parries where adults are 
present. In 1974,24 percent 
of junior high school stu
dents often drank at un
supervised teenage parties 
as compared with 13 per
cent who oiten drank at 
supervised parties. Similar
ly, 46 percent of senior 
high school students in 
1974 often drank at un
supervised parties, but 
only 20 percent often 
drank at supervised ones. 
(See figure 1 for other 
si milarities in drinking pat
terns between junior and 
senior high school stu
dents.) 

• Nearly a quarter of senior 
high school students oiten 
drink while sitting or driv
ing around in cars at night 
(table 1). In 1978, an esti
mated 2.4 million or 22 per
cent of senior high school 
students reported they 
often drank in cars at night. 
More senior high school 
boys reported this activity 
than did girls-25 percent 
or 10th to 12 grade boys as 
compared with 19 percent 

of girls in these grades. 
High school students in 
most States begin to drive 
at 16 years of age, usually in 
the 11th grade. Among 
boys, the number who 
drank in cars at night in
creased at the time many 
began to drive, in the 11th 
grade. About 20 percent of 
10th grade boys drank in 
cars at night as compared 
with 27 to 28 percent of 11 th 
and 12th grade boys. The 
number of girls who re
ported they often drank in . 
cars at night r~mained 
stable, at 18 to 19 percent, 
in each of the tree grades 
of senior high school. 

• About twice as many senior 
high school students who 
attended schools in small 
towns often drink when sit
ting or driving around in 
cars at night as do those 
who attend schools in larg
er communities. Approxi
mately 26 percent of small 
town students often drank 
when sitting or driving 
around in cars at night as 
compared with 12 percent 
of big city students whose 
access to cars as settings in 
which adults are not pres
ent may be more limited. 

• More students in suburban 
areas or medium cities 
often drink when at un
supervised parties than do 
students~ho go to school 
in big cities or small towns. 

In 1978, an estimated 51 
percent of senior high 
school students who at
tended suburban schools 
("urban fringe" in table 2) 
often drank when at un
supervised parties as com
pared with 37 percent of 
students who attended big 
city .schools. 

• Fewer senior high school 
students in big cities oilen 
drink in unsupervised set
tings than those in smaller 
communities (table 2: see 
technical notes for defini
tions of community size). 
For example, only 37 per
cent of senior high school 
students in big cities often 
drank at unsupervised 
teenage parties as com
pared with 51 petcent of 
suburban senio-r high 
school students who did. 

• More senior high school 
students who reside in the 
Northeast and North Cen
tral regions of the Nation 
often drink in unsuper
vised settings than do those 
who reside in the South...or 
West. Consistently more 
senior high school students 
who reside in the North 
Central region often drank 
alcoholic beverages in all 
types of unsupervised set
tings than did students else
where in the Nation (table 
2). About 50 percent of 
senior high school 5tu-

ALCOHOL HEALTH AND RESEARCH WORLD· 



7th·9th grades 72.0% 

10th· 12th grades 50.4% 

7th·9th grades 67.9% 

lOth·l2tn grades I 

7th.9tM gra,des I 

49.2% 

During or atter school actIVities 

10th· 12th grad~ 32.~ 

ith·~ grades 

10th· 12th grades 28.5% 

At unsupervised teenage parties 

0% 50% 

o Never drink in this settll1g. 
em Sometimes drink In thiS setting 

iiJ Otten dnnk in this setting 

100% 

• Figure 1. Frequency with which lunior and senIOr high school students drtnk alcoholic 
beverages in unsupervised settings. 1974-

-Interpret· percentages as follows: "'In 1974. an estimated 24 percent of junior hllsh school 
students often drank at unsupervise':l teenage parties as compared with 46 percent of 
senior high school students 'NOO did." 

Table 2. Geographic variations in the percentage of senior high school 
students who often drank alcoholic beverages when in 

four unsupervised settings, 1975-

SoCial context 

Teenage Teenage School In cars 
parties hangouts activity at night 

Region 49.4 32.6 27.0 23.2 
NOrtii'east 50.0 33.2 29.6 27.3 
North Central 37.8 28.5 24.5 20.5 
South 42.4 25.5 21.6 15.5 
West 
Communitv Size 
Big City 37.4 22.5 lS.5 12.0 
Urban fringe 51.3 33.0 26.8 20.5 
Medium city 47.7 31.5 2S.7 23.5 
Small town 42.9 31.0 27.4 26.2 

-Interpret percentages as follows: "'n 1975. an estimated 49 percent of senior 
high school students In the Northeast often drank alcoholic beverages when at 
unsupervised teenage parties." 
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dents who reside in the 
Northeast and North Cen
tral regions otten drank at 
unsupervised teenage 
parties as compared with 42 
percent in the West and 39 
percent in the South. Re
gional differences in the 
use of alcohol by youth in 
various contexrs mirror 
general differences in the 
prevalence of alcohol use 
(Facts for Planning =2). 

• Less than 10 percent ot 
senior high school stu
dents oiten drink when 
illone although their num
bers decline from the 10th "0 12th grades. In 1978, 
nearly 700,000 or 6 percent 
of senior high school stu
dents often drank when 
alone. Twice as many senior 
high school boys as girls 
often drank when alone-8 
percent or boys as com
pared with 4 percent of 
girls. The percentage of 
s1tudents who often drank 
when alone decreased 
from 8 percent in the 10th 
grade to'5 percent by the 
12th grade. 

Implications 

The extent of unsupervised 
teenage drinking disclosed by 
the RTI surveys indicate a need 
for efforts to prevent or reduce 
problems arising from the 
heavier drinking known to 
occur under these circum
stances. Findings on variations 
in the frequency of teenage 
drinking in five unsupervised 
contexts imply the need for a 
range of prevention and inter
vention strategies. 

In Fads for Planning #1, it was 
shown that geograp~hic '~aria
tions in the prevalence of teen
age drinking can be attributed 
in part to the racial or ethnic 
composition of the student 
population. The TRI findings on 
drinking contexts suggest that 
geographic variations also re
flect conditions that influence 
access to unsupervised settings. 
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For example, the relatively low 
levels of unsupervised drinking 
reported by senior high school 
students who attend school in 
big cities as compared with 
those who attend schools in 
smaller communities (table 2) 
may reflect more limited access 
in big cities to relatively isolated 
areas for use as hangouts or to 
cars in which to drink at night. 
Further, more teenagers in big 
cities can select among a wider 
range of alternative activities to 
social drinking than can teen
agers in smaller communities. 

A variety of stragegies-in
direct and direct-are needed 
to reduce or minimize teenage 
drinking and associated nega
tive consequences. Indirect 
strategies modify conditions be
lieved or observed to be antea 

cedent to alcohol problems. For 
example, indirect stragegies to 
reduce u nsu pervised teenage 
drinking could focus on en
vironmental modification of 

. popular settings; provision of 
social alternatives to unsuper
vised drinking; or educational 
programs to help students 
develop decisionmaking and 
other social skills useful in 
dealing with high risk situations. 
Indirect strategies can reduce 
the extent of unsupervised 
teenage drinking by enriching 
and diversifying the personal 
skills of youth, their social 
environments, and their social 
alternatives. Many indirect 
strategies thus can serve broad 
mental health goals as well as 
objectives specific to alcohol 
problem prevention. 

There are two especially dan
gerous types of unsupervised 
teenage drinking-solitary 
drinking and driving while 
intoxicated-that justify the im
plementation of direct as well as 
indirect strategies. Examples of 
direct strategies include public 
policies that regulate access to 
beverage alcohol; treatment 
services for teenagers with 
existing alcohol problems; and 
public awareness campaigns or 
driving safety and health 
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education programs that 
furnish information on the 
potential dangers of alcohol 
use. 

The decrease between the 
10th and 12th grades in number 
of students who often drink 
when alone indicates that this 
type of unsupervised drinking is 
largely experimental. However, 
most alcohol-dependent 
students in need of treatment 
are included in the 6 percent of 
all senior high school students 
who engage in solitary drinking. 
The extent of nonsocial, 
isol ated d ri n ki ng among 
teenagers warrants a number of 
direct strategies; for example, 
increasing the awareness of 
health planners; educating 
students about the potential de
pendence on alcohol and other 
dangers known to be associated 
with solitary drinking; and seek
ing out lone drinkers in need ot 
treatment. 

Students who often drink in 
unsupervised peer settings are 
more likely to drive while in
toxicated or ride in cars with in
toxicated drivers than are stu
dents who drink under adult 
superVISion. Teenage drivers 
and passengers returning from 
parties, hangouts, or school 
activities or who drink in cars 
are at high risk for automobile 
accidents. Direct intervention is 
justified in places where such 
drinking patterns are common. 
Strategies to address this serious 
problem might include driving 
safety programs, organized 
parental chauffeuring, trans
portation by school bus to and 
from extracurricular school 
activities, intensification of 
police patrols in areas known to 
be frequented by driving
drinking teenagers, and 
revision of public policies reg
ulating access to alcohol. 

The best mix of strategies for a 
given community depends on 
characteristics of the local en
vironment, the nature and 
extent of problems related to 
teenage drinking, the degree of 
public awareness of these prob-

lems, and the social and 
economic resources available to 
solve them. For example, to 
improve lighting on schools 
grounds and hangouts is a more 
cost"effective prevention 
strategy in big cities than in most 
suburbs or small towns where 
many isolated settings for un
supervised drinking exist. The 
development of driving safety 
programs and a range of al
ternative social activities, on the 
other hand, represent an 
appropriate mix of strategie.s for 
suburban areas and small towns. 

Although context-specific 
strategies may be effective in 
preventing or reducing teenage 
problems related to alcohol use, 
the widespread occurrence of 
unsupervised drinking in a 
variety of social contexts argues 
for broad based community 
programs and policies, as well. 
Community-wide consensus, 
cooperation, and planning
involving interagency efforts 
and involvement by parents and 
teenagers-may be required to 
alleviate problems related to' 
unsupervised teenage drinking. 

Technical Notes 

The technical notes provide 
background information on the RTI 
survey and the variables on which the 
statist'ics in this report are based. 
Background Information on the Re
search Triangle Institute Surveys 

See Facts for Planning No.2, this issue. 
page43. 

Types of Statistics Reported 
See Facts for Planning No'. 2, this issue, 
page45. 

Recent analyses of the 1974 and 1978 
RTI data on the use of alcohol by teen
agers in various social contexts have 
been carried out by Thomas C. Harford 
and his associates 'in NIAAA's Labora
tory of Epidemiology and PopulJtion 
Studies (Hariord, in press; Harford and 
Spiegler, in press a, in press bl.lotte per
centages of students who drink in 
various contexts reported in their 
articles differ from those reported in this 
article. The differences derive from 
variations in analytic decisions. 

One source o(methodologlcal varia
tion is that sample percentages, rather 
than weighted percentages. were 
analyzed in the studies conducted by 
Harford and his associates. Sample 
percentages are better SUited for 
hypothesis ~esting_~y li!1ear regression. 
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The w~i!;lhted percentages rF.:ported 
here are useiul ror planning purposes 
since thev ha\e been adju;ted to 
represent tne ~atlon's high school 
students rather than the sample fsee 
discussion below on the use of weighted 
percentages ). 

A second source of varic.tion between 
p~rcentages' reported here and those 
reported by Hariord und associates is 
that all respondents to the 1974 and 1978 
su rvevs are the base for percentages dis
cussed In this report. Previous analvses 
are based on student drinkers o·nlv. 
Alcohol abstainers. former users. and 
inconsistent respondents. 28 percent of 
all respondenls. were excluded from 
analysis. Thus. percer.tag~s on conte)(t
~pedfic drinktn!'; reported here are 
'ower than ones (I,a( apply to teenage 
drinkers onlv. The percentages based 
on JII sluden!$ are useiul for assessing 
the extent or unsupervised drinking 
nationwide. • 

A findl source or methodological 
variation is the data base selected for 
analysis. The ~'J74 RTI data base can be 
manipulated to include or exclude 
junior high school students. 
Percentages of students who drink in 
specific conrexts based on responses 
from students in the 7th through 12th 
grades are lower than those based on 
the responses of students in the 10th 
through 12th grades only (see figure 1). 

Percentages presented in tables 1 and 
2 are weighted Jnd are based on 
answers from all respondents to the 
question on social contexts in the 1978 
sample. 
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Deiinitions oi Region dnd Community 
Size . 

Definition of region. The 48 
conflguous States and the District of 
Columbia are grouped in four regions as 
follows . . 'Iortheast: Connecticut. 
"1 aine .. "lassachusettS. New Hampshire. 
~ew Jersev.~ew York. Pennsylvania., 
Rhode Island. and Vermont. N()rrh 
Central: Illinois. Indiana. Iowa. Kansas. 
Michigan, Minnesota. Missouri. 
Nebraska. North Dakota. Ohio. South 
Dakota. and Wi~consin. South: 
A.labama. Arkansas. Delaware. District 
of Columbia. Florida. Georgia. 
Kentuckv. LOUisiana. Marvland .. "lissi<
sippi. North Carolina. Oklahoma. Sout-h 
Carolina. Tennessee. Texas. Virginia. 
and West Virginia. West: Arizona. 
Caliiornia, Coiorado. Idaho. Montana. 
Nevada. New Mexico. Oregon. Utah. 
Washington. and Wyoming. 

Definition oj community size. These 
appear in Facts for Planning :11. They 
were developed by RTI staff (Rachal et 
al. 1980:601 who define the four types of 
community <15 follows. Big city: students 
attend a school situated,within the limits 
of a city or urbanized area of 2011.000 or 
more residents. Urban fringe: students 
attend a school located in the urban 
area of a big city but outside the city's 
limits. Medium city: students attend a 
school situated within the limits of a city 
with a population oi 25.000 to 200.000 
and not in the urban area oi.a big city. 
Small place: students atTe-nd a school 
located in open country. or in a place 
with less than 25.000 residents that is not 
in the urban area oi a big city. 
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from the National Technical Iniormatlon 
Service. 5285 Port Royal Rd .. Springiield. V .... 
22161. 
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:1t!Jl FACTS FOI=2 I=LANNING 
I· .' i NO. 4 Alcohol Misuse by Adol~scents 

i J. Valley Rachal, L. Lyn Guess, Robert L. Httbbard. and Stephen A. Maisto 

Misuse of alcohol by youths 12 . 
to 17 years old has come to be 
considered a major social prob
lem in the last 10 years or so. 
Researchers and mar.y other seg
ments of society are conr;erned 
not only about the social conse
quences of adolescent alcohol 
misuse but also about its effects 
upon adolescent psychosocial 
development (Mayer and Fil
stead 1980a). Moreover, adoles
cent alcohol misuse has been 
seen as an important research 
area because of the possible rela
tionship between drinking 
behavior in youth and drinking 
behavior and alcohol problems 
later in life. 

Despite the wide interest in 
and concern about adolescent 
alcohol misuse, it is still difficult 
to integrate mu ch of the av.ailable 
research into statements that are 
either theoretically useful or 
applicable to prevention and 
treatment programs. One basic 
and critical problem with 

. research on adolescent alcohol 
misuse is the failure to define 
consistently what is being 
investigated. 

In some definitions of alcohol 
misuse or problem drinking 
among adolescents, any drinking 
is referred to as a problem. At the 
other end of the spectrum, there 
are definitions that equate alco
hol misuse with alcoholism. 

. Marden and Kolodner (1977) 
noted that, to some researchers, 
any adolescent drinking is misuse 
because it is illegal for minors to 
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1974 md 1978 RTI Surveys: 
Highlights of Findings on Alcohol Misuse 

• The prevalence of alcohol misuse among senior high school students 
increased slightly, rising 4 percent over a 4-year period; 27 percent of 10th to 12th 
grade students were misusers in 1974. but 31 percent were alcohol misusers in 
1978. 

• The prevalence of alcohol misuse was higher among 10th to 12th grade boys 
than among girls; in 1978. 38 percent of boys were misu~ers as compared with 26 
percent of girls. 

• For 10th to 12th grade girls in 1978, the extent of alcohol misuse did not 
increase significantfy with age. contrary to the partern of misuse among boys in 
these grades. Among girls. 24.2 percent of lS-year-olds and 24.7 percent of 
18-year-olds were alcohol misusers; however. 31.3 percent of lS-year-olds were 
alcohol misusers while 43.S percent of 18-year~0Ids were misusers. 

• Students in the 'lOth to 12th grades who were alcohol misusers drank larger 
quantities of alcohol and began drinking at earlier ages than did alcohol users. In 
1978. more than half of all misusers had th,eir first drink by age 13, compared with 
one-third of users. Male alcohol misusers in 1978 reported they consumed, on 
the average. 1.25 oz of alcohol per drinking occasion. compared with 0.26 oz 
reported by users; among girls. misusers reported average cOr'.:;umption of 0.91 
oz per occasion, while users said they drank only 0.17 oz on the average. 

• Among 10th to 12th grade students. alcohol misusers motE! often used mari
juana than did abstainers and alcohol users. Nearly all abstainers and the majority 
of alcohol users did nO,t use marijuana. either in 19740r in 1978. Among misusers. 
the vast majority in both 1974 and 1978 reported having used marijuana at least 
once, and in 1978. over IiO percent of both boys and girls who were alcohol 
misusers reported using marijuana 11 or more times. 

• The extent and frequency of marijuana use among 10th to 12th grade alcohol 
misusers increased between 1974 and 1978. 

• Boys in the 10th to 12th grades classified as misusers reported a greater j 
frequency of negative consequences·related to drinking than did girls. However, 
alcohol misusers-both male and female-were more likely to report negative 
consequences related to drinking than were users. 

purchase alcohol. Other 
researchers have attempted to 
apply definitions of adult alco
holism to adolescents. However, as 
Blane and Hewitt (1977) and 
Schuckit (1978) concluded, the 
chronic physical and social prob
lems that are part of the generally 
accepted criteria for establishing 
adult alcoholism rarely pertain to 
the behavioral and social corre
lates of drinking by youths. 
Young people who'misuse alco
hol rarely experience the same 

kinds of severely debilitating 
problems. (See the technical 
notes at the end of this article for 
further discussion of problems in 
definition.) 

Defining the Exteift 
of Alcohol Misuse 

This article discusses alcohol 
misuse based on data furnished 
by two probability surveys of the 
Nation's high school students 
conducted by the Research Tri-
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angle Institute (RTI)-the first in 
1974 under contract to the 
National Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA), 
and the second in 1978 under 
joint contract to NIAAA and the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA). The survey instrument 
was a self-report questionnaire, 
administered by RTI-trained staff 
to classrooms of students 
selected through a three-stage 
stratified nationwide sample of 
7th to 12th grade students in 1974 
and 10th to 12th grade students in 
1978. Findings reported here are 
limited, for comparative pur
poses, to 10th to 12th grade stu
dents only. (See the technical 
notes for further information on 
the survey methodology) . 

In order to provide informa
tion that can serve as a guide to 
program and policy planning, a 
consistent and explicit definition 
of youthful alcohol mis4se is 
needed to clarify its extent. To 
meet this need, an explicit defini
tion is used throughout this
report as a basis for presenting 
and comparing survey data on 
the prevalence and correlates of 
drinking among the Nation's 
senior high school students. 

The definition of alcohol mis
use used here was developed by 
Donovan and Jessor (1978) to dis
tinguish adolescent Hproblem 
drinkers" fi"Om those who are 
nonproblem drinkers or abstain
ers. Two criteria were selected to 
distinguish types of youthful 
drinkers - frequency of drunk
enness and frequency and 
extent of negative consequences 
resulting from drinking. In order 
to gauge alcohol misuse, survey 
respondents were asked how 
many times during the previous 
year they experienced negative 
consequences from drinking in 
five areas: trouble with teachers 
or principal, difficulties of any 
ki nd with friends, driving "when 
you've had a good bit to drink," 
criticism by a date, or trouble 
with the police. In the 1978 study, 
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a sixth negative consequence 
area was added: troubJe with 
family members because of 
drinking. Respondents were also 
asked how many times in the past 
year they had been "drunk or" 
very, very high." 

Problem drinkers, termed in 
this report alcohol misusers, are 
students who reported drunken
ness at least six times in the past 
year, or negative consequences 
two or more times in the past year 
in at least three of the five areas 
considered, or both. Although 
this definition, like the vast 
majority of other alcohol miSU5e 
definitions, is arbitrary, it is 
expncit and based on objective 
criteria. It ean thus be examined 
empirically. (See the technical 
notes for a discussion of the spe
cific questions underlying this 
definition.) 

On the basis of the Donovan 
and Jessor definition of problem. 
drinking, the 10th to 12th graders 
in the 1974 and 1978 RTI surveys 
were classified as abstainers, 

alcohol users, or alcohol misus
ers. Abstainers were individuals 
who reported never having had 
more than one or two drinks and 
drinking no alcohol during the 
last year. Alcohol users were indi
viduals who drank during the 
past year but who were not 
defined as misusers of alcohol. 
(See the technical notes for 
further details on the classifica
tion.) 

The overall prevalence rates 
for abstainers, alcohol users, and 
alcohol misusers in the 1974 and 
1978 samples were similar (table 
1). In 1974,27.1 percent of 10th to 
12th graders fell into the· misuser 
category. By 1978, this proportion 
had risen to 31.2 percent, an 
increase of 4 p'ercent. The per
centage of abstainers varied no 
more than 1 percent; 17.2 per
cent of .senior high school stu
dents reported abstention in 
1978, a decrease of 1.4 percen~ 
from 1974, when 18.6 percent 
reported abstention. 

An important question con-

Table 1. Abstain ..... alcohol users. and alcohol milusers along 10th to 
12th grad.,.. 1974 and 1978 

Drinker 
classification 1974 . 

Abstainer 18.6% 
Alcohol user 54.3% 
Alcohol misuser 27.1% 

Sample (n) 5,428 

Tabfe 2. 10th to 12th graders cfulified al misus .... becaul. ot 
drunk.nn .... negative consequ.nc ... or both. 1974 and 1918 

Misuser 
criterion 1974 

1978 

17.2% 
51.7% 
31.2% --4,473 

1978 

Drunkenness only· 87.4% 93.3~ 
Negative consequences only 2.4% 1.2% 
Drunkenness and negative 
consequences 10.2% 5.5% 

·"Drunkenness only" does not imply that the respondents did not experience 
"negative consequences," but rather. that they d!rJ not meet the negative 
consequences criterion of "two or more times in the past year in at least three 
of the five areas." 
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cerns what proportions or [he 
alcohol misusers were so classi
fied based on the drunkenness 
criterion, the negative conse
quences criterion, or the drun
kenness and negative conse
quences criteria combined. In 
both surveys, most respondents 
defined as misusers were so clas
sified because of their reports of 
frequency of drunkenness dur
ing the past year. Did those indi
viduals also report some 
alcohol-related negative conse
quence in any of the five areas? 
As table 2 5hows, in 1974, the 
majority (11.6 percent) of individ
uals dassified as misusers 
because of frequency of drunk
enness experienced at least one 

occurrence of negative conse
quences in one problem area. In 
1978, the comparable figure was 
slightly lower (69 percent). 

Overall rates of alcohol mislJse 
by adolescents mask possible dif
ferences associated with various 
sociodemographic factors, 
including age, ethnicity, religious 
affiliation, and socioeconomic 
status (SES). There were slightly 
higher proportions of both male 
and female misusers in 1978 than 
in 1974. And, as expected, there 
were more male than female mis
users across all sociodemogra
phic variables. In 1978, 37.8 
percent of senior high school 
boys were classified as alcohol 
misusers as compared with 25.5 

percent of the girls. 
Table 3 shows the distributions 

of male and female alcohol mis
users as a function of various soc
iodemographic variables, for the 
1978 RTI sample. Misuser status 
was generally related to age < 

among males. Surprisingly, how
ever, drinking status did not 
appear to be related to age 
among females. There were no 
significant differences in the pro
portions of female misusers as 
age increased. Differences in 
misuser status as a function of 
ethnicity, religious affiliation, 
and SES are generally consistent 
with the literature (Blane and 
Hewitt 1977). However, extreme 
caution should be exercised in 

Table 3. Male and fem3le alcohol mi.u ..... ' by ethnicity, reUliou. affiliation and socioeconomic status (SES), 1978 

Age2 

15 16 17 18 Total 

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) 

.,_. ------------------------------------------------------------------------------Males 
Females 

Males 
Females 

Males 
Females 

Males 
Females 

31.3 (100) 35.9 
24.2 (124) 23.8 

Spanish American 

% (n) 

29.3 (34) 
14.8 (IS) 

Catholic Baptist 

% (n) % (n) 

43.6 (263) 37.4 (141) 
29.3 (276) 18.1 ( 73) 

1 (low) 2 

% (n) % (n) 

39.5 (34) 35.9 (145) 
17.3 (19) 24.9 (149) 

(242) 39.6 (373) 43.5 (158) 37.S (873) 
(197) 28.6 (217) 24.7 ( 77) 25.5 (615) 

EthnicityJ 

White and other Black Total 

% (n) % (n) % (n) 

39.7 (703) 23.6 (39) 37.S (776) 
27.9 (575) 10.3 (24) 25.5 (618) 

Religious Affiliation 

Other No 
Protestant Jewish religion Total 

% (n) % (n) % . (n) % (n) 

31.6 (196) 31.4 (16) 40.1 (66) 37.6 (682) 
22.4 (157) 36.4 (16) 31.7 (46) 25.5 (571) 

SOCioeconomic status· 

3 4 (High) Total 

% (n) % (n) % (n) 

37.9 (275) 38.5 (322) 37.S (776) 
26.3 (227) 26.0 (267) 25.5 (618) 

IMisusers are defined as those experiencing drunkenness at least six times in the past year, negative consequences tWD or 
more times in the past year in at least threeotthe five areas, or both. Several of the cells in thetable have a small number of 
observations; these should be interoreted with extreme caution. 

2First and last age categories are collapsed: "15" includes respondents 12 to 15 years old, and "18" includes respondents 
IS to 24 years old. 

lEthnicity variable for 1978 includes American Indians and Orientals in "white" category. Values of this category are thus 
primarily due to white respondents. 

'SES is a 10'category variable based on parents' education and occupation; it was collapsed to four categories for this 
purpose. 
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interpreting percentages based 
on small sample sizes, for exam
ple, the 16 boys and 16 girls who 
represent Jewish students. 

Correlates of 
Adolescent Alcohol Misuse 

Although descriptive r!ata 
about alcohol misuse among 
adolescents are of interest, they 
do not address the critical ques
tions of how much alcohol misus
ers drink, where they drink; and 
the behavioral,social, psycholog
ical, and environmental corre
lates of such drinking. The 
correlates of adolescent alcohol 
misuse are a major research area. 
Clearly, definitions are merely a 
communication convenience; 
what is central is how the people 
who are defined in a particular 
way behave and the correlates of 
that behavior. The research to 
date has been poorly integrated, 
with some notable exceptions 
(Akers 1977; Jessor and Jessor 
1977; Maddox 1962; Maddox and 
McCall 1964; Mayer and Filstead 
1980b; Zucker 1976, 1979; Zucker 
and Barron 1973; Zucker and 
Devoe 1975). 

The adolescent alcohol misuse 
literature does catalog correlates 
of the various definitions of mis
use that have been used. These 
include drinking behaviors, 
other drug use, sociodemogra
phic factors, attitudes and knowl
edge, environmental factors, and 
parent and peer influence' 
(Barnes 1980; Marden and 
Kolodner 1977; Mayer and Fil
stead 1980a; walker et al. 1978). 
Data from the 1978 study has 
been used to investigate selected 
correlates of the misuse of alco
hol among adolescents and, 
where appropriate, to compare 
the findings with the 1974 RTI 
study and with other research. 
This approach takes advantage of 
a major source of new data. Our 
hope is that the descriptive infor
mation and basic data will form a 
foundation for more intensive 
analyses that can contribute to 
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the development of theory and 
to policy decisions about adoles
cent alcohol misuse. 

Behavioral and Psychological 
Correlates of Drinking. One 
aspe.ct of any definition of alco
hol misuse is the consistency of 
the researcher's or clinician's 
definition with the labeled per
son's perception of his or her 
behavior. In the RTI studies, 
respondents who were drinkers 
were asked how much of a prob
lem drinking had been for them 
in the past year. In both years, 
more misusers-both girls and 
boys-perceived th~ir drinkiong 
to be at least a mild problem the 
past year' than did users. How
ever, the vast majority of misusers 
felt that drinking had not been a 
problem.' 

Alcohol misusers appear to 
begin drinking at an earlier age 
than users, and males' generally 
begin drinking earlier than 
females. In both 1974 and 1978, 
misusers reported that they had 
had their first drink at younger 
ages than did users. Over half of 
the misusers said they had had 
their first drink by the time they 
were 13 years old, compared with 
about one-third of the users. The 
1978 data for age at first drink did 
not show significant variation 
from the 1974 findings for males 
or females. 

There are considerable differ
ences in current drinking 

between alcohol users and mis
users. Table 4 shows the means of 
daily ethanol consumption of 
beer, wine, distilled spirits, and 

• all beverages combined for both 
groups. The findingthat misusers 
drank substantially more than 
alcohol users was consistent 
across sex and for the 2 study 
years. 

The drinking levels of those in 
the alcohol user and misuser clas
sifications in the 1978 study are 
examined in table 5. A clear rela
tionship between higher levels of 
alcohol consumption and mis
user classification emerges. 
"Heavier" drinkers are students 
who reported they drank at least 
once a week and large amounts 
on each occasion. Refer to Facts 
for Planning. No. 2 for further 
information on "RTI's Drinking 
Level" typology (Lowman 
1981182). For males, about 85 per 4 

cent of those classified as "heav
ier" drinkers were classified as 
misusers. For females, about 88 
percent of the "heavier" drinkers 
were classified as rrrisusers.ltthus 
appears that alcohol misuse is 
directly and strongly related to 
levels of alcohol consumption. 

The RTI data also showed that 
alcohol misusers reported rela
tively heavy marijuana use. Virtu
ally all abstainers reported that 
they had not used marijuanadur
ing the past 6 months. The major
ities of male and female alcohol 

Tabl .. 4. Ethanol consumption by beverage, male and female users 
and mi.u ..... , 1978 

Mean daily ethanol consumption 
(in ounces)-

Sex and 
drinker Distilled Total 
classification Beer Wine spirits con· 

sumption -. 
Male alcohol user (n = 969) 0.13 0.05 0.07 0.26 
Male alcohol misuser (n = 776) 0.76 0.14 0.35 1.25 
Female alcohol user (n = 1342) 0.05 0.05 0.08 0.17 
Female alcohol misuser (n = 618) 0.35 0.21 0.35 0.91 

'"Mean daily ethanol consumption is based on reports of the frequency With 
Which a beverage is consumed and the amount typically drunk on those 
occasions. 
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Tabl. 5. Mal. aM , .... ,. alcoho' u .... and m",-, by drinlOn.' ...... l::-l 

Drinking level - I 
Sex and drinker Infre- Mod- Mod-
classification . quent Light erate erate/ Heavier Total 

Heavier 

Male alcohol user 
Male alcohol mis
user 

Male sample (n) 
Female alcohol 
user 
Female alcohol 
misuser 

Female sample 
(n) 

96.7% 

3.3% 

122 

97.4% 

2.6% 

228 

91.6% 

8.4% 

310 

91.7% 

8.3% 

503 

users in 1974 and 1978 reported 
that they had not used marijuana 
during this time; among males, 67 
percent in 1974 and 65.8 percent 
in 1978 did not use marijuana, 
while among females, nonusers 
of marijuana amounted to 65.4 
percent in 1974 and 67.1 percent 
in 1978. In contrast, in 1974, 74.7 
percent of the male misusers 
reported using marijuana at least 
once in the past 6 months, with 
44.5 percent using this drug at 
least 11 times. In 1978, these per-

68.5% 

31.5% 

340 

73.4% 

26.6% 

458 

41.0% 

59.0% 

420 

39.3% 

60.7% 

422 

14.8% 

85.2% 

458 

12.3% 

87.7% 

219 

53.0% 

47.0% 

1650 

66.2% 

33.8% 

1830 

centages were 78.8 percent and 
62.4 percent, respectively. Sim
ilarly, in 1974,81.9 percent of the 
female misusers reported using 
marijuana at least once, and 44.5 
percent reported using it 11 or 
more times. In 1978,. the data 
showed that 86.6 percent of the 
female misusers used marijuana 
at least once, and 67.2 percent 
reported using it at least 11 times. 

Alcohol-Related Consequen
ces. A common criticism of the 
definitions of problem drinking 

or alcohol misuse is that the 
alcohol-related problems on 
which these definitions are based 
are poorly defined and mea
sured. It has been argued. for 
example, that frequently an ado
lescent is labeled a problem 
drinker as a result of few alcohol
related negative events (O/Gor
man et al. 1977). 

To further examine this, the 
five problem areas assessed in the 
1974 and 1978 studies were ana
lyzed to compare male and 
female alcohol users and misus
ers. The percentages of respond
ents who reported at least one 
occurrence of a problem during 
the past year were computed. 
Among respondents reporting at 
least one occurrence of a given 
problem, the percentage who 
reported only one occurrence 
\NaS also computed. These ana
lyses are summarized in table 6 
for male and female users and 
misusers in 1974 and 1978 for each 
of the five problem areas. 

The proportion of misusers 
who r.eported at least one occur
rence of any of the five problem 
areas was substantially higher 
than the proportion of users who 

Table 6. Male and female alcohol users and misusers and the 
occurrence of problem. in the five problem area •• 1978 I 

Problem area related to drinking 

Sex and Trouble with Difficulties Driving after hav- Criticism Trouble with 
drinker teachers or with ing a "good bit" from the 

classification principal friends to drink a date police 

Male alcohol user 1.2% 12.3% 20.6% 8.2% 4.1% 
Male alcohol misuser 9.5% 34.2% 59.4% 20.8% 25.4% 

Male sample (n) 1,739 1.738 1.737 1,730 1.739 

Female alcohol user 0.97% 12.8% 11.9% 9.1% 2.4% 
Female alcohol misuser 4.9% 36.2% 41.7% 18.0% 11.5% 

Female sample (n) 1,956 1.955 1.955 1.946 1.956 
.-=-. 

INumbers represent the percentage of alcohol users (or misusers) in the sample reporting·at least one 
occurrence of alcohol·related trouble during the past year. 
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did. This, in part, is to be 
expected because one way a 
respondent could be defined as a 
misuser was through reports of 
alcohol-related problems. How
ever, these data show much more 
clearly than the definition would 
suggest that misusers have dis
proportionately experienced 
alcohol-related negative conse
quences. Second .. there are dif
ferences in proportions as a 
function of the problem area, 
which held true ror both users 
and misusers. For some problem 
areas, only a small minority of 
misusers reported at least one 
occurrence; but for others, more 
than half reported such prob
lems. These conclusions pertain 
to both years and both sexes. 

There also was a wide range in 
the proportions of one-time-only 
events in the problem areas. In 
1974, of the 12.9 percent of the 
male misusers who reported at 
least one occurrence of trouble 
in school, more than half 
reported only one such occur
ren,e. Data for ferQales in 1974 
and for males and females in 1978 
were, similar. However, among 
the 68 percent who reported that 
they 'drank and drove at least 
once, 91.1 percent drank while 
driving morethan once. The data 
also show that, for both users and 
misusers in 1974 and 1978, males 
generally reported a higher fre
quency of problem occurrence. 

Environmental Correlates. 
Thus far, we have concentrated 
on dri nker status and the alcohol
related behaviors, perceptions, 
and consequences for individuals 
classified as a particular type of . 
drinker. Another question con-' 
cerns the environment in which 
drinking (or abstinence) occurs. 
This is a particularly critical area 
of investigation for policy deci
sions because of the' potential 
utility of modifying the environ
ment to prevent problem drink
ing .. Accordingly, a considerable 
portion of the research on the 
correlates of adolescent alcohol 
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use and misuse has focused on 
environmental factors. 

Two key variables stand out: 
peer and parental influences. 
There seems to be an unusual 
degree of agreement in the 
research literature about the 
importance of these two factors. 
Walker and colleagues (1978) 
argued that parental attitudes 
toward drinking are the best pre
dictors of adolescent drinking. In 
summarizing his extensive review 
of peer influences on adolescent 
alcohol use, Barnes (1980) stated 
that all of the studies that have 
investigated peer influence and 
alcohol use have found a rela
tionship between them. The 1974 
and 1978 RTI studies were con
sistent with the literature and 
across sex and year divisions, 
because adolescent drinker sta
tus was directly related to par
ents' and peers' attitudes toward 
drinking and drinking practices. 

Another important variable is 
the setting in which drinking 
occurs. Although some reviewers 
(Marden and Kolodner 1977) 
have alluded to the contribution 
of the setting to adolescent 
drinking behavior, t,here has 
been little systematic investiga
tion of the setting to match stud
ies done with older drinkers 
(Harford 1979). Several drinking 
settings were, examined, using 
the 1974 and 1978 study data, and 
contexts of drinking were found 
to be related to drinker status. 
Again, the data were consistent 
across sex and year divisions. 
Investigation of adolescent alco
hol misuse as a function of drink
ing context is certainly 
warranted. 

Implications. 

The results of the 1974 and 1978 
studies are generally consistent 
and in agreement with the litera
ture in showing differences 
between users and misusers in a 
variety of factors, induding 

drinking behavior and personal 
and environmental correlates of 
drinking. The stability of the data 
suggests that the descriptive, uni
variate findings discussed here 
have validity. 

It is dear that substantial 
numbers of adolescents drink 
and many of these adolescents 
engage in high-risk behaviors 
when they consume alcohol. This 
informatio n is critical for the po Ii
cymaker because it identifies cur
rent and potential intervention 
targets. In order to expedite the 
development of effective inter
vention programs, fu rther 
attempts at integrating these 
correlational data into theory are 
required. Substantial progress in 
this direction has been made 
through use of the RTI study data 
by Jessor and his colleagues 
(Donovan and Jessor 1978; Jessor 
et al. 1980). More progress will be 
made as Jessor's problem
behavior theory and other theor
ies are tested further, and 
developed and refi"ed., More 
work in these areas is needed
work that may ultimately result in 
effective prevention and treat
ment efforts 'through a fuller 
understanding of adolescent 
drinking. 

Technical Notes 

RTI Survey Methodology and Procedure 

National probability surveys or adoles
cent drinking practices were conducted 
by the Research Trian~le Institute (RTf) ir;'l 
1974 and 1978, the former under contract 
tQ NIAAA and the latter under joint con
tract to NIAAA and the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NIDAl. 

Methods and Trend Data. Similar sam
pling methodologies and questionnaires 
were used in both surveys to provide 
information on trends in drinking''P'racti
ces as related to demographic. attitudinal, 
and personality characteristics; the fre
quency, quantity, contexts. and conse
quences of drinking; the perceived or 
reported influence of friends and peers; 
deviant or antisocial behavior: and the 
use of drugs in addition to alcohol. How
ever. only senior high school students 
(10th to 12th grades) were sampled in 
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1978: both junior and senior high school 
students (7th to 12th grades) were 
sampled in 1974. 

S~mpling. Str~tegy. In 1978. RTI 
employed a three-stage stratiiied sam
pling strategy. ~he first stage involved 
selecting a probability sample of all coun
ties in the 48 contiguous States and the 
District of Columbia, stratified by geogra
phic region and community size. A 
second-stage probability sample was 
taken of all high schools in each county 
selected. At least one high school was 
chosen from each county and more than 
one from large counties. Finally, a proba
bility sample of homerooms, one for each 
grade in school, was taken from the sam
ple of hi~h schools selected in the second 
stage. In 1974, the second and third stages 
were combined in a one-stage probability 
sample of homerooms stratified by three 
grade ranges (7-3, 9-10, 11-12). In both 
years, questionnaires were self
administered by students grouped in 
homerooms or classes. Instructed and 
supervised by RTI-trained staff, students 
were assured that their responses would 
be anonymous and confidential. Using 
these procedures, 13,112 usable question
naires were obtained from junior and 
senior high school students in 1974 and 
4,918 from senior high school students in 
1978. There were 839 students surveyed in 
1974 when they were in the 7th and 8th 
grades who were surveyed again in 1978 (a 
panel study). 

Representativeness. In the 1978 study, 
some of the original, randomly selected 
sampling units were replaced, using prob
ability measures. If the assumption is valid 
that replacement units are equivalent to 
the original ones, the final sample in 1974 
represents a 72.7 percent "overall 
response rate" (the homeroom response 
rate multipled by the within-classroom 
response rate). In 1978, the "overall par
ticipation rate" in the final adjusted sam
ple is 85 percent (the proportion of 
schools participating multiplied by the 
proportion of students participating). In 
the panel study. 56 percentoithe 1974 7th 
and 8th grade sample were selected ran
domly to participate in the 1978 panel. 

The RTI siilmples were not representa
tive of 0111 the Nation's adolescents. 
Neither high school dropouts nor absen
tees were sampled. 80th of these sub
groups may manifest different drinking 
patterns from those that characterize the 
in-school high school students. Further, 
inner city students and members of the 
ethnic groups other than "white" or 
"black" were probably undersampled in 
1978. Nonetheless. the sample is repre
sentative of the majority of the Nation's 
senior high school stud~nts a' ~.}:·at time. 
More detailed discussiol' ..... i sampling 
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procedures and evaluations of sample 
validity are contained in the RTI final 
reports and in other references listed at 
the end of this section. 

Statistics: Unweighted 
Dilta and Percentilges 

In the first three Facts For Planning 
reports of RTI findings on adolescent 
drinking practices, weighted percentages 
were used in order to estimate the 
number of youths in the Niltion who in 
1978 were drinkers. by various criteria 
(Lowman 1981. 1981/82a. 1981/82b1. For 
convenience in analytical procedures, all 
analyses herein are based on unweighted 
sample values. The distributions of weigh
ted and unweighted values are not signifi
cantly different {Rachal et al. 198Ob). 

Percentages are based on all cases thOlt 
have analyzable data. not the total 
samples. 

Findings presented in·the tables in this 
article are mean, or average, percentages. 
Estimates of standard error produced by 
national probability sampling can be used 
to establish 9S percent "confidence inter
vals" for mean percentages. low and high 
points of a percentage range within which 
estimates of national prevalence based on 
a sample are likely to be "true" 9S percent 
of the time. The use of national estimates 
to make rough estimiltes of local preval
ence should be based on a confidence 
i'nterval, in order to establish a maximum 
and minimum limit within which the pos
sible number of cases may fall. For infor
mation on how to calculate confidence 
intervals, see Appendix B in RTI's report 
on the 1978 survey (Rachal et al. 198Oal. 

Problems in Defining 
Alcohol Misuse in Youth 

According to 8acon (19761, the failure 
to adequately define alcohol misuse in 
youth is a result of several factors: the 
assumption that drinking per se is a prob
lem; failure to recognize the complex 
social factors involved in defining behav
ior problems; failure to remember that 
the relationship between current and 
later alcohol problems cannot be 
assumed, but is a subject for empirical 
investigation; failure to remember that 
problems are specific and time related; 
the assumption that problem areas are 
interchangeable; and the failure to define 
empirically what alcohol-related prob
lems are, i.e., how directly alcohol is asso
ciated with the experience of a particular 
event that is defined negativeiy. 

Mayer and Filstead. (1979) argued that 
many difficulties might be overcome by 
empirically defining adolescent alcohol 
misuse. Their approach was to construct a 

14-item scale based on previous investiga
tions of adolescent alcohol misuse. 
choosing variables that had been shown 
empirically to be the best discriminators 
between users and misusers of alcohol. 
The 14 items included information on ire
quency and recency of drinking alcohol; 
motivations for drinking; and the envir
onmental, sodal, and psychological 
correlates of drinking. Validation of this 
scale (called the Adolescent Alcohol 
Involvement Scale. or AAIS) suggests that 
it could be used productively to arrive at 
some consistency in definition across 
investigations. 

Questions Underlying the 
Definition of Alcohol Misuse 

The definition of problem drinking 
developed by Jessor and Donovan (1978) 
is the definition adopted here for alcohol 
misuse; that is. youth who report drunk
enness at least six times in the past year. 
negative consequences two or more 
times in the past year in at least three of 
five areas considered. or both. 

Donovan and j<:ssor (1978) used .two 
sets of criteria to define problem drink
ing. The first criterion set involved fre
quency of drunkenness during the last 
year. In both the. 1974 and the 1978 Stu
dies, respondEl1ts wiere asked, "During 
the last year, about how many times have 
you gotten drunk or very, very high?"The 
respons.e categories were none. once. 2 or 
3 times, 4 or 5 times, 6 to 10 times, once a 
month, twice a month. and once a week 
or more. 

The second criterion set concerned the 
experience over the last year of alcohol
related negative consequences in areas 
that are relevant to adolescents in the 
United States. In both surveys respond
ents were asked. "During the past year. 
how many times have the following hap
pened to you?" Negative consequences 
items were "You've gotten into. trouble 
with your teachers or prinCipal because of 
your drinking," "You've gotten into diffi
culties of any kind with your friends 
because of your drinking," "You've 
driven when you've had a good bit to 
drink," "You've been criticized by some
one you were dating because of your 
drinking," and "You've gotten into trou
ble with the police because of your 
drinking." 

In the 1978 study, a sixth neg,ative con
sequence area was added-"You've got
ten into trouble with your family because 
of your ddnking." For the first five prob
lem- area items, frequency of occurrence 
responses included none, once. 2 or 3 
times, 4 or 5 times, 6 to 9 times. and 10 or 
more times. The criteria of the responses 
to the drunkenness and five negative con
sequences questions (available for both 
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the 1974 and 19/'8 studies} were used to 
define alcohol misusers. (Findings on 
problems with family related to drinking 
will be reported in a future Facts For Plan
ning article.) 

In using this definition in their C!nalyses 
of the 1974 data. Donovan and Jessor 
(1978) compared it with two other defini
tions of alcohol misuse. One definition 
emphasized drunkenness and the other 
emphasized the OCCijrrence of. negative 
consequences. Analyses showed that all 
three definhions similarly distinguished 
alcohol users from misusers on a variety of 
psychosocial factors. 

In RTl's final report to NIAAA and NIDA 
(Rachal et al. 1980a). the relationship of 
various misuse measures is examined in 
Appendix C, which evaluates the reliabil
ity and validity of the survey data and 
measures. 

Mils!ns Data 

Students who could not be classified 
due to missing or inconsistent informa
tion and individuals who were former 
drinkers but current abstainers were 
treated as missing data and were excluded 
from the analyses. The "former drinkers" 
reported having more than one or two 
drinks in their lifetimes but consuming no 
alcohol during the past year. In 1974. the 
number of such missing cases was 507 (9.5 
percent). and in 1978. the number of miss
ing cases was 445 (9 percent). 

In the analyses of alcohoi misuse. any 
tOlal sample size listed as fewer than 5.935 
in 1974 or fewer than 4.918 in 1978 results 
from cases missing in the drinker classifi
cation variables and from missing data in 
the other variables in the analysis. 
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. .: : FACTS FC~ t='LANNING 
! £..~ NO. 5 Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use 

I~ Cherry lowman, Robert l. Hubbard, J. Yalley Rachal, and Elizabeth R. Cavanaugh 

Alcohol is the psychoactive 
substance used by the largest 
number of youth in the United 
States. Its use has been fou nd to 
be correlated with many problem 
behaviors; however, the use of 
other psychoactive drugs, espe
cially marijuana, also is extensive 
among youth and poses prob
lems of considerable concern. 

A strong association has been 
demonstrated to exist between 
leveis of alcohol use and the 
extent to which other psychoac
tive drugs are used (Lowman 
198111982a). A survey conducted 
by the Research Triangle Institute 
(RTI) also shows an especially 
marked correspondence 
between the prevalence of two of 
the most popular drugs among 
American youth-marijuana and 
alcohol. For instance, 36 percent 
of moderate drinkers and 63 per
cent of heavier drinkers reported 
using marijuana during the pre
vious month as compared with 9 
percent of infrequent drinkers 
who did so (Lowman 1981/1982a). 

The RTf national probability 
survey of adolescent alcohol use 
and its correlates was conducted 
in the spring of 1978 uhder con
tract to the National Institute on 
Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(NfAAA) with additional funding 
from the National Institute on 
Drug Abuse (N IDA). Self-report 
data were collected through 
questionnaires administered to a 
Author's Note: Throughout this 
report, the term marijuana is 
used generically to refer to 
hashish as well as marijuana, both 
products of the common hemp 
plant Cannabis sativa. (See the 
technical notes for information 
on the two cannabis products.) 
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Highlights of the 1978 Ril Survey 

• Half of aU senior high school students had used marijuana at least once. 
• One of five senior high school students had used marijuana at least once l 
week in the previous 6 months. 
• .",bout 17 percent ot senior high school students reported having used mari
juana 100 times or more. 
• One of 2S senior hi~h school students reported they used marijuana daily. 
• Eighteen percent of senior high schoo! students reported they had. given up 
marijuana use entirely. 
• Almost 30 percent at senior high school students reported they sometimes 
used marijuana and alcohol together; 7 percent used them together "aU the 
time." 
• Seventy-one percent of senior high school students who were heavier 
drinkers sometimes used marijuana and alcohol together; only 5 percent of 
infrequent drinkers reponed such combined use. 
• The national prevalence of marijuana use among senior high school students 
appears to have leveled off, with no dramatic increase from 1974 !o 1978. 
• Alcohol and marijuana use followed similar patterns among senior high school 
students in 1978 in the foHowing areas: 

-Senior high school students in suburban areas were more likely to use both 
alcohol and marijuana than were students in other areas.. . 

-More 10th through 12th grade boys than girls used both alcohol and 
marijuana. 

-The prevalence of both alcohol and marijuana use among senior high school 
students decreased as religiosity increased. • 

-The prevalence of both alcohol and marijuana use was higher among senior 
high school students with more spending money. 

-Senior high school users of both alcohol and marijuana were more likeiy 
than nonusers to report lower grades. 

-The number of both alcohol- and marijuana-related problems reponed by 
senior high school students increased with frequency of use. 

-Reported first use 0; both marijuana and alcohol peaked between the ages 
of 13 and 1S years. 

• Patterns of use for marijuana differed from alcohol use patterns among senior 
high school students in 1978 in the following areas: 

-The prevalence of weekly marijuana use was the same for students 1S years 
old as for those up to 18 years of age. In contrast, the number of students who 
reported weekly alcohol use increased with age. 

-Weekly use of marijuana was least prevalent among students who attended 
senior high schools in rural areas, while weekly use of alcohol was most prevalent 
among students in these same rural areas. 

representative sample of 10th to 
12th grade students. Conclusions 
of this study are consistent with 
the results of other national sur
veys conducted at about the 
same time (for example, Fish
burne et al. 1980 and Johnston et 
al. 1979). The 1978 survey is similar 

to o'ne conducted by RTb.in 1974 
(See the technical notes in Facts 
for Planning No. 4 page 66 for 
background information' on the 
1974 and 1978 surveys). 

This article presents RTf data 
that show how patterns of mari
juana use are generally compara-
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ble to those of alcohol use. 
Findings also reveal the extent of 

. combined marijuana and alcohol 
use, pointing to potentially 
serious problems that face youth 
who are simultaneous users. 

Patterns oi Marijuana Use 

Kandel (1980) reviewed the 
considerable literature on drug 
use among youth and concluded 
that regular daily marijuana use 
among adolescents is now more 
prevalent than dally drinking, the 
use of marijuana and other drugs 
has increased dramatically over 
the past decade, research 
emphases and concepts have 
changed to view drug and alco
hol use as part of complex social 
processes rather than as 
extremely deviant or abnormal 
behavior, and longitudinal 
research on the developmental 
process of use is needed. 

While analyses of longitudinal 
data can provide meaningful pre
dictors of potential alcohol and 
drug problems, prevalence data 
collected at a single point in time 
provide information on the 
extent of use and the problems 
related to it that is essential for 
planning purposes. Of imme
diate utility to planners and poli
cymakers is information on the 
prevalence of alcohol and mari
juana use among different sub
groups of the population. Such 
information can· be used in 
assessing program and policy 
needs, as wei! as in estimating the 
resources required to address 
these needs. 

Trends. An analysis of 1975 to 
1980 trends in the prevalence of 
drug use among the Nation's 
high school seniors was con
ducted by the University of Mich
igan's Institute for Social 
Research (ISR). The ISR study, 
bas(~ on a series of annual sur
veys, revealed a rapid rise in the 
annual and past-month preval
ence of marijuana use between 
1975 and 1978. The study also 

iO 

Table 1. Patterns of marijuana use in the past six months 
for 15·18 year olds. 1978 

Six·month Age 
pattern of 
marijuana use 15 16 17 18 Total 

Never used 53.7% 51.4% 45.9% 46.3% 49.3% 
Used but not in 
past six months 8.2 9.6 12.0 11.0 10.3 
Used less than 
once a month 6.6 9.7 11.0 10.2 9.6 
Used one to three 
times a month 9.6 8.8 8.3 9.6 3.9 
Used at least 
once a week 21.9 20.5 22.9 22.9 21.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample (n) 889 1560 1507 705 4661 

Note: Table 1 reproduces table VI.8 in the RTI final report (Rachal et aI.1980a). 

showed a recent, dramatic level
ing off in the prevalence of marie· 
juana use among 12th grade 
students. The RTI data on 10th to 
12th grade students reveal a .Iight 
increase (4 percent) in reported 
marijuana use between 1974 and 
1978. Consistent with the ·ISR 
findings.. the. 1978 RTI survey 
showed no evidence of an 
increase in use during the 6 
months prior to the survey. 

RTI findings about potentia! 
use of marijuana reinforce the 
ISR findings. Potential users of a 
drug were defined by RTI 
researchers as students who 
reported they had already tried it, 
who reported they had not tried 
it but would like to, or who 
expressed uncertainty about 
whether or not they would like to 
try the drug. Using this definition, 
there were only 5 percent more 
potential than actual users of 
marijuana among 10th to 12th 
graders in 1978; 56 percent were 
identified as potential users; 51 
per.cent had tried marijuana at 
least pnce (Rachal et al. 1980a). 
This was not die case for other 
psychoactive drugs about which 
RTI survey participants were 
questioned. For example, there 
were twice as many who were 
potential users of cocaine (23 
percent) as there were youths 

who had ever used cocaine (10 
percent). 

Frequency. I nformation on the 
frequency of marijuana IJse 
within the 6 months prior to the 
survey was used to assess patterns 
of marijuana use (table 1). Of 
those senior high school students 
who provided information about 
their marijuana use in that 6-
month period, over half (51 per
cent) reported having used 
marijuana at least once, and one 
in five (22 percent) reported hav
ing used marijuana at least once a 
week. Nine percent reported 
using marijuana at least once a 
month, and 10 percent said they 
used it less than once a month. 
About 10 percent had used mari
juana at one time but not in the 
past 6 months. 

In reporting on lifetime use, 16 
percent of the senior high 
schoolers reported they had used 
marijuana 100 times or more; 7 
percent said they had used it 
',000 times or more. Four percent 
of the senior high school stu5Lents 
surveyed reported daily mari
juana use during the previous 
month; 16 percent reported they 
had used it at least 7 days during 
the previous month. Approxi
mately 18 percent of the 1978 
respondents reported they usu
ally kept their own equipment, 
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high schoat students. 1978 

such as marijuana papers or 
lthash" pipes. 

The RTI data indicate that 
exposure to marijuana use does 
not necessarily initiate an irre
versible process of increasing 
drug involvement. Despite evi
dence of widespread prevalence, 
17 percent of the senior high 
school students sampled in 1978 
reported they had given up mari
juana use entirely. About 21 per
cent responded "yes" to a 
question that asked if they found 
themselves making new friends 
II because old friends were using 
too much marijuana or hashish." 

Correlates 

As with alcohol use, marijuana 
use varies for different subgroups 
of the senior high school popula
tion. In most cases, these varia
tions follow the same pattern as 
for alcohol use; in some instan
ces, they differ. 

Age. As expected, higher pre
valence of lifetime marijuana use· 
occurs among older stl:.ldents. 
However, about the same per
centage of each age group 
reported weekly marijuana use 
(table 1). This contrasts with 
weekly alcohol use, which 
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inc::reases with age among both 
sexes (Lowman 1981). 

Ethnicity. Other than lower 
prevalence among Hispanic 
youth, no ethnic differences 
were found in marijuana use. 
Only 43 percent of Hispanic 
senior high school students had 
ever used marijuana as compared 
with 54 percent of non-Hispanic 
white students (Rachal et al. 
1980a). Prevalence of marijuana 
use was comparable among black 
and white students. In contrast, 
the prevalence of alcohol use 
consistently was found to be 
lower among black than white 
students (Lowman ,1981). 

SeL About 54 percent of senior 
high school boys and 48 percent 
of girls reported. they had ever 
used marijuana; 26 percent of 
boys and 18 percent of girls used 
marijuana weekly (Rachal et al. 
1980a). This pattern parallels the 
pattern of greater and more fre
quent alcohol use among 10th to 
12th grade boys than girls (Low
man 1981). 

Age at onset. In the 1978 sur
vey, senior high school students 
were asked to report the age at 
which they first used marijuana 
and alcohol. Their responses (fig
ure 1) show that initial useof both 

alcohol and marijuana peaked at 
14 and 15 years of age. At these 
ages, 29 percent had their first 
drink (not just a "sip or taste") 
and 23 percent tried marijuana 
for the first time. 

Only 3 percent of the students 
surveyed in 1978 reported using 
marijuana before they were 12 
years of age; 14 per"cent said they 
had their first drink before age 12 . 
A major surge in reported first 
use both of alcohol and mari-

. juana occurred at 12 years or age; 
8 percent of students samplet:i 
used alcohol for the first time and 
5 percent used marijuana at the 
age at which most students enter 
junior high school. 

Community size. Both lifetime 
prevalence and weekly mari
juana use were lowest among 
senior high students in rural areas 
and highest among students in 
suburban areas. Approximately 
42 percent of students who went 
to schools in rural areas had used 
marijuana at least once; 18 per
cent used it weekly. In suburban 
areas, 60 percent of the students 
had ever used marijuana, and 27 
percent reported weekly use 
(Rachal et al. 1980a). 

Findings on variations in alco
hol use related to community size 
indicated that students who 
attended schools in suburban 
areas were at high risk for alcohol 
use on a number of measures. 
Surprisingly, reported weekly 
heavy alcohol use was highest 
among students who attended 
senior high school in small com
munities (Lowman 1981). How
ever~ lifetime prevalence of 
alcohol use was lowest in rural 
areas, as was the lifetime preval
ence of marijuana use. 

School size. The larger the 
school, the more common were 
experiences with and weekly use 
of marijuana. Only 43 percent of 
senior high school students who 
attended schools with enrol
lments of 500 a.· fewer students 
had ever used marijuana and only 
15 percent used it weekly. In 
senior high schools with enrol-
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Iments of 2,500 or more students. 
60 percent of students had ever 
used marijuana and 30 percent 
used it weekly (Rachal et al. 
1980a). No comparable relation
ship exists between the preval
ence of alcohol use and school 
size. Although the relationships 
between communitv and school 
size and the extent of marijuana 
use are strong, the generality of 
these findings may be limited 
because of some school systems' 
nonpartidpation, particularly in 
iarge urban areas. (See the tech
nical notes in Facts for Planning 
No.4, page67, for a discussion of 
the representativeness of the, 
sample.) 

Socioeconomic status and reli
giosity. Both alcohol and mari-, 
juana use decreased with 
increasing religiosity, measures' 
of which were based on, 
responses to questions about the 
importance of religious belief~j 
and activities (Rachal et al. 1980a)'. 
Socioeconomic status, as repres
ented by parents' reported edu
cation and occupation, was not 
related to prevalence of either 
alcohol or marijuana use. 

Weekly spending mom~y. 
Some factors may be viewed 
either as causes or consequerfces 
of marijuana use. The rTj:ore 
money students had to sp~!nd. 
the more likely they wer€1~ to 
report experience with mari
juana and to report weekly use. 
Twenty-seven percent with more 
than ten dollars available 
reported weekly use compared 
to less than 12 percent of those 
who had less than three dollars 
available (Rachal et aI1980a). This 
suggests that more discretionary 
income increases the risk that 
marijuana will be used. On the 
other hand, students who use 
marijuana may have obtained 
their higher amounts of money 
by stealing or by selling some of 
their marijuana. There is a similar 
relationship between drinking 
levels and discretionary income. 
About 57 percent of heavier 
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drinkers. as compared with 41 
.percent of the total sample, had 
more than $10.a week to spend. 
Only 9 percent of heavier 
drinkers had $3 or less in weekly 

. spending money. 
Grades in school. Ex perience 

with and frequency of both mari
. juana use and alcohol use are 

related to lower grades (Rachal et 
, al. 1980a). Only two of five stu

dents who reported getting 
mostly As or Bs had ever used 
marijuana, whiletwoof three stu
dents who reported getting 
mostly Cs, Ds, and Fs reported at 
least 1 use. Weekly marijuana use 
was reported more often by stu
dents who reported lower grades 
(38 percent) than by students 
reporting higher grades (13 per
cent). Similarly, only 8 percent of 
senior high school students who 
usually got As and Bs were heav
ier drinkers; 2S percent of stu
dents who usually got Cs, Ds, and 
Fs were heavier dri nkers. 

Heavier marijuana users 
reported that their grades got 
worse because of marijuana· use. 
However, it may also be the case 
that students who are doing 

badly in school use marijuana 
and/or alcohol to cope with 
stress and the consequences of 
poor academic performance. 
(See technical notes on the phar
macology and hazards of mart
juana use.) 

Problems related to marijuana 
use. As the level of marijuana use 
increased, more marijuana
related problems were reported 
by students in the 1978 RTI survey 
(Rachal et al. i980a). Fifteen per
cent of all students reported 
problems in control/ing moods, 
and 17 percent had problems in 
concentrating when using mari
juana. Among monthly and 
weekly marijuana users, about 
two in five reported a problem 
with concentration and about a 
third reported an inability to con
trol moods when using mari
juana. Weekly users were far 
more likely than nonusers and 
less heavy users to report absen~ 
teeism (32 percent), worsening 
grades (21 percent), police con
tacts (11 percent), and trouble 
with parents (34 percent) attrib
uted to marijuana use. in addi
tion, more types of problems 

Table 2. Patterns of marijuana use in the past six months 
in each drinking Ie".' amanl senior high $chool students. 1978' 

(Percentage distribution) 

Six-month Drinking level2 

pattern of 
mariiuana Ab· Infra- Mod· Mod- All stu-
use stainers quent Lignt erate erate/ Heavier dents 

heavier 

Never used 86.8 75.5 52.0 35.3 23.4 16.1 49.3 
Used but not in past 
six months 7.3 10.2 14.0 13.1 10.3 7.2 10.3 
Used less than 
once a month 1.5 6.7 14.6 13.B 10.3 12.0 9.6 
Used one to three 
times a month 1.3 4.3 8.6 13.7 15.1 ll.5 8.9 
Used at least 
once a week 3.1 3.4 10.8 24.1 40.9 53.2 21.9 -- -- -- --

Total 100.0 100;0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.Q. 
Sample (n) 936 538 868 804 835 680 4661 

Interpret the- statistic in the upper left· hand corner as follows: About 87 per· 
cent of senior high school students who abstain from alcohol use have never 
used marijuana. 

'Table 2 reproduces table VI. 18 in the RTI final report (Rachal et al. 1980a: 
120). 

<See the technical notes for definitions of the drinking levels. 
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were reported by weekly mari
juana users. Over half of the 
weekly users reported problems 
in two or more areas because of 
their marijuana use. 

A comparable pattern of rela
tively more drinking-related neg
ative consequences has been 
observed to occur among stu
dents who reported higher levels 
of alcohol use in the RTI surveys 
(lowman 1981/1982a·, Jessor, 
Chase, and Donovan 1980). 

Simultaneous Alcohol 
and Mari;uana Use 

One of the reasons that patt
erns of alcohol and marijuana use 
are comparable among students 
in the RTI surveys is that the use 
of both of these two drugs is 
highly associated. Many of the 
heavier alcohol users were also 
heavier marijuana users. About 
half of the students who were 
moderate to heavier drinkers 
reported use of marijuana within 
the last month as compared with 
10 percent of abstainers, infre
quent, and light drinkers (Low
man 1981/824). It should not be 
surprising, therefore, that similar 
attributes and behavior patterns 
characterize these two overlap
ping subgroups. 

In Facts for Planning No. 2 
(Lowman 1981/82a), the extent 
and frequency of marijuana use 
was shown to rise dramatically at 
each of six levels of increasing 
alcohol consumption. (See the 
technical notes for definitions of 
the six drinking levels.) Table 2 
shows that in 1978 over half of the 
senior high school students who 
were heavier drinkers reported 
they used marijuana at least once 
a week, compared with only 3 
percent of alcohol abstainers 

- who did so. While only 16 per
cent of heavier drinkers had 
never used marijuana, 76 percent 
of infrequent drinkers and 87 
percent of alcohol abstainers 
never had. 

Although it is common knowl
edge that marijuana and alcohol 
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are often used together, the 
nature, extent, and consequen
ces of these use patterns have not 
been thorou gh Iy explored. 
Research on the effects of com
bined marijuana and alcohol use 
indicates that the duration and 
magnitude of effects vary widely, 
depending on the strength of 
both substances, the amount 
consumed, the time interval dur
ing which they are consumed, 
and the type of effects measured, 
as well as large individual differ
ences in phYSiological response 
to combined use (NIDA 1980a). 
Some people, for instance, have 
been reported to experience 
intense nausea or a radical drop 
in heart rate (NIDA 1980b). 
Research among human subjects, 
while limited, does indicate that 
combined use, when alcohol is 
consumed at socially typical lev
els, results in a greater reduction 
in "reaction time, cognitive per
formance, standing steadiness, 

and psychomotor coordination" 
than occurs in response to use or 
either drug alone (NIDA 1980bj. 

Table 3 shows that approxi
mately 29 percent of the senior 
high school students surveyed by 
RTI in 1978 reported they some
times used marijuana and alcohol 
together. Ten percent of 10th to 
12th grade students reported 
using the two drugs together 
about half the time, 7 percent 
nearly all the time. Rates of simul
taneous use were markedly 
higher for heavier drinkers. For 
example, 71 percent of students 
classified as heavier drinkers 
reported they had ever used the 
two drugs together as compared 
with 5 percent of students classi
fied as infrequent drinkers. 
Twenty five percent of heavier 
drinkers used marijuana and 
alcohol nearly all the time, as 
compared with fewer than 1 per
cent of infrequent drinkers (table 
3). 

. 
Table 3. Combined marijuana and alcohol us. pattern, in 

each drinkinll ... amonl senior high schoat students. 1978 
(Percental. distribution)' 

Drinking leveF 

Pattern of Infre· Mod· Mod· All stu· 
combined use Quant Light erate eratel Heavier dents 

heavier -Never use 
marijuana 76.7 55.1 37.2 24.9 14.8 50.4 
Never use 
marijuana with 
alcohol 18.8 28.3 30.3 20.7 13.9 20.2 
Use together less 
than half the time 3.2 10.6 16.7 21.9 19.7 12.0 
Use together about 
half the time 0.5 3.5 8.8 21.3 26.5 9.9 
Use-together nearly 
all the time 0.8 2.5 7.0 11.2 25.1 7.4 --

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample (n) 373 851 791 818 660 4572· 

The statistlc at the inte.rsection of the "Use together nearly all the time" row and 
the "heavier" column is interpreted as follows: Approximately 25 percel')t of 
senior high school students who are heavier drinkers use marijuana togetlier 
with alcohol nearly aU the time. 

ITable 3 reproduces table Vi. 19 in the RTI final report (Rachal et al. 1980a: 
120). 

2See the technical notes for definitions of the drinking levels. 

*Includes 1079 respondents who were classified as abstainers in the drinking 
level classification. 
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In 1978, an estimated 1.6 mil
lion senior high school students 
were heavier drinkers (lowman 
1981). About one-fourth, an esti
mated 400,000 students. used 
marijuana and alcohol together 
at least once a week. and as many 
as 3.2 million sometimes com
bined marijuana and alcohol use 
(29 percent of the 11.180,409 stu
dents in grades 10 to 12 in the 
spring of 1973 when the RTf sur
vey was conducted)'. 

Implications 

The extent of marijuana use 
among senior high school stu
dents is widespread. and patterns 
of marijuana use among the 
Nation's senior high school stu
dents are similar to patterns of 
alcohol use. There is clearly a 
strong association between use 
of the two drugs. 

Specific findings from the 1978 
survey have several implications 
for policy and program planning: 

Programs deyeloped to pre
vent or curb alcohol problems 
can profitably integrate efforts to 
also prevent marijuana use. Alco
hol and marijuana use are exten
sive. The patterns and correlates 
of their use are similar, and many 
students who are heavier alcohol 
users are also frequent marijuana 
users. Efforts that simultaneously 
address problems related to use 
of both drugs often can be more 
cost effective than independent, 
drug-specific efforts. See Facts 
for Planning No. 3 (lowman 
1981182b) for information on the 
interdependence of alcohol use 
and seven types of psychoactive 
drugs in addition to marijuana. 

Prevention eiforts directed to 
both marijuana and alcohol use 
need to be initiated in primary 
school. Although 4 times as many 
students first tried alcohol when 
they were under 12 years of age 
than first tried marijuana (13 per
cent as compared with 3 per
cent), the number of students 
exposed to use of both drugs at 
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early ages justifies the initiation 
of major prevention efforts by 
the third grade when marijuana is 
first used (figure 1). 

Programs designed to prevent 
or reduce accidents arising from 
driving while intoxicated should 
focus on problems related to 
intoxication with marijuana as 
weU as with alcohol. The RTI data 
show that senior high school stu
dents who are heavier drinkers 
are also more likely to be fre
quent marijuana users, and are 
more likely to use the two drugs 
together. Thus. students at grea
test risk for driving when intoxi
cated with alcohol are among 
those at greatest risk for driving 
when intoxicated with marijuana. 

Marijuana.. like alcohol, 
impairs driving ability and 
increasingly has been found a 
factor in fatalities (U.S. DHEW 
1979; NIDA 1980a. 1980b). 
Further, researcn shows that 
combined alcohol and marijuana 
use can have a potentiating 
effect; that is. the effect is even 
greater than occurs in response 
to use of either drug alone (NIDA 
1980a, 1980b). Thus. students who 
combine alcohol and Marijuana 
use are even more pron~ to have 
serious driving accidents than 
students who use only onf~ drug 
or the other. 

Technical Notes 

RTI Survey Methodolosy ind Procedures 

Details on RTI survey methods, sam
pling strategy, and sample validity are 
presented in the technical notes of Facts 
;or Planning No. 4 (page66). As in Facts for 
Planning Nos. 1. 2 .. and 3. reported per
centages in FFP No. 5 are based on the 
1978 sample weighted to represent the 
sociodemographic characteristics of the 
total population of 10th to 12th grade stu
dents in the United States at that time. 

Five percent of the students sampled in 
1978 did not answer the question on 
recency of marijuana use. This nonres
ponse was considerably greater than in a 
comparable survey conducted by RTI in 
1974 among both junior high (7th to 9th 
grade, and senior high (10th to 12th 
grade' students. It is also higher than the 

r.onresponse rate for high SChool seniors 
reported by Johnston and associates 
(1979). These differences may be attribu
table to the question format. the method 
of recording answers. and the perceived 
confidentiality of (he data, although no 
one explanation is completely satisfac
tory. However. the patterns of nonres
ponse in the RTI, ISR (Johnston et al. 
1979), and NIDA studies (Fishburne et al. 
1980) may explain apparent discrepancies 
in prevalence estimates among the three 
studies. 

Prevalence and recency data from the 
1978 RTI study were compared with these 
other two major national studies con
ducted at about the same r.ime (Rachal et 
al. 19803). The RTI study showed some
what lower rates than the other ~o 
studies. both for prevalence and recency of 
use of most drugs. However, these diifer
ences are generally not stitistically signifi
cant, and overall patterns of use are 
generally the same. Marijuana use by 16-
to 17-year aids in the RTI and NIDA stu
dies is essentially the same despite RTI's 
use of aschool sample and NIDA's use of a 
household sample. 

A comparable survey conducted by RTI 
in 1974 included a limited set of items on 
drug use. Because of the increasing inter
est in drug use and its relationship to alco
hol use and problems, a more 
comprehensive assessment of drug use, 
especially marijuana use, was included in 
the 1978 RTI questionnaire. The technical 
notes in Facts for Planning No.4 (page (i)) 
provide bt?ckground information on the 
1974 and 1978 survey. 

Mirijuana and Hashish 

Marijuana and hashish are products of 
the plant Cannabis sativa, commonly 
known as hemp. All RTI questions on can
nabis use specified marijuana or hashish. 
For example, "If you had the chance to try 
marijuana or hashish, would you like to 
do sol" 

Marijuana is composed of the cut and 
dried leaves, tops, and stems of the hemp 
plant. It is generally considered lower 
than hashish in the percentage of delta-9 
tetrahydrocannibinol (delta-9-THC), the 
major psychoactive ingredient in canna
bis. Hashish is a concentrated product. 
formed from the resinous secretions of 
the hemp plant. Both marijuana and 
hashish range widely in strength. Domes
tic hemp is psychoactively weak, usually 
less than 0.5 percent of delta-9-THC-1-Wil
ford 1981) as compared with imported 
Colombian marijuana, confiscated sam
ples of which averaged over 4 percent in 
1979 (NIDA 1980b). The range of strength 
in hashish appears to be even greater. v<lr
ying from trace amoums of delta-9-THC 
up to 10 percent (Wilford 1981). 

Two factors make the social use of mari
juana potentially more hazardous than 
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the social use or alcohol: ;1\ lack of 
knowledge about marijuana's reiatille 
purity and strength, depriving users oi 
control over its short- and long-term 
effects, and (2) the fat solubility of delta-9-
THe. 

Marijuana of unknown origin may be 
laced with contaminants to increase its 
volume and the seller's proiit. or with 
other psychoactive drugs to improve its 
effect and strength (emd thus chances for 
future sales). Levels of delta-9-THC 
appear to be higher in currently available 
samples than was the case 5 to 10 years 
ago. Concentrated hashish. oil, available 
on the street only within the last few years, 
ranges in dehii-9-THC content from 11to 
28 percent (NIDA 198001). 

Because de!ta-9-THC is fat soluble, it 
remains oniy briefly in the bloodstream 
before it is .tored in the fat cells of a 
number oi organs, including the brain. 
THC has a half-life of 8 days (Wilford 
1981); that is, only half of the amount 
stored in tissue is eliminated after 8 days. 
This means a single dose of marijuana is 
not completely eliminated from the body 
for over 4 weeks. This contrasts with 
water-soluble alcohol, eliminated within 
hours after consumption. 

Marijuana is chemically more complex 
than alcohol; its metabolism is only par
tially understood. Delta-9-THC is only 
one ingredient in cannabis. The plant 
contains 419 individual compounds, 61 or 
which are cannabinoids--chemicals spe
cific to cannabis. Thus, comoonents in 
addition to the principal psychoactive 
ingredient may modify the drug's effects 
and ~xplain the "common street belief 
that different types of marijuana have dif
ferent effects not wholly related to their 
THC cont'!nt" (NIDA 1980a). 

Heavy, frequent marijuana use also is 
believed to have a greater potential for 
impairing the structure of brain tissue 
than have opium products because canni
banoids accumulate in tissue and are not 
readily metabolized, thus serving as a 
"foreign body" in the brain (Wilford 
1981). For recent summaries of the effects 
of cannabis use on the reproductive, 
immune, pulmonary, cardiovascular, 
cerebral, and neuroregulatory systems. 
see NIDA (1980a, 1980b) and Wilford 
(1981). 

Acute marijuana intoxication is known 
to impair skills necessary for learning such 
as recent memory, verbal facility, and 
attentiveness (NIDA 1980a, 1980b: Wil
ford 1981). It is believed by many clini
cians that regular marijuana use in 
childhood and adolescence endangers 
learning and psychological development. 
Studies (Wilford 1981) have shown that 
long-term psychological impairment can 
result from chronic marijuana abuse. The 
psychological effects of moderate use are 
less clear, although psychomotor func-
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tions are definitely impaired, even at 
moderate social levels of use. 
Definitions of Students' Drinking Levels 

The RTI survey used the following defi
nitions of drinking levels: abstainers don't 
drink, or drink less than once a year; 
in;lequent drinkers drink once a month at 
most and drink small amounts per typical 
drinking occasion; light drinkers drink 
once a month at most and drink medium 
amounts per typical drinking occasion, or 
drink no more than 3 to 4 times a month 
and drink small amounts per typical 
drinking occasion; moderate drinkers 
drink at least once a week and small 
amounts per typical drinking occasion, or 
drink 3 to 4 times a month and medium 
amounts per typical drinkin~ occasion, or 
drink no more than once a month a!"d 
large amounts per typical drinking occa
sion; moderate/heavier drinkers drink at 
least once a week and medium amounts 
per typical drinking occasion, or drink 3 to 
4 times a month and large amounts per 
typical drinking occasion; and heavier 
drinkers drink at least once a week and 
large amounts per typical drinking occa
sion. Fact~ for Planning No. 2 (Lowman 
1981/82al provides more detailed defini
tions of tht:!Se six drinking levels, and dis
cusses the question underlying them and 
the procedures used to construct the 
drinking level classification. 
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FACTS FOr:; PLANNING 
NO.6 
Parental Dimensions In Teenage Drinking 
Cherry Lowman, Ph.D. 

Do pallent.sbdliink<ifilg~pr.ac
ti ces,""",;.as~pl!",..~eiJ1.edxmbyz.:mth ei r 
ycHilfg:s;fi!J1S' ...... 1'ffi'I~rfC-:-~ tee n
ager1"!~-:tfrffilClngl And how about 
pa~efiltalii!iiaUittJdes;:;:itowa"Q. teen
agFcriHlrrng? Are .teen.agers' 
dEiuIsJ9.g~"'PJlaE1if:es~afJe.Gt.e.d.sJJy 
th'eif.i::=pel!ee'ptitfn~5\'!:Cof~parental 
attitmies? And finally, d~~-

~ge7s~rinlC'ing~I'eli"d.l·ft;)·~prGblems 
wi.tb.mtbei'P'lfa1Tfi lies? Sel f-report 
national survey data~o.l.I.e.~ed 
i n~19~8'Z':.S'llg.gest~theO>answers to 
these.1qlJestiofils';;iSAy.est.'J'The survey 
of dr,:inkjing=praeti€es.amon~ 10th 
to -:;l02th=gr-alie"'StlJaents" was con
ducted by the ResearGh~r.i-angle 
Institute (RTJ) with funding,.f;f<Gm 
th e Na tiGn·aj"4nstit:t!lte""on~I(!G hoi 
Abuse~fld=A+coholism""'anQ.,.the 
National Institute on Drug 
Abuse (see technical notes for 
details). 

Parental drinking. More al
cohol-using senior high school 
students were found in homes 
where alcohol was present. 
Pa"ents~nd;:;teenager:s:':,;clr:inking 
be.ha.v.ior""'wasofotln·d:::;tozbe~gen
erally~irtfil~'r. RTI researchers 
noted, however, that there has 
been "wide variety in the 
strength of this .3ssociation." 
They also not.eri that it is stro,ngest 
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Highlights of 1978 RTI FindinlJl 

• Eighty-five percent of senior high school students had at least one parent 
who they believed drank alcoholic beverages; an estimated 9 percent said 
both parents drank regularly. 

• Students' drinking levels were associated with their perceptions of their 
parents' drinking behavior. An!.1eltjmat~i'1JM!Jl.c.;~Dk..oLjlll!Studer:uhwith at 
le!$!.:...o,n.e;parel'lliwhoItbeyJbelinedldr.ank'latgulilrJ'I::wM.e;tbemalv.tiJllClderate 
to ~ier:jdrjnk~ompared withl29:p.r.cent:obstudentr.who.~liey&'!:! their 
parenl5;:.w.ete~bJt'll'1ers. 

• Levels of t~1\'a-!ez'AIC!otfol~::relafi!'di\lto;;teena~"'~"~"'ions of 
par.entalFl'altitoaFtl!n\{;VcFti"eWaS_Wdril'flfil'1g. Of .bo.y,S .. yt!lO.dilid~ltW~rents . 
disapPLQl!,ed.<>oilibo)lslru:kimill~l\lDnl'l.:;;1;J,';p,er,ceOkW.er.t&!L __ ~..;;dr~rs. com~ 
pared with t35:per.cent",w.no;bt!tieved;:theirzp-iirf!i'llS\7iipproted. Similar patterns 
were observed among girls. 

.The more seoj.ol;:;;IDShllSc:ho_tuJients:;:dr:ank;ltbemoie likely they were to 
repoQ;;g_tingiinfcm:DubJ~IZf..!l1jli_bl!tl'uselQt~~m~ing. Over 2 
million students-20 percent-were estimated to have gotten into trouble 
with their families over drinking during the previous year. based on self-report 
data. 

• Students who oiten drank when they participated in peer activities un
supervised by adults were more likely to report getting into trouble with their 
families because of their drinking than were students who reported they often 
drank in supervised settings. 

• The highest levels of reported drinking-related family problems occurred 
among senior high school students who said they often drank when they were 
alone or when they drove around in cars at night. 

• An estimated 74 percent of senior high school students who reported driv
ing while intoxicated six or more times during the previous year reported they 
got into trouble with their families because of their drinking, in contrast with 
only 18 percent who said they had not driven while intoxicated. 

be~ween fathers and sons, be
tween mothers and daughters, 
and for girls in general (Rachal 
et al. 1980). 

According to the 1978 survey, 
an estimatedc:eS:cper.Gent~ofz:the 
Nali(;)1fts-;;:;::"l'I~'80;~;)l~'el'fi'O,,~hi g h 
scWd'Gl~tlTdent5aaelte.ved they 
ha'"d:::;;;:at1;::::le3'S~Cfn'i!!~)1'arent who 
Gr-ank:::zai-czGh'Glie:;:;;beverages. An 
esti ma ted lt39=rreFC!l!!r'i{EI'i'alFfalhers 
the¥=heUe.v.ed=wer:e=r-:egu I ar 

a'I'czon-el:s" ... users, ~~~I"t!enfliiJt'had 
mothe~believec:f".tG",u~eli'.il.&9hol 
rega1atly, and 9~per.eeAt!beli..e..¥ed 
beth"J'CIl'ents.{o::...Q.e.£egw.iar dr ink
er5~ Approximately,haif>t;(&9. per
cent) of~the""5tedent5;;had"fatbers 
whO""th'eY:tl;l'epGflted:lllllsea • .lcohol 
at""leist~!iGmetimes,'amds52:~nt 
ha~mCl)lheJ;SnWho;;!di\:ey..w;eported 
sol'i1etimesfl1!lsedll!aleotn~J:;lIItjglff:1Jer
centQ;tOf,;!.."St(Jdent5:!2b~l1~d both 
pare"n'fb;ttffi1Wlftfel:'1E~a"1C0 hoi. 
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(See the technical notes for the 
questions upon which these 
responses are based.) 

On the basis of answers to a 
series of' questions about the 
quantity and frequency of re
spondents' own alcohol use, re
searchers assigned students to 
one of six drinking levels. (See 
the technical notes for defini
tions of the six levels.) Table 1 
shows the relationship between 
perceived parental drinking 
practices and students' drinking 
levels. Of students who reported 
that one or both parents drank 
regularly, an estimated 19 per
cent were themselves heavier 
drinkers, as compared with 15 
percent of students who re
ported their parents were alcohol 
abstainers. Of students who re
ported their parents were ab
stainers, 'over 50 percent were 
themselves abstain,ers; only 17 
percent of students who 
reported their parents sometimes 
dran k were th emselves abstainers. 
And among those whose parents 
were believed to be regular 
drinkers, only 12 percent were 

. abstai ners. 
!t should be noted that it is 

primarily the high level of 
abstinence that distinguishes 
children of abstainers from 

other tee/')agers. When children 
of abstainers do drink, their pat
terns of use· are more similar to 
those of other teenage drinkers. 
For e~9OlPle"",am(;mg,".dlild",en of 
abs,tai.ner-s""wAo",do%'dr:ink-,;",,16"per
~~nt""ar:e",heavJer""d"inker5'p6"p,er
c~.oJ:,,tess,,,,tban,,,tbe-s2.2::cper.cent of 
st\.!,d,ent,<"dllin kers""WAOSe"'fi>ir.ents 
at.e ... t.~g!.dar,,:.user-s::of"'aleohol. . 

Parental Attitudes Toward 
Teenage Drinking. Among family 
correlates, the strongest rela
tionship was between students' 
drinking levels on the one hand 
and parents' perceived attitudes 
toward teenage drinking on the 
other. 

An estimated 70 percent of 
senior high school students in 
1978 believed their parents dis
approved of boys' drinking, 
while 73 percent believed their 
parents disapproved of girls' 
drinking. However, parental dis
approval of teenage drinking 
was ameliorated in part by 
parental alcohol use. Raifents 
wboMVtfii(!;:iteponteck.taili.e!ne,gCJ I ar 
dr..ir:tke'r~el"~18S1WrGfter:t1llfi>ei'
cei.Y.:.ed;::;asz:disappr:O-ying50~hei r 
so n:sbanti:;::rd'lfqtUl!'rsLdr:i'AKi n g. 
For example, only;:l.S817p~""t1r()f 
bdyS5!Wh-ecrepb'rfifa:~tffe'il"fathers 

",dlamkc::;:lIleguiar.ly''''''''beli-evear'''tfi'ei r 
parer:tts)C'!:eii§"~cr=d-PSoys' 

Tabl. 1. Perception of parenti' alcohol u •• by 
drinking lev .... , 10th· 12th lI'ad.' 

Students' 
drinking 
level 

Abstainer 
, Infrequent 
Light 
Mod~rate 
Moderate/ 
heavy 
l;ieavier 

Total 

Perception of parents' alcohol use 

One or both One or both 
parents drink parents drink Neither 

regularly sometimes parent drinks 

12.4% 17.1% 51.1% 
9.9 14.3 5.7 

19.2 19.5 13.8 
18.4 17.6 10.0 

21.5 16.6 ,11.4 
18.6 14.9 8.0 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

'Excerpted from Table V.l in the RTI final report to NIAAA (Rachal et al. 
1980). 

Summer 1982 

IXiniD.ic:img. In contr-ast'F84"'pef'cent 
obb,.Q.¥Is.=w,bQxsai,G=their.",Jathers 
w e1rz.;ec::::=a'b'.§,t;:aci":'n'e,;"r:s=r"e'f,)"O r ted 
p;ateil.t<ab=:disa'J1)pI!0v,al=oi.:m;boys' 
drinkmg. Similarly, 54 percent of 
girls whose mothers were per
ceived to be regular drinkers 
said their parents disapproved of 
girls' drinking; 85 percent of 
girls who classified their mothers 
as abstainers reported parental 
disapproval of girls' drinking. 

In general; th",e."r&la.ti~ifh~j!
tW.e.en;z::;p.enGeiM.eClopanerualw at
tittJde5;:a-mt;7a~Q-a·tr:stl!fd.r:tt .. d ri n k
ing:.waSi1elea~ffif"<!fi'rect. Of boys 
who reported that their parents 
disapproved otboys' drinking, 17 
percent were heavier drinkers 
and 29 percent were abstainers. 
Contrast this with boys whose 
parents were perceived to ap
prove of boys' drinking; 35 per
cent of these boys were heavier 
drinkers and 9 percent were ab- . 
stainers. The pattern was the 
same for girls. Of girls who 
believed their par-ents approved 
of girls' drinking, 18 percent 
were heavier. drinkers and 14 
percent were abstainers. Only 7 
percent of girls who reported 
parental &::approval of girls' 
drinking were heavier drinkers,. 
while 31 percent were alcohol 
abstainers. 

Table 2 reveals a strong as
sociation between parental at
titudes toward student drinking 
and student drinking levels. The 
extent of perceived approval of 
drinking was progressively great
er as drinking level increased 
among both 90YS and girls. The 
same pattern was seen among 
those who believed their parents 
didn't care whether or not they 
drank, . a parental attitude ap
parently serving as passive ap
proval. Conversely, the per
centage of boys and girls who 
perceived their parents to dis
approve of drinking decreased 
progressively as each drinking 
level increased. Only among 
boys and girls who could not or 
did not identify an explicit 
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Tabte 2. Percentage of senior high school students in each drinking level distributed by 
parental attitudes toward drinking by sel. 1978 

Students' drinking levels 

Moderate/ 
Parents' attitudes Abstainers InfreQuent Light Moderate heavier Heavier Total 

Parental attitudes 
toward boys' drinking Boys 

Approve .••.••..•.•••.•.•• " 2.6% 4.0% 4.7% 7.6% 8.8% 11.4% 6.8% 
Don't care ....•••.....•.•••. 5.9 12.9 8.0 13.0 • 17.9 22.4 13.5 
Disapprove ................. 84.3 68.2 73.9 71.0. 61.2 58.0 69.7 
Don't know ..•.•..•.•....•.• 7.2 15.0 13.4 8.4 12.1 8.3 10.0 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100~0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Parental attitudes 
toward girls' drinking Girls 

Approve ..•..•••.•.•.••••.•• 2.4% 2.3% 3.7% 7.2% 7.2% 9.8% 4.9% 
Don't care ..•..••.•..•..• , .. 5.3 8.3 8.0 15.7 15.8 21.9 11.1 
Disa~prove , ••..•..•••.•..•. 81.7 78,7 74.7 66.4 67.8 56.5 72.8 
Don't know, .•.•••.•..••.•.• 10.5 10.7 13.6 10.7 9.2 11.9 11.1 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Interpret the percentages as follows: In 1978. an estimated 84 percent at boys who were alcohol abstainers had parents they 
perceived to disapprove of boys' drinking; in comparison. 58 percent of boys who were heavier drinkers had parents they 
believed disapproved of boys' drinking. 

parental attitude (the "don't 
know" category in table 2) was 
there no clear relationship be
tween parental attitudes and 
student drinking levels. 

Although the prevalence of 
alcohol use was considerably 
higher among senior high school 
boys than among girls at all drink
ing levels (Lowman 19a1), pat
terns of alcohol use related to 
perceived parental attitudes is 
remarkably similar for both 
sexes. 

Prob!ems with family related to 
student alcohol use. The 1978 
RTI survev data reveal that the 
more freq'uently and heavily stu
dents drank, the more likely they 
were to report problems with 
their families related to their 
drinking. This suggests that a 
large number of parents attempt 
to monitor and intervene in their 
teenage sons' and daughters' 
drinking practices. 

Over 2.2 million senior high 
school students-20 percent
were estimated to have gotten 
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into trouble with their families 
because of their drinking at 
least once during the year prior 
to the survey. (See the lechnical 
notes for the question underly
ing this statistic.) Eleven percent 
reported they got into trouble 
with their families only once dur
ing this interval; 8 percent ex
perienced such problems two to 
five times; and 1 percent had 
family-related problems six times 
or more. 

The patterns of reported al
cohol-related problems with 
family mirror the demography of 
adolescent drinking in the Na
tion. The number of students 
who said they had problems 
with their families was greater 
among boys (23 percent) than 
among girls (17 percent), in 
small towns (23 percent) and 
suburbs (20 percent) than in big 
cities (14 percent), in the North
east (22 percent) and North 
Central (24 percent) regions 
than in the South (17 percent), 
and West (17 percent), and 

among whites (22 percent) and 
American Indians (25 percent) 
than amon~ blacks (8 percent) 
and Asians/Pacific Islanders (14 
percent). Facts for Planning No.1 
discusses the demography of 
adolescent drinking (Lowman 
1981). 

Drinking contexts are also 
related to frequency of troubles 
with family because of drinking. 
Facts for Planning No.3 (Lowman • 
1981182) discusses RTI findings 
on teenage alcohol use in un
supervised settings and explores 
questions underlying drinking 
context variables. In general, 
students who often reported 
they drank in unsuper~ised s~t
tings also were more "likely to 
report alcohol-related family 
problems than were students 
who said they often drank in 
supervised settings. 

Thirty-four percent of students 
who oiten drank at unsupervised 
teenage parties reported prob
lems with their families related 
to drinking at least ~:Jnce during 
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the year prior to the survey. 
Thirty-eight percent of students 
who often drank during or after 
a school activity, 40 percent who 
often drank alone, and 41 per
cent who often drank alcoholic 
beverages while driving around 
or sitting in a car at night reported 
troubles with their families. Only 
22 percent of students who often 
drank at home at dinner, and 
only 15 percent of students who 
often drank at home on special 
occasions reported alcohol
related problems with their 
families. 

An exception to this pattern 
linking unsupervised drinking 
with greater incidence of drink
ing-related family problems is 
among stude. ,ts who often drank 
at teen~ge parties with adults 
present. Of this group, 33 per
cent said they had problems with 
their families at least once, a 
figure comparable to those stu
dents who often drank in un
supervised settings. It is not clear 
if senior high school students 
drink more heavily at parties 
with peers present than in other 
social contexts where adults are 
present, or whether they are 
simply more likely to engage in 
unacceptable behavior in this 
context than in adult-supervised 
situations where peers are not 
present. It may be that,because 
of the party setting,. driving is 
involved, . caLlslng parents to 
raise concerns about drinking 
and driving even though there 
may be adult supervision during 
the party. 

The highest level. of. drinking
related familial problems oc
curred among students who said 
they often drank when they 
were alone or when they drove 
around or sat in cars at night. An 
estimated 16 percent of students 
who often drank alone reported 
they got into trouble with their 
families because of drinking 
two to five times during the 
previous year: 8 percent, six 
times or more. Correspondingly, 

Summer 1982 

20 percent of students who often 
drank in CLlrs at night reported 
problems with family related to 
drinking two to five times; 5 
percent, six times or more. 

The most striking association 
exists between the number of 
times students repllJrted they 
drove a car while intoxicated 
during the year prior to the sur
vey and the number of times they 
said they experienced family 
probiems related to their drink
ing during the same period. As 
shown in figure 1, only 18 per
cent of students who had not 
driven while intoxicated during 
the previous year reported drink
ing-related problems with their 
families; in comparison, 38 per
cent of students who had driven 
once while intoxicated, 58 per
cent of those who had driven 
two to five times while intoxi
cated, and 74 percent of those 
who had driven six or more times 

while intoxicated reported at 
least one drinking-related family 
problem. Forty-eight percent of 
the last group experienced prob
lems with their family six times 
or "more during the previous 
year, compared with only 4 per
cent of those who had not driven 
while intoxicated. 

The high correspondence be
tween the reported frequency of 
5tudents' driving while intoxi
cated and the reported fre-
quency of troubles with family 
because of drinking probably 
reflects the fact that most parents 
are highly concerned about 
teenage drinking and driving 
because of the potentially serious 
consequences. It is also possible 
that young people who are driv
ing while intoxicated are also 
engaging in other noticeabi'e 
alcohol-related negative be
haviors. 

A'I Percent who drove once when t 
LV had a "gopd bit" to orink "-.:.;;.;.:V 

70 

60 

:.Q 50 
'0 o 
:~ 
t<: 40 
'0 
cu .c 
o 
j 30 

20 ~ 

10 ~ 
o '-

mil Percent who drove 2 to 5 times 

Q Percent who orove SIX, times 1111\1 
.or more 

None Once 2 to 5 6 times 
times or more 

Number of times students got Into trouble 
'Nlth family because 01 drinking 

Figure 1. Percentage of senior nigh school students who drove once when they 
had a "gOOd bit" to OfinM <;listrrbuted oy number of times they got Into trouble 
With family because of ,1eir drinking' . 

'80th measures refer to the time Interval. "during the past year." 
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Implications 

The 1978 RTI survey data in
dicate that teenagers' percep
tions of parental drinking be
havior and attitudes toward 
teenage drinking do influence 
teenage drinking, at least among 
adolescents who live at home. Al
though teenage drinking has 
been shown to be highly related 
to the number of friends who 
drink and the degree of con
sensus (.Imong friends about 
drinking (Rachal et al. 1980), stu
dents' perceptions of parental 
drinking behavior and attitudes 
remain important. This suggests 
that informed parents can be ef
fective in reducing or preventing 
teenage alcohol abuse. 

The fact that 20 percent of 
senior high school students got 
into trouble with their families at 
least once because of their drink
ing indicates that many family 
members. especially parents" 
may be receptive to suggestions 
on how to deal with problems 
and risks posed by teenage drink
ing. The occurrence of trouble 
with families was most notable 
among teenagers who most 
needed protection from the con
sequences of drinking-those 
who often drank alone and those 
who often drove cars while in
to:dcated. The RTI data thus 
suggest a need for and potential 
benefit to be gained from target
ing parents of teenagers at risk 
in prevemion efforts. 

Technic.1 Notes 

RTI Survey Methodology and Procedure 
A national probability survey of drink

ing practices among 10th to 12th graders 
was conducted by the Research Triangle 
Institute (RTI) in 1978, under contract 
to NIAAA with additional funding from 
the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA). 

SJmpling strategy. RTJ employed a 
three-stage stratified sampling strategy. 
The first stage involved selecting a prob
ability sample of all counties in the 48 
contilZuous States and the District of 
Columbia, stratified by geographic region 
and community size. A second-stage 
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probability sample was taken of all high 
schools in each county selected. At least 
one high school was chosen from each 

.county and more than one from large 
counties. Finally, a probability sample of 
homerooms, one for each grade in 
school, was taken from thesampleof high 
schools selected in the second stage. 
Questionnaires were self-administered 
by students grouped in homerooms or 
classes. Instructed and supervised by 
RTf-trained staff. students were assured 
that their responses would be anonymous 
and confidential. 

Representativeness. In the 1978 study, 
some of the original. randomly selected 
sampling units were replaced, using 
probability measures. The "overall par
ticipation rate" in the final adjusted 
sample was 85 percent (the proportion of 
schools participating multiplied by the 
proportion of students participating). 

The RTI sample was not representative 
of all the Nation's adolescents. Neither 
high school dropouts nor absentees were 
sampled. Both of these glJbgroups may 
manifest different drinkirl\! patterns from 
those that characterize' the high school 
students. Further. inner city students and 
members of the ethnic groups other than 
"white" or "black" were probably under
sampled. Nonetheless, the sample was 
representative of the majority of the 
Nation's senior high school students at 
that time. More detailed discussions on 
sampling procedures and evaluations of 
sampling validity are contained in the 
RTI final report (Rachal et al. 1980). In
formation an an earlier 1974 survey and 
panel study can be found in the Technical 
Notes for Facts for Planning Nos. 1-S. 

Weighted percentages. As in Facts for 
Planning Nos. 1.2.3, and 5, reported per
centages in Facts for Planning No.6 are 
based on a sample weighted to represent 
the sociodemographic characteristics of 
the total population of 10th to 12th grade 
students in the continental United States 
in 1978. 

Definitions· of Students' Drinking Levels 
The RTI survey used the following 

definitions of drinking levels: abstainen 
don't drink or drink less than once a year: 
infrequent drinken drink once a month 
at most and drink small amounts per 
typical drinking occasion; light drinken 
drin'k once a month at most and drink 
medium amounts per typical drinking 
occasion, or drink no more than three to 
four times a month and drink small 
amounts per typical drinking occasion: 
moderate drinken drink at least once a 
week and small amounts per typical 
drinking occasion, or drink three to four 
times a month and medium amounts per 
typical drinking occasion, or drink no 
more than once a month and large 
amounts per typical drinking occasion: 
moderate/heavier drinkers drink at least 

once a week and medium amounts per 
typical drinking occasion, or drink three 
to four times a month and large amounts 
per typical drinking occasion: and heuier 
drinken drink at least once a week and 
large amounts per typical drinking oc
casion. Facts for Planning No.2. provides 
more detailed definitions of these six 
drinking levels, and discusses the ques
tions underlying them and the proce
dures used to construct the drinking level 
classification. 

Variables Measuring Parental 
Attitudes and Drinking Practices 

Students' perceptions of parental 
drinking practices were elicited by the 
following two questions: 

Q. Do you think that your father (or 
person who served as your father in 
raising you) ever takes a drink of 
beer, wine, or liquor? 
Q. Do you think that your mother (or 
person who served as your mother in 
raising you) ever takes a drink of 
beer. wine, or liquor? 

The choice of responses included 
"Yes, fairly regularly," "Yes. sometimes," 
"No," "I don't know," and "Does not 
apply." Statistics reported here are based 
on distributions that exclude students 
who did not respond "yes" or "no"-a 
percent of respondents to the question 
about father's drinking and 5 percent of 
the respondents to the question about 
mother's drinking. 

Students' perceptions of parental ap
proval of teenage drinking were 
measured by the following two questions: 

Q. How do you think your parents (or 
your family) feel about boys your age 
drinking? 
Q. How do you think your parents (or 
your family) feel about girls your age 
drinking? 

Choice of rl!sponses included "Strong
ly approve,"" Approve," "Don't care one 
way or the other," "Disapprove," 
"Strongly disapprove," and "I don't 
know." The distributions in table .2 are 
based on aggregated responses to these 
two questions. UStrongly approve" and 
"Approve" are reported as a single per
centage, "Approved." The responses 
"Disapprove" and "Strongly disapprove" 
are also reported as one per.:entage, 
"Disapprove. " 

Question' Underlying !'roblems With 
Famly and Driving While Intoxicated 

An earlier 1974 survev asked a series 
of five questions aboui negative con
sequences oi drinking experienced by 
respondents. Responses to these five 
questions were used to develop a deiini
tion of "problem drinkers" or "alcohol 
misusers." Statistics on the negative cor.
sequences of drinking and on alcohoi 
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misuse in 1978 are reported in Facts for 
Planning No.4. 

In 1978. a sixth question was added to 
the negative consequences series: "Dur
ing tht! past year. how many times have 
you gotten into trouble with your family < 

because of your drinking?" Findings on 
the extent of problems with family related 
to drinking are presented for the first 
time in Facts for Planning No.6. 

Figure 2 is based on two questions in 
the negative conscquencesseries. one 
about trouble with family and the other 
about the number ot .times "you've 
driven when you've h"'.ie::';good bit to 
drink." 

Distributions for both measures are 
based on an aggregation of "2-3 times" 
and "4-5 times" into a single cat~ory 
"2-5 times." Likewise, the "6-9· times" 
and "'0 or more times" responses have 
been combined into a single "category, 
"6 times or more." 

The negative consequences series of 
questions is presented below as it appears 
on the 1978 questionnaire. 

During the past year, how many times 
have each of the following happened to 
you? Mark X on one black line in each 
row. 
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10 or 
2-3 4-S 6-9. more 

None Once times times times times 
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You've gotten into trouble with 
your teachers or princip'll be
cause of your drinking. 

You've gotten into difficulties 
of any kind with your friends 
because of your drinking. 

You've driven when you've had 
;) good bit to drink. 

You've' oeen criticized by 
someone you were dating be
cause of your drinking. 

'I'ou'vegotten into trouble With 
the police because of your 
drinking. 

You've gotten into trouble with 
your family because of your 
drinking. 

,I 
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FactsForP1anning7 

Drinking And Driving 
AmongYouth 
Cherry Lowman, Ph.D. 
Clearinghouse Staff 

NtiOnal dala on alcohol 
use, health, and motor vehicle acd
d~n(§ show that alcohol consumption, 
dtiving under the influence of alcohol, 
and involvement in alcohol-related ac
cidents <lre extensive among youth, 
many of whom are und~r the legal 
drinking age. 

More people between 15 and 34 
years of age die from motor vehicle 
accidents than from any other, cause 
(table 1). Many fatal motor vehicle 
accidents appear to involve drivers 
who are under the influence of alco
hol; adolescents and young adult 
drivers are no exception. Clearly, the 
development of measures to reduce al
cohol-related motor vehicle fatalities, 
particularly among youth, is an impor
tant challenge facing health planners, 
policy mj\kers, and concerned citizens: 

This report examines two types of 
facts useful to program planners. One 
type is based on standardized records 
of events-death records and fatal 
motor vehicle accident statistics. ''\ge~ 
specific death ,rates from motor " ehicle 
accidents are provided in table 1, and 
the number Clf youth involv'ed in fatal 
motoricle accidents is reported ,i~ 
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~able 2. Age-specific rates of involve
ment in fatal motor vehicle accidents 
come from standardized nationwide 
reports collected by the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administra
tion's (NHTSA) Fatal Accident Re
porting System (F ARS). These are 
reported in figure 1. 

The second type of facts examined 
are those based on self-re:port data 
about the drinking practices of 10th to 
12th grade students. The data are 
drawn from a national probability sur
vey of senior high school students con
ducted in 1978 by the Research Tri
angle Institute (RTI) under contract to 
the National Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) and 
the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA). This is the same data base as 
was reported on in Facts for Planning 
Nos. 1 through 6 (Lowman 1981, 
1981/82a, 1981/82b, 1982; Lowman 
et al. 1982; Rachal et al. 19132). See the, 
technical notes for further details on 
both the RTI and FARS data. 

Standardized 

N 
~:~~~~:I.Of Fatal 
Motor Vehicle 
Accidents. 1980 

, ational data on motor 
vehicle accidents show that youths
especially males-are at highrisx for 
involvement in fatal Illotor vehicle ac
cidents. and that many teenage drivers 
in fatal crashes have been drinking. 

Young people appelir to be at 
greater risk for death in motor vehicle 
accidents than do older drivers be
cause of combined inexperience in 
both drinking and driving. One study 
in Michigan (Borkenstein et aI.1964) 
showed that sober adolescents were 
two to three times more likely to be in
volved in mOlor vehicle accidents than 
were drivers in their forties, and that 
even low amounts· of alcohol 
con5umption exaggerated the.-.dif
ference (Voas and Moulden 1981). 

Motor vehicle accidents in 1980 
were the leading cause of death among 
persons 15 to 24 years of age-4S 
deaths per 100,000 persons (table 1). 
Thirty-six percent of all 1980 motor 
vehicle fatalities were persons 15 to 24 
years of age, an age group that repre
sented only 19 percent of the general 
U.S. population (NHTSA 1981). 
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Highlights 

Statistical Sources: "'CHS, National Center for Health Statistics, 
estimate based on 10 percent sample of deaths in 1980; FARS, Fatal 
Accident Reporting System, National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration, census of fatal accidents in 1978 and in 1980; and 
RTf, Research Triangle Institute, national probability survey of 
senior high school students' drinking behavior ill 1978. 

o Motor vehicle accidents are the leading cause of 
death among persons 15 to 24 years of age; 45 per 
100,000 died in fatal crashes in 1980 (NCHS). 

o More than 16,500 youths IS to 24 years of age died 
in 1980 as a result of motor vehicle accidents (F ARS). 

o More motor vehicle fatalities occurred among 15~ 
to 21-year-olds on weekend evenings between 11 p.m. 
and 3 a.m. than occurred any other time (FARS 
1978). 

o One out of every four senior high school students 
was at risk for alcohol-related accidents at least once. 
during the previous year. Over half a million 10th to 
12th grade students are estimated to have driven after 
they had a "good bit" to drink 10 or more times dur
ing the previous year (RTI 1978). 

o In States with·a 21-year minimum drinking age 
law, senior high school students consumed less alco~ 
hoi than did students in States with other types of 
drinking age laws. Nonetheless. leveis of alcohol use 

remained high in 21-year States. For example, 24 per
cent of senior high students in 21-year States drank as 
often as once a week, only 9 percent fewer than the 
students in States where the minimum age was 18, 19, 
or 20 years (RTI 1978). 

o The majority of persons involved in fatal motor 
vehicle accidents are males. In 1980, 77 percent of all 
youths 15 to 24 years old killed in motor vehicle ac
cidents were males. as were 83 percent of all drivers 
these ages who were involved in fatal crashes (F ARS). 

o The involvement of drivers in fatal motor vehicle 
accidents was highest (142 per 100,000 licensed driv
ers) among males 19 years of age (F ARS 1980). 

o Senior high school students who frequently drove 
cars while under the influence of alcohol were more 
likely than other students to be male, to be in the 12th 
grade, to get lower grades, to have had their first 
drink before 12 years of age, to get drunk at least once 
a week, to drink hard liquor, to drink in unsupervised 
settings such as cars at night and teenage hangouts, to 
get into trouble with their families over their drinking, 
and to believe they had some kind of problem with 
drinking. They also tended to be more tolerant of 
problem behavior and to be less religious than other 
students (RTI 1978). 

Moreover, twice as many youths IS to 
24 years of age were drivers in fatal 
crashes fllan actually died in motor 
vehicle accidents (table 2). 

drivers; of the 10,720 drivers who died 
in fatal accidents in this age group, 85 
percent were males <table 2). 

volvement rate steadily declined from 
age 16, with only a slight rise at 19 
years of age. 

Males :at highest risk. The majority 
of young drivers and victims in fatal 
motor vehicle accidents were males. 
Males under 25 years of age in 1980 
comprised only 11 percent of all li
censed drivers (Federal Highway Com
mission 1981: table DL-20), but were 
involved in 31 percent of all fatal 
motor vehicle accidents and in 47 per
cent of single vehicle fatal accidents 
occuring at night (Cerelli 1982: tables 
23-26). Of the 23,620 drivers 15 to 24 
years of age involved in accidents in 
1980 in which a fatality occurred, 83 
percent were males (table 2). There 
were 16,589 motor vehicle fatalities 
(drivers and other victims) in this age 
group, and over 7S percent were 
males. Most of those killed were 
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The magnitude of involvement in 
fatal accidents is considerably greater 
for young males dian for young fe
males, as shown in figure 1. In 1980, 
the number of 16-year-old male dri
vers involved in fatal motor vehicle ac
cidents was nearly three times that of 
females the same age. This difference 
between adolescent boys and girls 
steadily increased. By 20 years of age, 
male drivers were involved in fatal 
crashes five times more often than 
were females in the same age group. 

Male and female involvement in 
fatal crashes also differs markedly in 
pattern. For males, fatal accident 
driver-involvement rates rose steadily 
from age 16, peaking at age 19 and 
then gradually dropping. For young 
females, the fatal accident driver in-

These 1980 age-specific rates show 
that young males are at a much greater 
risk of involvement in fatal motor 
vehicle accidents than are young fe
males and that the risk increases with 
age up to 19 years. Young females, on 
the other hand, appear to become in
creasingly safe behind the wheel as 
they approach 24 years of age. How
ever, females at age 19 appearte be at 
slightly increased risk, despite their 
overall lower and decreasing rate of 
fatal accident involvement. 1 

Reasons for the subscantial differ
ences in male and female involvement 
in fatal motor vehicle accidents are un
clear. The number of hours spent driv
ing no doubt increases with age for 
both sexes; at the same time, however. 
they are gaining more experience as 
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Table 1. Death rates from motor veh;
de accidents distributed by 100year age 
groups, 1980 

Deaths, per 
Agegtoupa 100.000 

Under 1 year 7.6 

1·14 years 8.7 

15-24 years 415.0 

25-34 years 30.9 

35-44 years 19.6 

45·54 years 21.3 

55-64 years 18.1 

65·74 years 21.7 

75-84 years 33.0 

85 years and over 24.8 

All ages 24.4 

Noll': Dala is from a 10 percenl national sample of 
deaths.:ol\ecteC by thl' N.tional Center for Health 
Slatistics. :IJId presenled in table 8 ... Age·Specific 
and Age.Adjusled Dealh Rales for 15 Leading 
Causes and Seiected Components: United Siaies •. 
1979 and 1980." (National. Cenler for Heallh 
Statistics 1981). . ., 

~ ,,' -~ ":., ......... ".. . ... "" ........ ,. . .~ ".1 .••• ,,: 

drivers. Previous analyses of data 
from the Research Triangle Institute's 
national probability survey suggest 
that differences in patterns of alcohol 
consumption may explain some of the 
differences in fatal accident involve
ment. Senior high school boys were 
found more likely to consume large 
amounts of alcohol more frequently 
than girls. For example, 24 percent of 
12th grade boys reporied they drank at 
least five drinks on each occasion at 
least once at week. while 10 percent of 
senior girls reported comparable levels 
of weekly heavy drinking .(Lowman 
1981: table 1). The discrepancy be
tween boys' and girls' levels of alcohol 
consumption characterized students in 
all grades of senior high school. but in~ 
creased with each ascending year, in a 

I For males. fatal accident driver involvemenl 
rates rose from 114 per 100.000 among l6-year· 
old licensed drivers. to peak at 142 per 100.000 
among 19-year·old licensed drivers. The rate then 
gradually dropped to 97 per 100.000 among 24-
year·old licensed drivers. For females. the rate 
steadily declined from 42 per 100.000 licensed 
drivers at age 16. to 21 per 100,000 licensed 
drivers al age 24. (S(e technical notes on F ARS 
for data sources used 10 calculale Ihe rates.) 
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Table 1. Number of 15- to 24-year-olds in fatal motor ve.hicle accidents and 
percentage of males involved, 19801 

A' B C 

Togi drive,. 
Involved Total motor vehicle Total driver 

In fatal cra.he. fatalltle. fataUlle. 
Percent Percent Percent 

.~e N Male. N Males N Male. 

----
1~ 282 74.8. 581 60.4 151 83.4 

16 1;485 76.7 1,266 67.2 65.2 76.1 

17 2.218 79.5 1.617 70.4 946 81..2 

18 2,883 83.4 2,175 75.7 1.324 85.1 

19 3,216 83.7 2.186 79.4 1,416 86.2 

20 2,963 84.4' 1,922 80..2 1,331 86.9 

21 2,806 ' 83.3 1,884 78.3 1.306 84.8 

22 2.774 84.4 1.796 80.5 1,317 86.0 

23 2,624 85.0 1,666 80.7 1,228 85.7 

24 2,369 83.5 1,436 79..2 1.049 83.5 

--------------------------------------------------------------~-------
15·24 years 23.620 83.0 16.589 76.6 10.720 84.5 

IThe numbers of drivers and fatalilies reponed above were'providl":l by the Nalional Highw;l)' Tr:1ffic 
Safety Adminislralion (NHTSA 1981) from Ihe Falal Accident Reponing System for 1980. MOlorvehicle 
accidcnlS refer to aU accidenls on public roads involving any lYpe of mOlor vehicle ino:luding trucks, 
motorcycles. passenger cars, ambulanl:es. buses, etl:. 

:\/oles: 
Column A. All drivers of mOlor vehicles involved in crashes in which at least one fatality rC5ulted, includ· 
ing fatalilies to pedestrians or pedicyclisls (see NHTSA 1981 for dctails). 

Column B. All persons killed as a result or motor vehicle accidenlS who were pa.~senger~ or drivers; .:~. 
eludes pedestrains and pedicyelisls killed by mOlor vehicles. 

Column C. All drivers in motor vehicle accidents who themselves died wilhin 30 day~ as a resull of lhe 
accidenl. 

mann'er analogou~ "io' the' disc~~pancy 
between boys' and girls' involvement 
in fatal motor vehicle accidents. 

Blood alcohol concentration (BAC). 
Unfortunately, measures of blood al
cohol concentration (SAC). or per
centage by weight of alcohol in the 
blood, are not available for all drivers 
involved· in fatal motor vehicle acci
dents. SAC test results are known for 
only 29 percent of the drivers in 1980 
fatal crashes (NHTSA 1980: figure 
43). Young drivers were neither over-· 
nor under-represented in SAC testing. 
Approximately 40 percent of drivers 
with known SAC test results were 15 
to 24 years of age, a proportion com
parable to the 38 percent of drivers 
these ages who were involved in fatal 
crashes (NHTSA 1980: figures 39 and 
43). 

' .. 
Among the 7,454 drivers 15 to 24 

years of age who were involved in fatal 
motor vehicle accidents and whose 
SAC levels were known, S4 percent 
had SACs of 0.10 percent o. more 
(NHTSA 1980: figure 43), the legal 
level designating intoxication in most 
States. This finding is difficult to eval
uate. If SAC testing occurred pri
marily when alcohol involvement was 
suspected or known, then the resulting 
statistics would disclose ver?! high 
levels of alcohol involvement. How
ever, SAC reporting requirements and 
practices vary from State to State and 
from locality to locality. Conse· 
quently, the national F ARS data on 
blood alcohol are difficult to interpret 
because they are subject to a number 
of sources of bias (NHTSA 1978). 

Estimates based on F-ARS data 
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Fi pre 1. Sex 'arid age-specific fatal accident driver' involvement rates. 1980 .... 

J 
120 

100 

", . 

-". : ,', ..... 

: '\ '. 

20 ,'. 

1 drawn from 29 States in which BAC 
testing was most complete indicate less 
extensive heavy alcobol Ilse than do 

,; the national data. Nonetheless, heavy 
} alcohol involvement among many dri
'j vers in fatal crashes was still evident . 
. i Based on the 29-State 1980 F ARS 

. ,j data, it is estimated that 29 percent of 
.:. >1 IS- to 19-year-old drivers and 37 per

.. ,.. '. cent of 20- to 24-year-old ones had 
.' . ,:,~ BACs of 0.10 percent or more (Ct!!"elli 

.' ,i 1982: table 30). 
.. males· I More accidents on weekends. Self-

report data collected in a household 
survey in Boston during 1974 showed 

.. that persons 18 to 25 years of age 
"";,' drank significantly more alcohol on 

". fridays and Saturdays than did per-
.~,' sons of any other ages. However t on 

other days this was not the case (Har
ford and Gerstel (981). Extensive 
weekend social activities involving al-

t:othsexe~ coholic beverage consumption prob- , 
: " ": ably account for the distinctiv~~~I1l~"'~-

i. . . ::, ., . :o' :." • : 1 poral pattern of fatal crashes observed 
;". -. ..' . ';; .' "./ among young people (see Voas and 

t .' '''~' . • • '.":"':i Moulden 1980, figures 4-5 to 4-7). 
; ..... ; . : .. ' '::':<;" '.' .'" ') FARS data from 1978 . disclosed a 

,., ... ':: .>~~:.:.:.:~~" ,.:.:\.~··::·:::·:·}.?\:l !~~~t~~~ i:;, ~~~;~a~~~:~~e :~t:~~~~ 
• " .1 

., .',. ":':"" .. ~\.~ seven per hour at I a.m. on weekends . 
. ~ , .. ~, ,.:;.~ The fatality rate in this age group wa,s 

highest between 10 p.m. and 3 a.m. on 
", ~ 

. ' '', .,'. ,.j " females" weekends. Weekday fatalities peaked 
~ .... ,-...... '. ',., .. ":., at slightly over two per hour at 11 p.m. 

'; ~{'~;.:;;';'i;~;(i::~.J',::i~J;~r;;~;~:"~i~}~)f:.j ~~:Z.f~::~~~~:t~:!~~ ... 
~;: ". 

16 17 18 .. 19 

Note: The ratal accident driver involvement me 
equals the number of drivers involved in fatal 
motOr vehicle Iccidenu per 100,000 licensed 
drivers. Drivers include the " percent of 160 10 

%4-year-olds who were survivors of mOlor vehicle 

'~. 21 .': 22".', 23 ...•. 24, .,',' hour at about 2 a.m. on weekends and 
t' occurred ata rate of three per hour be.. '. 

Aile 

accidents In which Ie least one fatality occurred ",.' 
weU .. the 45 percent. who were Ihemulvqi' 
fatalities (Fatal Accident Reportinl System 19n~1; 
see technical notes ror details on data sources ~tt.id . 

tween 9 and II p.m. on weekdays. 
Among persons 45 years of age and 
older, however, while there was a 
weekend swell in fatalities, there was 
no steep peak as there was among 

to compute- the rates). 
'.. " '.. .: ~., , ;!: younger age groups. 
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Estimates of BAC levels based on 
-Che 29-State 1980 F ARS data support 

the assumption that the majority of 
drivers involved in nighttime single 
vehicle fatal accidents have been 
drinking. In 1980, an estimated 64 per
cent of drivers involved in nighttime 
singie vehicle fatal crashes had BAC 
levels of 0.10 percent or greater, twice 
that of drivers involved in daytime 
single vehicle fatal crashes (Cerelli 
1982: table IS). The level of alcohol in
volvement aOlong young drivers in 
fatal accidents at night on weekends 
was comparable. An estimated 62 per
cent of males 24 or younger had BAC 
levels of 0.10 percent or greater and 79 
percent showed some evidence of alco
hol use (Cerelli 1982: table 25). 

Self-Report 

R 
g:i:k~:g oy 
Senior High 
Students, 1978 

~ . ecords of death provide 
vital statistics on causes of death, the 
magnitude of fatalities, and changes 
over time. These direct our attention 
to the groups most likely to be affected 
by lethal conditions. Complementary 
information on the degree of adoles
cent exposure to risk of involvement in 
alcohol-related crashes is provided by 
self-report data collected in 1978 by 
the Research Triangle Institute (RTI) 
in a national probability survey of 
10th to 12th grade students. The RTI 
data furnish answers to two important 
questions. Are minimum drinking age 
laws related to teenage alcohol use? 
and What are the characteristics of 
senior high school students who fre
quently drive under the influence of 
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alcohol? 
Minimum drinking age laws. Recent 

research on drinking age laws has fo
cused on the short-term effects of 
changing the minimum drinking age. 
Maisto and Rachal (1980) used the na
tionally representative RTI data base 
to examine the "longer-term relation
ship between (minimum drinking age) 
laws and the behavior patterns they 
are designed to ·control." They classi
fied students from the 29 States sur
veyed by RTI in 1978 according to the 
minimum drinking age in their State of 
residence. Minimum drinking age laws 
were divided into three categories: (1) 
2J-year· Slates, those with a 21-year 
minimum drinking age for all alco
holic beverages; (2) J8- 10 20-year 
States, those specifying an 18- te 20-
year minimum drinking age for all al
coholic beverages; and (3) mixed 
Siaies, tbose with different minimum 
drinking ages for different types of al
coholic beverages, usually 21 years for 
hard liquor and 18, 19, or 20 years 
for beer and wine. (See technical notes 
for further details.) 

Maisto and Rachal found that 10th 
to 12th grade students who resided in 
States with a minimum drinking age of 
21 years used less alcohol than did stu
dents in other States. However, their 
analysis also shows that a conservative 
drinking age law does not eliminate il
legal drinking by senior high sch091 
students. Alcohol use was found to be 
extensive nationwide. (Tests showing 
that· the 1980 Maisto and Rachal find
ings are statistically significant. as well 
as evaluations of their validity, can be 
found in the original study.) 

According to Maisto and Rachal, 30 
percent of students who lived in States 
with a 21-year minimum drinking age 
law were alcohol abstainers-l0 to 11 
percent more than in States with other 

types of minimum drinking ages. On 
the other end of the spectrum, 24 per
cent of students in 21-year minimum 
drinking age States drank once a week 
or more often. This was 9 percent 
fewer than in 18- to 20-year States and 
S percent fewer than in mixed States. 
Ten percent of students in 21-year 
States reported they had gotten drunk 
as often as once a week during the pre
vious year-only S perc:ent fewer than 
in 18- to 20-year States and 4 percerit 
fewer than in mixed States. 

The percentage of students who 
combined drinking and driving did not 
vary greatly. Nineteen percent of 10th 
to 12th graders in 21-year States re
ported they often drank when they 
drove around or sat in cars at night; 
this was only 4 percent fewer than in 
18- to 20-year States andS percent 
fewer than in States with mixed drink
ing ages. 

It is interesting to note that 14 per
cent of students who lived in 21-year 
States reported that they disapproved 
of alcohol use, twice t;!s many as in 
States with less restrictive drinking age 
laws. 

Characteristics of students at risk 
for driving under the influence (DUI). 
Five percent of students in the RTI 
survey reported· that they drove cars 
after they had had a "good bit" to 
drink at least 10 times or more during 
the previous year. Extrapolated to the 
Nation, this means an estimated"Qaif
million senior high school students in 
1978 were probably at high risk for 
involvement in fatal motor vehicle ac
cidents. This may be a conservative es
timate. since students reporting less 
frequent DUI incidents were also at 
risk. 

Who were these 10th to 12th grade. 
students at recurring risk for alcohol
related motor vehicle accidents? Did 
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Table 3. Characteristics of stUdents who frequently.drove 
under the influence of alcohol, 1978 

.' ... 

Characterlatlcs 

.. FNqUeflt 
au! 

,tudenta 
(percenl) 

Other 
student' 
(percent) Characterl,Ues 

: '". 

Fr.quent 
DUI 

,tudents. 
(percent) 

Olh_ 
students 
(percent) 

s-
Male ................................. . 
Female ............................. :. 

Gra. 
10th ............................. ~ ...... . 
11th •••••••.•••.•••••••••••••••••••••.•• 
12th ................................... ~. 

School gradel " 
Excellent (As and Bs) .•.••••••••••••••••. 
Good (Bs and CS) ..................... .. 
Below average (Cs, Os. and Fs) .•.•.•.••.•••• 

AQa at first drink 
Never had a drink ................ 00 •••• ".0.:. 

Under 12 years 00000 •••••••• 0 ;". 0 ••• 0 •••• • 

12 to 14 years •••••. 0 •••••••• o ••••••••••• 

15 years and over ... 0 ........ o. 0 ....... 0 

Number of times students got drunk 
during the previous year 
None .••••.•••••••••• :. : .•• : ............ , 
1 to 5 ilmes ............................ ~ • ~ 
6I1me~. to twice a month ................. . 
Once a week or more olten ... :. '.' ........ :': • 

How often students drink be.r, wine, 

78.8 
21.2 

11:3 
36.2 
52.5 

20.3 
62.1 
17.6 

0.0 
33.1 
48.3 
17.6 

0.9 
5.9 

27.9 
65.3 

~.5 

55.5 

34.2 
· 34~ 

31.4 

38.7 
54.0 

7.3 

11,6 
14.2 

· 41.9 
32.3 

43.1 
30.2 

· 16.4 
10.3 

How often students drink beer, wine, 
or liquor when at pIece, wh.,. tHOagers 
hang around and thel, parents or other 
adult, are not pre,ant 
Never •• o •• ·'.0 •••••••••••••• 0 •••••• 0... 4.2 
Sometimes ••••••••••••.• 0 ••••••••• 0 0 • • • 14.9 
'Often .................................. 0 SO.9 

Numbar 01 times studants got Into 
troubla with family because of their 
drinking during the pest year 
None •••.•••••••••• 0 .................... : 

Once •. 0 ........................ : ..... . 

" . 2 to 3 times ...•••••••••...••••• , ••••••• 
" 4 times or more ••••••••••••..••••••.•.•• 

Studentl perc,Iva thalr drinking to 
hava bHn a problam during the 
pasty .. r 
Don't drink or not a problem .••..••••••••• 
A mild problem ••••••••••••..•••••••••.• 
More than a.mlld problem •••••••••••••••• 

49.5 
12.6 
18.9 
19.0 

76.6 
16.4 
7.0 

43.9 
27.8 
28.3 

81.1 
11.4 
5.4 
2.1 

94.0 
5.1 
0.8 

,'Percentaaes of students who "often" drink when in a setting combine 
studeRls reponina they ~'rrequently" dranlc there with those who reponed 
they drank there "most of the time." 

oJ liquor when driving around or slUing , Note: The "frequent DUI studen!s" refer 10 222 sludents who responded that 
In cars lit night Ihey had driven when they had a "good bit" to drink 10 or more times during 
Never •• " ..•••.••••••••••• '" •••.••• ~. 1.4 53.1 the prcmous year. "Other students" refer to the remaining 4,523 students in 
Sometimes. 0 .............. _ ••••••••••• '. 17.9 27.7 Ihe:1978 RTI national probability sample of 10th to 12th grade students who 
·Often ............... ; .. , •• ; ......... :.: SO.7 19.2·. responded to the question (Rachal et aI. 1980a or 1980b). Although the 

. "., :.~. . ",.' .. '< :,'· .. Jtarisdcs.are useful for bringing intO sharp [dief contrasts between the two 
. '. .... . . ~ . : ,," . :., '-,,"", . ;~. ::.:? arollps. the small sample size for the "frequent DUI" csteaory means those 
.': ...... <~. ;'.::..... '., : .::"',:.'; i,'.i·.·.\·~:;.pm:cntaliesshouidnorbeusecitomakeestimates. 

,i ',~.".. ~,.; .• ,:A~a..~~ ... ",-,«· ........ ;t;"':';" }#~~~~~.·._..:..~ll.~ ........ ", ...... .:::..~~ ....... ~~.~ • ...i""., .. ~ . .!,:.,:t_~_ ..... 'b:_ ... ~ ........ ,,~~..... ,~l: ..... ,M.,_ .. : ........... I.lrI. ....... ~ ........ , ...... , •.•• , .• ,. '0 ....... "1" 4'" .......... 1 __ t" 

they differ from other students? The 
distributions in table 3 compare those 
teenagers who were frequent drinking· 
drivers with other students along a 
number of dimensions. StUdents who 
responded "10 times or more" to a 
question asking how often in the pre· 
vious year they had driven after having 
a "good bit" to drink are referred to 
in table 3 as those who frequently 
drive under the influence (DUI). 

"Good bit" to drink is a relative 
concept with no objective measure for 
degree of intoxication. It cannot be as
sumed ~herefore, that a "good bit" to 
drink means drunk. The fact that 65 
percent of students in the frequent 
OUI group also reported they got 
drunk at least once a week, however, 
makes it probable that a "good bit" to 
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drink was interpreted [0 mean a sub· 
stantial amount of alcohol. 

As table 3 shows, the majority of 
students who frequently drove under 
the influence were males and seniors. 
More than twice as many in the fre· 
quent DUI category got below average 
grades (Cs, Os, and Fs) than did other 
students. One out of three students 
who were in the frequent OUI cate· 
gory had his or her first drink, not just 
a sip or taste, of alcohol before the age 
of 12 years, as compared with one out 
of seven of the other students sur
veyed. 

Six times as many of the students 
who reported frequent DUI also reo 
ported a high frequency of drunken
ness, compared with other students. 
Sixty. five percent of the frequent OUl 

group got drunk at least once a week. 
This suggests that the estimated half· 
million students who frequently drank 
and drove in 1978 may have driven 
under the influence of alcohol many 
more than 10 weekends during the pre
ceding year. 

Eighty percent of the 222 senior 
high school students who frequently 
drove under the influence of,:a!cohol 
reported they often drank when they 
drove around or sat in cars at night, 
while only 20 percent of other students 
did. Over SO percent of the frequent 
OUI group also reported they often 
drank beer, wine, or liquor in other 
unsupervised teenage hangouts, as 
compared with 28 percent of all other 
students. 

Although few students perceived 
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their drinking to have been a problem 
during the previous year, nearly four 
times as many students who frequently 
drove under the int1uence of alcohol 
reported their drinking to be some 
kind of problem as did other students 
(23 percent as compared with 6 per
cent). Over one-third of the frequent 
OUI group reported they had gotten 
into trouble with their families about 
their drinking at least two times during 
the previous year, nearly four tim:s as 
often as the other students did. 

There were no marked differences in 
the socioeconomic status of students 
who frequently drove under the influ
ence of alcohol at least 10 times during 
the previous year as compared with all 
other students. However, they did tend 
to be less religious than other re
spondents and to be more tolerant of 
problem behavior. 

More extensive reports of the RJ'I 
findings based on these dimensions 
can be found in Facts for Planning 
No. 3 (Lowman 1980/81b), No. 4 
(Rachal et al. 1982), and No.6 (Low
man 1982). 

N 
Implic~tions 

. adonal alcohol. health. 
and motor vehicle accident statistics 
have been used to show that alcohol 
consumption, driving under the influ
ence of alcohol, and involvement in 
alcohol-related accidents are extensive 
amo'ng youth (especially males), many 
of whom are under the legal drinking 
age. 

The RTI study on the relationship 
between the State minimum drinking 
age laws and the drinking practices of 
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10th to 12th graders indicates that a 
21-year minimum iegal drinking age is 
related to less alcohQ.l use by teen
agers. However, the data also show 
that teenage drinking is extensive even 
in Sta,.~hq 21-year laws, although 
less so than in ones with lower drink
ing age laws. Further, the nature of the 
relationship between legal drinking 
age and levels of teenage alcohol use is 
unclear. Laws may be artifacts of 
social customs and values rather than 
.shapers of them. 

The RTI study suggests that raising 
the legal drinking age to 21 years will 
not eliminate underage alcohol con
sumption. Although the prevalence of 
alcohol use 'appears somewhat lower in 
21-year States, there remains in all 
States an urgent need to develop pre
vention programs on the local level as 
well as through State-level control 
policies that impact alcohol use among 
youth. 

The FARS and RTI data show that 
among youth it is the older adolescent 
males who are at higher risk for 
alcohol-related involvement in motor 
vehicle accidents. Among both boys 
and girls, 19 appears to be a par
ticularly vulnerable age. For most 
youth, this is the first year out of high 
school and also the first year as legal 
adults. Increased freedom and e:<peri
mentation accompanied by increased 
alcohol use-regardless of State drink
ing age~may explain the peak 
involvem~nt in. fatal crashes at 19 
years. 

R TI findings on the social charac
teristics of senior high school students 
who reported that they frequently 
drove under the influence of alcohol 
suggest that intervention and control 
measures may be needed in addition to 
preventive efforts. Comparison of the 
subgroup of students at high risk for 

OUI w.ith all other students sampled 
suggests they were less likely to be re
ceptive to rational, preventive educa
tional approaches. Indeed the data 
considered here suggest that youth at 
high risk for OUI-particularly high 
school seniors and 19-year-old 
males-may be a ha.rd-to-reach group 
for control and intervention as well as 
prevention measures. 

Most studies . of drinking among 
youth are confined either to high 
school students or to college students. 
The drinking-driving data on youth 
considered here confirm the serious 
need for a single population study of 
16- to 24-year olds-both students and . 
nonstudents-in order to determine 
the nature of transformations· in 
drinking practices that take place be
tween late adolescence and early 
maturity. Such knowledge will. aid the 
development of effective policies and 

. programs to modify the social context, 
behavior, and values that. lead to the 
high involvement of young drivers in 
fatal mot.:>r vehicle accidents. 

E 
Technical Notes 

. atal Accident R .. ordng System. 
The Fatal Accident Reporting System 
of the National Highway ..J'raffic 
Safety Administration (NHTSA) has 
collected data annually since 1975 on 
all fatalities that occurred within 30 
days after involvement in motor vehi
cle accidents on roads open to the pub
lic. The data are collected by F ARS 
analysts in State agencies from a num
ber of State sources (for example, 
police accident reports, death certifi
cates, and emergency medical service 
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reports). The State analysts entfr data 
directly into NHTSA's computerized 
central data file, using a standardized 
format for registering information on 
over 90. different attributes of fatal 
accidents, of the drivers and vehicles 
involved, and of persons fatally 
injured in them. 

States vary with respect to laws and 
procedures for collecting information 
on fatal accidents. About half of the 
States legally require that tests of 
blood alcohol concentration (BAC) be 
administered to fatally injured drivers. 
Surviving drivers were tested only 19 
percent of the time (NHTSA 1981). In 
1980, SAC t:sts were administered to 
only 37 percent of the drivers involved 
in fatal m.otor vehicle accidents and 
were actually reported for only 29 
percent of them. Since BAC data are 
based on neither a random sample nor 
a census, it is unclear how representa-
tive they are. ' 

The fatal accident driver involve
ment rate (figure 1) represents the total 
number of drivers involved in fatal 
accidents per 100,000 licensed drivers. 
Two data sources were used by the 
author to develop the rate and figure 
1, showing its national distribution 
among youth by sex and yt;llr of age. 
One source was the 1980 F ARS census 
of all drivers involved in fatal motor 
vehicle accidents (NHTSA); the other 
was the Department of Transporta
tion's (DOT) national census of dri
vers' licenses in 1980. as reported in the 
table' entitled "Distribution of licensed 
drivers by sex and percentage in each 
age group and relation to population, 
1980." (NHTSA 1980). 

Research Triangle Institute (RTI) 
1978 National Probability Survey of 
Adolescent Drinking Practices. RTI 
used a questionnaire to collect na
tionally representative information Oil 
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trends in drinking· practices among 
10th to 12th grade students related to 
demographic, attitudinal, and person
ality characteristics; the frequency, 
quantity, contexts, and consequences 
of drinking; the perceived or reported 
influence of friends and peers; deviant 
or antisocial behavior: and the use of 
drugs in addition to alcohol. . 

Methodology. Athr:e-stage strati
fied sampling strategy was employed. 
The first stage involved .selecting a 
probability sample of all counties in 
the 48 contiguous States and the Dis
trict of Columbia, stratified by geo
graphic region and community size. A 
second-stage probability sample was 
taken of all·"ttigh schools in each 
county selected:' At least one high 
school was chosen from each county 
and more than one from large coun
ties. Finally, a probability sample of 
homerooms 'in each grade in' school, 
was taken from the sample of high 
schools selected in the second stage. 
Questionnaires were self-administered 
by student groups in homerooms or 
classes. Instructed and supervised by 
RTI-trained staff, students were as
sured that their responses would be 
anonymous and confidential. 

Some of the original, randomly se
lected sampling units were replaced, 
using probability measures. The 
"overall participation rate" in the 
final adjusted sample is 8S percent (the 
proportion of schools participating 
multiplied by the proportion of stu-
dents participating). . 

The RTI sample was not represen
tative of all adolescents in the Nation. 
Neither high school dropouts nor ab
sentees were sampled. Both of these 
subgroups may manifest different 
drinking patterns from those that 
characterize the in-school high school 
students. Further, inner city students 

and members of the ethnic groups 
other than "white" or "black" were 
probably undersampled. Nonetheless, 
the sample is representative of the ma
jority of the Nation's senior high 
school students. More detailed discus
sions of sampling validity are con
tained in the RTI final report (Rachal 
et al. 198o.a, 1980b). 

Statistics. In Facts for Planning 
Nos. 1, 2, 3, S, and 6, weighted per
centages were used in order to estimate 
the number of youths in the Nation in 
1978 who were drinkers~,For conveni
ence in analytical procedures, analyses 
in Facts for Planning No. S were based 
on unweighted sample values. 

The statistics reported;iin this article 
from the Maisto and Rachal 1980 
study are based on sample values. 
Sample percentages are used to de
scribe characteristics of studentsw.ho 
frequently drove under the influence 
of alcohol because the subset is toO 
small (222 persons) to represent the 
Nation with the same accuracy that 
weight~d percentages based on the 
larger RTI sample does. 

In general, percentages based on the 
weIghted and unweight~d RTI na
tional probability samples (1974 and 
1978) are comparable, indicating that 
the RTI samples are highly representa
tive of the national population of high 
school students on which they are 
based (Rachal et a!. 1980b). Percent
ages are based on all cases that have 
analyzable data, not the total saThples. 

States in the 1978 RTI sample. In 
the spring of 1978, RTI sampled senior 
high school students in 30 States ran
domly selected from the 48 contiguous 
States in the continental United States. 
Twenty-nine of these were included in 
the Maisto and Rachal (1980) mini
mum drinking age law study. Michi
gan was excluded because it lowered 
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its minimum drinking age shortly after 
the RTI survey was conducted. The 29 
States in the study were classified on 
the basis of State minimum drinking 
age laws as of May I, 1979 (Maisto 
and Rachal 1980: p. 164); 2l-year 
States (21 years for all alcoholic 
beverages) included California, Ken
tucky, Missouri, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, Utah, and Washington; 
18- to 20-year States (18 to 20 for all 
alcoholic beverages) included Ala
bama, Connecticut, Florida, Louisi
ana, Maine. Massachusetts, Minne
sota, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New 
Je,fsey, New York, Tennessee, Texas, 
and Vermont; mixed States (different 
ages for different alcoholic beverages, 
and usually 21 for hard liquor and 18 
to 20 for beer and wine) included Col
orado, Illinois, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, and 
Virginia. 
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Alcohol Use Among Black 
Senior High School Students. 
Cherry Lowman, Ph.D., Thomas C. Harford, Ph.D., 
and Charles T. Kaelber,.M.D., D.P.H. 

AkohO! ,bu" i, ,on
sidered a major problem among blacks 
as well as whites in America. Recent 
reviews of research conducted over the 
past 35 years on alcohol use among 
blacks conclude that adverse con
sequences of alcohol use are at least as 
great for blacks as for whites in this 
country (Harper 1977; Harper and 
Dawkins [976: King 1982). Yet for 
black senior high school students, 
alcohol use and alcohol-related prob
lems appear to be less extensive among 
black students th;tn among white 
students. The latter finding is based on 
data collected in 1978 by the Research. 
Triangle Institute (RTI) as part of a 
national probability survey of drinking 
practices among American senior high 
school students (Rachal et al. 1980). 
funded by the National Institute on 
Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(N IAAA) and. the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NlDA). The RTI 
study probably provides a relatively 
conservative estimate of levels of 
alcohol use since it did not survey 
absentees or dropouts who have been 
known to report higher levels of use 
than the typical student (Blane and 
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Hewitt 1975; Kandel [975). 
More research is needed to obtain a 

definitive picture of drinking plltterns 
among blacks. However. the available 
data do suggest that alcohol use begins 
later among blacks than among whites. 
On the other hand, the onset of 
alcohol-related problems. such as cir
rhosis of the liver and alcohol-related 
homicides. appears earlier for blacks 
than whites. The risk of developing 
alcohol-related clinical and social prob
lems appears to be highly concentrated 
among blacks between 18 and 30 years 
of age. Black high school students are 
therefore important targets for pro
grams that warn them about problems 
related to alcohol use that may arise in 
their peer groups not long after leaving 
high school. 

Two recent reviews of studies on 
black alcohol use and alcoholism 
(Harper 1977; King 1982) found 
extensive evidence of cultural dif
ferences between blacks and whites in 
the etiology and epidemiology of 
alcohol use. As Harper suggests (1977. 
pp. 363-364). "it cannot be assumed" 
that alcohol policies and treatment 
guidelines "based on the needs of 
whites" are "equally applicable to 
blacks." 

The major objective of this article is 
to summarize findings from the RTI 
survey on stylistic differences in the use 

of alcohol among black and among 
white senior high schabl students. This 
information can behelpful in develop
ing culturally sensitive programs. First. 
however, background informatiory on 
alcohol problems among black adults 
is given in order to provide a matrix 
within which findings on black senior 
high school students may be evaluated. 

Alcohol-Related 
Problems 
Among Black 
Adults T relative magnitude of 

alcohol problems among blacks. as in 
any population •. varies in part depend
ing on the type of study and' on the 
measures used. Self-report data col
lected in a 1979 national probability 
survey of ,persons 18 years of age and 
over indicated that heavy drinkers and 
problem· drinkers were as. common 
among blacks as among whites who 
drank. However. a higher numb.~ of 
blacks than whites-especially fe
males-reported alcohol abstention 
(Clark and Midanik 1982)-a finding 
characteristic of other surveys as well. 

Objective measures of the con
sequences of alcohol use. on the other 
hand. suggest that some alcohol
related problems may be more severe 
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Highlights 
Data bases: AEDS. 1978, NIAAA's Alcohol Epidemiologic 

Data System-cirrhosis rates: Be. 1977 and 1980, Bureau of the 
Census-high school dropout rates: NAPfS. 1980, NIAAA's 
National Alcoholism Program Information System-alcoholics in 
treatment; RTf. 1978. Res.:arch Triangle Institute-schoo I-based 
national probability survey of 10th to 12th grade students. 

ODifferent styles of alcohol use distinguish between 
black and white 10th to 12th grade students: 

There were twice as many alcohol abstainers 
among black students as among white students (RTI 
1978). . 

Among those who drank,' black students con
sumed smaller amounts of alcohol less frequently 
than did their white counterparts (RTI 1978). 

Four times as many white students as black ones 
drank heavily-a minimum of five drinks on each 
occasion at least once a week (R TI 1978). 

Among students who used marijuana, black 
students were less likely than white ones to use 
marijuana and alcohol simultaneously (RTI 1978). 

Markedly fewer black students than white ones 
reported they often drank with their peers, unsuper
vised by adults. For example, 51 percent of the white 

students reported they often drank at teenage parties 
where only their peers were present, compared with 
24 percent of black students who reported this 
behavior (RTI 1978). 

OMost black students do not appear to be at high 
risk for alcohol abuse in senior high school; however, 
there is clinical evidence that suggests the risk for 
black youth increases as they reach early maturity. In 
1978, cirrhosis rates began a steep ascent among 
blacks in their twenties; overall black cirrhosis rates 
were double white rates (AEDS 1978). 

OUnemployment is associated with high ris!. for 
alcohol problems, and black youth are at higher risk 
for unemployment than are their white counterparts. 

Among clients in 18 NIAAA treatment programs 
aimed at blacks, the unemployment rate was 
unusually high: 69 percent as compared with 51 
percent among all clients in the total 460 treatment 
programs funded by NIAAA in 1980 (NAPIS 1980). 

The risks of unemployment and dropping out of 
high school were greater for black youth in 1977 than 
for white ones (Be 1977, 1980). 

among blacks than among whites. 
particularly among young black males. 
For example, alcohol-related homicide 
rates are higher for black males under 
30 years old than for whites the same 
ages (Harper 1 977). Even more striking 
are the figures on deaths from cirrhosis 
of the liver. generaliy caused by pro
longed heavy drinking. In 1978. cir
rhosis death rates rose steeply among 
blacks in their twenties. whereas a 
parallel ascent did not <;lccur among 
whites until after the age of 3S (figure 
I). Among black males 2S to 34 years 
of age. cirrhotic death rates were 
several times higher than for white 
males the same age. For all ages. the 
cirrhotic death rate for black Amer
icans was nearly twice that for white 
Americans (AEDS 1980). 

intakes in the black treatment pro
grams. 69 percent were unemployed
nearly 20 percent more than the 51 
percent of intakes in the total 460 
programs who reported they were 
unemployed. (Note that 65 percent of 
clients in the 18 programs aimed at 
blacks were actually black; 18 percent 
of clients in all 460 programs, in-

eluding the 18 black programs, were 
black). 

It is difficult to interpret data on 
clients in NIAAA treatment programs 
since there is no way to determine the 
extent to which the data reflect alcohol 
problems in the general popUlation. 
Program policies and outreach 
strategies may bias the selection of 

With one notable. exception, the 
alcoholics who entered 18 NIAAA
funded programs aimed ~t black 
clients in 1980 were comparable to 
alcoholics entering all 460 programs 
funoed by NIAAA that year. The 
exception was that markedly higher 
levels of unemployment were reported 
by intakes in the 18 black programs. Of 
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Figure 1. Death rates from Cirrhosis of the liver, U.S. 1978 

CI 
CI 

60 

50 

~40 g .. 
= 
:- 30 .. 
a: 

20 

10 

Black 
Sourcr. Alcohol Epidemiologic Dala S~slem. 
Cirrhosis of Liv~r Mortalil}' in the U.S. U.S. 
Alcohol Epidemiologic Dala Reference Manual. 
Sec;lion 2. Rockville. MD: NIAAA, December 
1980. 

o 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75~84 85+ 
Age categorle. 

Alcohol Health and Research World 



clients in particular types of programs, 
just as underreporting of cases biases 
data on characteristics of clients in 
treatment. 

Despite the limitations, the NIAAA
funded treatment program data do 
suggest a possible relationship between 
the economic/ social status of black 
Americans and the level of alcohol 
problems among young adult blacks. 
At least one study based on general 
population surveys found such a 
relationship (Cahalan and Room 
1974). Analyses of data collected on 
men in three general population sur
veys-two national and one metro
politan conducted in the late 1960s
showed that drinking problems cor
related with a number of factors 
including race ("black'') and "work
role instability." 

Low or uncertain social status and 
work-role instability· are common con
ditions among young adults, black or 
white. whi~h is probably one reason 
that general population surveys show 
adults in their twenties to be at 
especially high risk for hEavy drinking 
and for problems related to drinking 
(Cahalan and Room 1974; Clark and 
M idanik 1982). Cahalan and Room 
(1974) concluded that indicators of 
heavy alcohol use begin to diminish 
among older age groups as social and 
economic stability increases. 

Many young people-black and 
white-may mature out of heavy 
drinking as they mO~'e into relatively 
stable occupations and households. 
However. the study finding suggests 
that young adults who lack access to 
employment opportunities may con
tinue heavy alcohol use well into 
adulthood. 

More older black than white teen
agers appear to be at risk for problems 
arising from educational and voca
tional inequities. More black than 
white youth 18 to 19 years of age are 
high school dropouts (Bureau of the 
Census 1979. 1981; also see the 
technical notes). Economic disad
vantage occurs even earlier than age 
18. In 1977. nearly three times as many 
black youth were unemployed as were 
white youth-35 percent as compared 
with 13 percent. This was attributed in 
part to the movement of jobs from 
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largely black central cities to pre
dominantly white suburbs as well as to 
the adverse effects of discrimination 
and ghetto environment and education 
(Messolonghites 1979). By 1982. the un
employment rate among black youth 
reached 53 percent (Wrather 1982). 
These findings indicate a need to 
prepare black youths":"'both s.tudents 
and their out-of-school peers-for the 
period of high risk for alcohol prob
lems that begins not long after the high 
school years. However, stylistic dif
ferences that distinguish alcohol use 
among black youth from alc:ohol use 
among whites, as disclosed by the 1978 
RTI survey. suggest the need for 
prevention efforts tailored to the 
special needs and experience of black 
youth. 

" .. ~ 
.::~ 

Alcohol Use 
Among Black 
Senior High 
School Students T

~ 

:~: he 
finding that black 

students report lower levels of alcohol 
use than do white students is not 
pec:Jliar to the RTI data; it is 
consistent with surveys of alcohol use 
among high school students conducted 
throughout the 1970s (Blane and 
Hewitt 1975). As yet, no adequate 
explanation has been provided to 
account for these differences. How
ever, several stylistic differences in 
alcohol use are proposed to be among 
the important sources of variation. 

Prevalence. The 1978 RTI survey 
indicated that alcohol use was less 
elttensive among black than white 10th 
to 12th grade st.udents. and that this 
relationship did not vary for any level 
of drinking. (~ee the technical notes 
for background information on survey 
methodology and for a discussion of 
the representativeness of the 1978 
sample.) Black students reported not 
only drinking less often than did whit.~ 
students. but also consuming less 
alcohol on each occasion. Comparison 
of figures 2 and 3 shows that 
differences in the quantity of alcohol 
usc were even more marked than were 
differences in the frequency of alcohol 
use. Findings presented in figure 4 

illustrate the differences in drinking 
lev~ls between white and black stu
dents. (Drinking levels is a classifica
tion of alcohol use based on measures 
of both quantity and frequency. See 
the technical notes for specific defini
tions.) 

Figure 4 reveals the comparatively 
high level of abstinence among black 
students. also characteristic of the 
adult black population. Among black 
students,41 percent of females and 34 
percent of. males were alcohol ab
stainers or drank less often than once a 
year. Among white students, 18 per
cent of females and 20 percent of males 
were alcohol abstainers. 

As noted in Facts for Planning No. I 
(Lowman 1981), the differences be
tween black students and white stu
dents were progressively larger as 
drinking levels increased. For example, 
83 percent of black senior high school 
students reported they had ever had a 
drink, compared with 89 percent of 
white students In contrast, 69 percent 
of white students drank monthly and 
30 percent drank weekly, while 49 
percent of black students drank month
ly and. 19 percent drank weekly. The 

. rate for whites was one and a half times 
higher than for blacks. Whites were 
four rimes more likely than blacks to 
be heavier drinkers, that is. to consume 
at least five drinks on each occasion at 
least once a week. Sixteen percent of 
white students and only 4 percent of 
black students were heavier drinkers 
(figure 4). 

The search for explanations for the 
lower prevalence of alcohol use among 
black senior high school students raises 
a number of questions. Are there 
demographic variations in the samples 
of black students and of white students 
that can explain the differences in 
extent of alcohol use? Variations in the 
grade and sex composition of the two 
samples and in their distributi,?~s by 
region and community type are ex
amined in the technical notes. AI· 
though notable differences do exist. 
they are not sufficient to explain the 
large discrepancy in the prevalence of 
alcohol llse in the two groups. A group 
of eight variables (including socio
economic status. grades in school. and 
religiosity) were found to account for 
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only 16 percent of the variance in the 
frequency of alcohol use 

Are black students more likely than 
white students to underreport alcohol 
use? Prevalence data on levels of 
marijuana use among the 1978' senior 
high school students show that black 
students reported levels of marijuana 
use similar to those reported by white 
students. This means that black stu
dents probably did not underreport 
alcohol use to a greater extent than did 
white students. Students generally are 
more likely to underreport the use of 
an illicit drug like marijuana than to 
underreport a more socially approved 
drug like alcohol. Am'ong white stu
dents. 55 percent of males and 57 
percent of females reported they had 
ever used marijuana-prevalence rates 
comparable in frequency to' those 
among black students, of whom 51 
percent of males and 47 percent of 
females reported marijuana use. Black 
and white students also reported com
parable levels of use: 28 percent of 
both,black students and white students 
reported using marijuana 10 or more 
times during the previous 6 months; 24 
percent of white students and 28 
percent of black. ones reported having 
used marijuana within the past week. 

Are there differences in alcohol use 
between the two groups that can be 
attributed to differences in patterns of 
socialization'! The 1978. RTI data 
suggest that stylistic distinctions may 
influence the extent and levels of 
alcohol use in the two groups. 

Differences in onset of alcohol use. 
The data represented in figure 5 
suggest that increases in black stu
dents' levels of alcohol use at each 
grade level lagged behind increases in 
white students' drinking levels. This 
was the case among both males and 
females. Lower levels of alcohol use 
among black drinkers in each ,grade 
appear to result from a time lag. in that 
many black students start drinking at a 
later age than do whites. 

Why do black students begin using 
alcohol later than white students'! The 
1978 R Tl data suggest two factors that 
playa role-black students use other 
psychoactive drugs before they use 
alcohol. and they are much less likely 
than white students' to drink with 
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peers. 
Psychoactive drug use. Studies on 

drug, use among youth indicate that 
alcohol use generally precedes mari
juana use (Kandel 1980). Consistent 
with this pattern is'the RTI finding 
that most senior high school students 
who used marijuana also used alcohol. 
Nearly half of the students classified as 
moderate to heavier drinkers had used 
marijuana within the last month as 
compared with only 10 percent of the 
abstainers and infrequent and light 
drinkers (Lowman 1981 j 82a). 

The R Tl data on' marijuana use 
among black students suggest that this 
pattern differs among a substantial 
number of black youth. Among black 
marijuan~ users. 24 percent were 
alcohol abstainers, 'in contrast with 4 
percent of the white marijuana users 
who were alcohol abstainers. 

A ,study of ethnic dif
ferences 'in drug, use among a repre
sentative sample of high school stu
dents in New' York reached a similar 
conclusion, based on longitudinal as 
well' as cross-sectional data. "Whites 
begin the use of legal drugs at an 
earlier age than blacks, who begin the 
use of a~ illegal drug before whites." 
according to Marel (1977. p. 93). ' 

Additional evidence that onset of 
alcohol use is later for blacks and that 
styles of alcohol and drug use differ for 
black and white students is provided in 
figure 6. Fewer black than white 
students reported_simultaneous al
cohol and marijuana use; 9 percent of 
blilck male students and 7 percent of 
black female students reported simul
taneous use. while 20 percent of white 
male students and 17 percent of white 
females said they had used both sub
sta'nces at the same time. .'. 

Differences in the social contexts of 
alcohol use. Analyses of the 1978 data 
on social contexts of alcohol use show 
that drinking among youth was most 
common in settings where only peers 
w~re present-at unsupervised teenage 
parties and hangouts. at school func
tions when no adults were visible. and 
in cars at night (Harford in press; 
Harford and Spiegler 1982: Lowman 
198Ij82b),The students who reported 
they often drank alcoholic beverages in 
'unsupervised 'settings were among 

those who reported the highest levels 
of alcohol use and ~he most frequent 
drunkenness. 

Findings on alcohol use by black 
students and white students in various 
social contexts, presented in table I. 
disclose very different patterns in the 
two subgroups. The most popular 
setting for alcohol use among black 
students appeared to be special oc
casions at home. The most common 
setting among white students was un
supervised teenage parties. 

Even though -black students reported 
lower levels oh!.!cohol use in all social 
settings, the difference did not exceed 9 
percent in contexts supervised by 
adults-dinner with the family; special 
occasions at home. and teenage parties 
with adults present. Differences in 
alcohol consumption in peer-only con
texts. on the other hand. ranged from 
15 to 27 percent. Twice as many white 
as black students reported the~' often 
drank at unsupervised teenage parties, 

The drinking context questions do 
not tell us how often an individual was 
exposed to a particular context. They 
measure only the frequency of alcohol 
use when in the setting. The fact that 
the frequency of drinking in peer-only. 
contexts is highly correlated with 
reported quantity and frequency of 
alcohol use (Harford and Spiegler 
1982) suggests that black students 
attend peer-only parties where alcohol 
is served less often than do white 
students. This possibility is supported 
by the fact that only 47 percent of 
black students. compared with 75 
percent of white students. reported 
that most of their cil~ssmates drank 
sometimes. 

A New York State study suggests 
that. black students may not be as 
greatly intluenced by peers as are white 
students. In a reanalysis of 1971 survey 
data on students in New York State
originally collected by Kandel and 
associates (1965)-Marel (1-977) 
showed that teenage values and peers 
exerted little influence over the initia
tion of black students into hard liquor 
use: white students were much more 
oriented to their peers. Parental 
factors. on the other hand, were found 
to exert a signific'ant influence on the 
initiation of black youth into 'hard 
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Figure 6. Simultaneous use of alcohol and marijuana Table l. Differences in drinking contexts among 
black youth and white youth 
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liquor use. Marel notes (p. 115). 
"Parents seem to be influential ... as 
models of a specific behavior. hard 
liquor use, and in terms of their 
closeness. rather than in their roles as 
sanctioning agents." In another study 
of high school students in the 1960s, it 
was found that nonwhite students 
(black and Oriental) were not affiliated 
with cliques that drank regularly 
(Riester and Zucker 1968). The re~ 

searchers suggested this m'ight have 
accounted for the Ibw prevalence of 
alcohol use among nonwhites, al
though the evidence was inconclusive 
because of the small size of the 
nonwhite sample. 

The 1978 RTI data on the ethnic 
composition of the schools attended by 
the students sampled suggest that 
white students socialized in a relatively 
homogeneous environment. whereas 
the social life of black students 
probably was carried out in a more 
heterogeneous milieu. Of the white 
students sampled. 94 percent attended 
schools in which more than 75 percent 
of the students were white. Only 42 
percent of the black students attended 
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schools that were more than 75 percent 
black. Nearly half of the black students 
attended schools in which less than 50 
percent of the students were black; 30 
percent attended schools that were 
under 25 percent black. 

The more heterogeneous .social en
vironments in which many of the black 
students resided may have been less 
conducive to the development of 
extensive social groups. The RTl and 
other studies only provide hints that 
the later onset and relatively low levels 
of alcohol use among black youth 
related in part to fewer social oppor
tunities among blacks who either 
constituted a minority group in pre
dominantly white schools or who 
resided in ethnically complex inner 
cities. (See the technical notes and 
table 2 for evidence of the big-city bias 
in the black sample and the suburban 
bias in the white group.) It will be the 

. task of future research to determine the 
extent and nature of differences in 
developmental patterns of socializa
tion among black youth and white 
youth and of their influence on levels 
of alcohol and drug use. 

T 
Implications 

he research on stylistic dif
ferences in alcohol u~e by black senior 
high school students provides strong 
evidence that prevention programs 
developed to target students in general 
may not address the needs of black 
youth. Black students were found to 
drink less than white students and to 
begin drinking later. Unlike white 
students. many black students did not 
drink at all. and some became 
marijuana users before they became 
drinkers. Finally. data on the social 
contexts of alcohol use indicate that 
relatively fewer b,lack than white 
students drank wi~~(,·their peers. These 
findings suggest that combined a/a)hol 
and drug abuse programs are more 
appropriate for black youth than are 
alcohol-specific programs. 

Even though alcohol use is relatively 
limited among 10th to 12 grade black 
students. research on social and 
clinical alcohol-related problems 
among black adults irl!.iicates that high 
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risk for such problems can occur in 
early maturity. Alcohol problems have 
been found to be associated with work
role instability in the general popula
tion. Findings on the extent of alcohol 
abuse and problems among pl!ople in 
their twenties and on the larger school 
dr<?pout rate among 18- and 19-year
old black youth argue for broad-based 
programs that integrate alcohol and 
drug abuse prevention strategies with 
efforts to provide training in voca
tional skills and to ensure that students 
complete high school. 

In addition to these specific implica
tions, the distinctiveness of patterns of 
alcohol use among black youth sug
gests the possible need for a similar 
tailoring of programs to styles of use in 
other ethnic groups. Unfortunately, 
the sample sizes for other ethnic 
groups surveyed by RTI are too small 
to permit this level of analysis (see the 
technical notes on ethnicity). 

Another general implication of the 
1978 RTI findings on alcohol use 
among black youth is that prevalence 
rates by themselves are not especially 
good indicators of high risk for alcohol 
problems. Additional data are needed 
to understand the nature of the 
transition in black youth's alcohol 
status from low risk in high school to 
high risk between 18 and 30 years of 
age. Also needed are data gathered in 
household surveys as well as data from 
school-oased surveys, in order that 
school dropouts be included. There' is 
also a need for longitUdinal as well as 
cross-sectional studies. to obtain better 
information on differences in the age 
of onset and social contexts of alcohol 
and other drug use. Equally important 
in understanding the transition from 
low to high risk among black teens and 
young adults are qualitative investiga
tions into the developmental and 
socialization processes of black youth. 

Technical 
Notes 

survey meth
odology and procedure. A national 
probability survey of drinking prac-
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tices among 10th to 12th graders was 
conducted by the Research Triangle 
Institute (RTI) in 1978 (Rachal et al. 
1980), under contract to NIAAA with 
additional funding from the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA). 

Sampling strategy. RTI employed a 
three-stage stratified sampling 
strategy. The first stage involved select
ing a probability sample of all counties 
in the 48 contiguous States and the 
District of Columbia, stratified by geo
graphic region and community size. A 
second-stage pr.obability sample was 
taken of all high schools in each county 
selected. At least one high school was 
chosen from each county and more 
than one from large counties. Finally, 
a probability sample of homerooms. 
one for each grade in school. was taken 
from the sample of high schools 
selected in the second stage. Question
naires were self-administered by stu
dents grouped in homerooms or 
classes. Instructed and supervised by 
RTI-trained staff. students were 
assured that their responses would be 
anonymous and confidential. 

Representativeness. In the 1978 
study, some of the original. randomly 
selected sampling units were replaced, 
using probability measures. The 
"overall participation rate" ill the final 
adjusted sample was 8S percent (the 
proportion of schools participating 
multiplied by the proportion of stu-' 
dents participating). 

The RTI sample was not representa
tive of all the Nation's adolescents. 
Neither high school dropouts nor 
absi:ntees were sampled. Both of these 
subgroups may manifest different 
drinking patterns from those that 
characterize the high school students. 
(See the technical note on high school 
dropouts.) 

Inner-city students and members of 
the ethnic groups other than "white" or 
"black" were probably undersampled. 
Nonetheless, the sample was repre
sentative of the majority of the 
Nation's senior high school students at 
that time. More detailed discussions on 
sampling procedures and evaluations 
of sampling validity are contained in 
the RTI final report (Rachal et al. 
1980). Information on an earlier 1974 
survey and panel study can be found in 

the Technical Notes for Facts for 
Planning Nos. 1-5. 

Ethnicity. Of the 4,918 students who 
provided usable questionnaires, 95 
percent responded to the question 
asking for self-classification: "What is 
your racial! ethnic background?" 
Choices provided on the questionnaire 
were "American Indian or Alaskan 
Native," "Asian or Pacific Islander," 
"black, not of Hispanic origin," "His
panic." "white, not of Hispanic origin." 
and "other. explain." About 76 percent 
of students who did respond to the 
question classified themselves as 
"white" and II percent as "black."The 
remaining 13 percent of respondents 
classified themselves as follows: nearly 
6 percent as "Hispanic." 3 percent as 
"American Indian! Alaskan Native." I 
percent as "Asian." and nearly 4 
percent as "other." 

These categories may represent con
siderable internal ethnic diversity-for 
example. German or Italian "white." 
or Haitian or Cape Verdean "black." 

. The RTi findings nonetheless reveal 
consistent differences in the levels of 
alcohol use among students who 
classified themselves as members of 
these very general categories. 

Prevalence of alcohol use was 
highest among studen!s who classified 
themselves as "white" or "A merica n 
IndianJ Alaskan Native." and lowest 
among those who classified themselves 
as "black" or "Asian." Prevalence 
ranged from high to low points on 
different measures among students 
who reported themselves to be "His
panic" or "other." 

Owing to undersampling. findings 
on youth from raciall ~thnic groups 
other than "white" or "black" ones 
may not be representative of the 
Nation as a whole. The sample of black 
senior high school students (II per
cent), on the other hand. is large 
enough to allow examination of some 
correlates of aicohol use among:.othem 
on a national level. 

Definitions of students' drinking 
levels. The R TI survey used the 
following definitions of drinking levels: 
abstainers don't drink or drink. less 
than once a year: infrequent drinkers 
drink once a month at most and drink 
small amounts per typical drinking 
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.. 
-, Table 2. Demographic vanatlons in 
i' 1978 .RTI samples of white and black' 
;, . senior high school students 
!; • , 

. Demographic 
. variable 

• SelC"Male 

Grade: 
10th 
11th 
12th 

Grade and se.: 

White 
(N=3,521) 

Percent 
45.6 

32.7 
35.2 
32.1 

10th-male 4:1.5 
11 th-male· 48.2 

. '12th-male 52.9 

Black 
(N=496), 

Percent 
42.3 

29.2 
30.8 
39.9 

42.1 
47.1 
38.9 

, 

• . '.' ':" .. ' . ' 1 
Table 3. Demographic factors related" 
to the frequency .and quantity .of 
alcohol use, based on linear regressions; 

~ 

Table 4. Percentage of school dropouts 
distributed by iJge (lJ to 19 years), sex,.·~ . 
and race, Oct,?ber 1977* ,', ; 

Frequency, 
Demographic of'. 

QuanUty ; .. 
of f 

Male Female 

Age WhIte BI..ck. White Black lactora alcoflol 
UN 

Males " .,04-~ . , 
Older students ..t3~: 

I· 

HigherSES '.01 

Non-South " .OS" 

. l.ower academic-grades .11' 

l.ess frequsnt c~urc~ 
attendance .03 

"-

'" 

: .1c~oI· ~ 
UN 

.12" 

.09" 
; 

.01 

.01 : 

.17" 

.OS" , 

.,' . ,Percent . 

13 years 1.1 1~ 1 

1~ years 1.0 1.4 

15'.years '1.8 0;7 

16 years 5.6 3.5 

17.years 11.t 10.3 

' 18 years ,17.1' 22.6 

Percent 

0.9 

0:7 

2.1-

7.9 

10.3 

13.8 

0.0 

1.4 

1.3 

6.1 

10.8 

15.9 ; 

_ Community type: 
Big city 15.4' 

40.6 
9.0 

34.9 

SO.9 
. Non-Baptist!, .•.• 

1Q'years 17.0 25.3 15.9 24.7 

; 'Urban fringe 
Medium city 

·,Sm.allto~n 

Region: 
Northeast 
North Central 
South 
West 

30.7 
27.1 
24.4 
17.7 

21.0 
5;2 

12.9 
• ·1 

21;6' , 
10.7 
54.2 
13.5 

non-Methodist .OS" .or, ", '~5years 12.3 12.6 17.0 17.2 

l.ower ~ligioSi"'" , 
~. -... 

' ;27"' .. .22. ~'~ '. ~ 
. . ': .... :! ; 8The pen:entage of school dropoUlS is based on I 

.•.• 18~.,~ the number of penons "not enrolled in school" 1 
-....,...---...... -----......... ---- 1 _ who were "nol high school graduates." divided by
Total variance (R2).~ &tie.-total number of persons. as reported by the ; 

.10'" White-. 

explained by 16.2 17.6 .Bureau of the Census (1979: table IS) for specific ; 
these factors percent percent ___________ ...:--:--_"'- categories (age. sex. and race). 

.p C.O I •. or the probability that t/le relationsbip 
between the. two factors .. occurred strictly !ly_ 

~ 
i 
j chance is less ~ I in 100. - . " 

:;j ;:,.- • :" to,........ 0. ....... , • J~ ... '. 'l''''''.'~ .... ,,~~{ .. t.- . .j ·,1 
occasion; light drinkers drink once a 
month at most and drink medium 
amounts per typical drinking occasion. 
or drink no more than three to four 
times a month and drink small 
amounts per typical drinking occasion; 
moderate drinkers drink at least once a 
week and small amounts per typical 
drinking occasion, or drink three or 
four times a month and medium 
amounts per typical drinking occasion, 
or drink no more than once a month 
and large amounts per typical drinking 
occasion; moderate/heavier drinkers 
drink at least once a week and medium 
amounts per typical drinking occasion, 
or drink three to four times a month 
and large amounts per typical drinking 
occasion; and heavier drinkers drink at 
least once a week and large amounts 
per t.ypical drinking occasion. Facts for 
Planning No.2 provides more detailed 
definitions of these'six drinking levels, 
and discusses the questions underlying 
them and the procedures used to 
construct the drinking level classifica
tion. 

Demographic Variations in the Two 
Samples. Overall differences in the 
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prevalence of alcohol use among black 
and white students may arise in part 
from demographic variations in the 
two samples. Among high school 
students in general, alcohol use is 
greatest among males and increases 
among females and males with age or 
with grade in school (Lowman 1981; 
Rachal et al. 1980). It appears that 
12th grade black females were over~ 
sampled in 1978: 61 percent of black 
12th graders were females 'compared 
with 47 percent of white 12th graders 
who were (table 2). 

Bureau of the Census data for 
October 1977, in the fall of the school 
year in which the R TI survey was 
conducted in the spring, show that the 

. proportion offemales among 16- to 18,. 
year-olds in the 12th grade were similar 
for. both blaCK 'and whit\!'. students (51 
to 52 percent). This means the R TI 
sample could be biased toward !llower 
prevalence of alcohol use than there is 
among the Nation's black senior high 
school students as a ·whole. On, the 
other hand, the larger proportion of 
black students in the sample who were 
12th graders probably offsets the bias: 

40 percent of black students sampled 
were 12th graders as compared with 32 
percent of the white students sampled. 

The majority of the black students 
sampled resided in big cities-61 
percent as compared with only 15 
percent of the white studentii sampled 
(table 2). The majority also resided in 
the ~outh-54 percent P'; compared 
with 24 percent of the .... ~Jite students 
sampled. Forty percent of the black 
students resided in large Southern 
cities; only 4 percent of the white 
students did. The distribution of 
white students was less concentrated 
in any particular type of area. How
ever, 40 percent did reside in suburban 
areas; three-quarters of these in the 
Northeast or North Central regions Qf 
the Nation. 

. Even though the black sample"'Was 
prominently urban-southern and the 
white sample suburban-northern, di&
crepancies in the prevalence of alcohol 
use remained consistent within each 
regional or community type. For 
example, 67 percent of white students 
who attended schools in big cities 
drank at least once a month, compared 
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with 49 percent of black students who 
did; 65 percent of white students who 
resided in the South drank once a 
month as compared with 52 percent of 
the black students who did. (See 
Lowman 1981 for a discussion of 
regional variations in alcohol use 
related to ethnicity.) 

Other demographic and behavioral 
variables have been proposed as 
influences on alcohol use in the student 
population. Lower levels of alcohol 
consumption have been reported for 
teenagers affiliated with Protestant 
religious denominations and for those 
who attain higher academic status in 
school work. One possible explanation 
for the differences in drinking levels 
between black students and white 
students is the predominately con
servative and fundamentalist Protes
tant affiliation among black students. 

In order to control for these s'ources 
of influence. measures of typical 
frequency of alcohol use and number 
of drinks per typical occasion were 
regressed or; the following variables: 

, (I) sex; (2) grade in school; (3) index of 
socioeconomic status; (4) south~varia
ble comparing southern States (Ala
bama. D,C.. Florida, KentuckY, Louisi
ana. Mississippi. North Carolina, Okla-

. homa. South Carolina. Tennessee, 
Texas, Virginia) with all other States; 
(5) academic grades-whether students 
usually get As, As and Bs, Bs, Bs and 
Cs, Cs, Cs and Os, Os and Fs; (6) fre
quency of church attendance; (7) 
Baptist or Methodist-variable com
paring Baptist and Methodist with all 
other religious denominations; (8) 
racial and ethnic-comparing white 
students with black students. and (9) 
religiosity. The religiosity scale is based 
on responses to several. questions 
about religious beliefs and activities; 
see Rachal et a1. (1980). 

The standardized regression coef
ficients from each of the two regressior1 
analyses (frequency and quantity) are 
presented in table 3. Each coefficient 
reflects the effect of a particular 
variable after the effects of the others 
are controlled. Of particular concern in 
the present analysis are the coefficients 
for the racial and ethnic category. With 
respect to typical frequency. the coef
ficient is .10 and significant at the 
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p<.O I level of significance. This 
indicates that the racial and ethnic 
category is significantly related to 
drinking frequency when all of the 
other variables are controlled. The 
direction of the association is posi
tive-white students reported drinking 
more frequently than bla~k students. 
Socioeconomic status and the' fl'e
quency of church attendance were not 
significantly related to drinking fre
quency. For the other variables. fact
ors that were significantly associated 
with more frequent drinking were 
being male. an older student. from 
non-Southern States, having lower 
academic grades, being non-Baptist 
and non-Methodist denominations. 
and having lower religiosity scores. 

The racial and ethnic coefficient for 
quantity of alcohol is .18. This 
indicates that the racial and ethnic 
category was significantly related to 
drinking quantity when all of the other 
variables were controlled. The direc
tion of the association is positive
white students reported a higher 
number of drinks per typical occasion 
than black students. Socioeconomic 
status. non-Southern States~ and 
Baptist or Methodist were not sig
nificantly related to quantity. The 
direction of the association for the 
other variables is heavier consumption 
among males. older students. and 
those with lower academic grades, 
infrequent church attendance, and 
low~r religiosity scores. 

Overall, the ex.planatory power of 
these variables is not high, with only 16 
percent of the 't'ariance, in frequency 
and approximately 18 percent of the 
variance in quantity accounted for. 

High School Dropouts.1 Surveys of 
school popUlations exclude the drop
out population, which has been shown 
to have higher levels of problem 
drinking. However, studies of institu
tionalized and delinquent students and 
school dropouts are inconsistent with 
respect to patterns of alcohol con
sumption among white teenagers and 
black teenagers: some studies report 
lower rates of problem drinking among 
black youth. others report higher rates., 
and others report no differences (Blane 
and Hewitt 1975). 

A reasonable question to' ask is 

whether or not the apparently low 
prevalence of alcohol use among black 
senior high school students results 
because more black students than 
white students drop out of high school. 
Bureau of the Census data for 1977 
(Bureau of the Census 1979) suggest 
the answer is likely to be no. I. They 
show that white dropout rates were 
similar to or slightly higher than black 
dropout rates up to 18 years of age. At 
18. rates for black youth began to 
increase steeply and to ex.ceed rates for 
white youth (table 4). 

Between 17 and '19 yea'rs of age. 
school dropout rates doubled for black 
males and females. whereas they 
appeared to begin leveling off among 
white teenagers. By nineteen years of 
age, 25 percent of black males and 
females had dropped out of the high 
school as compared with 17 percent of 
white males and 16 percent of white 
females. However, the 8 to 9 percent 
greater number of black dropouts does 
not appear to have occurred early 
enough to cause a reduction in the 
prevalence of alcohol use among those 
10th to 12th graders who remained in 
high school. (In the 1978 RTI sample, 
only 16 percent of all students, black or 
white. were 18 years old.) 

More recent Bureau of the Census 
data for 1980 revealed patterns and 
levels of dropping out among black 
youth and white youth nearly identical 
to the 1977 findings (Bureau of the 
Census 1981), suggesting that this is a 
recurrent phenomenon. The risk of 
dropping out of high school clearly is 
higher for black teenagers than for 
white students. 

ISchool dropout rates are based on Bureau of the 
Census data on the enrollment status of the 
popUlation 3 to 34 years of age distributed by year 
of age. sex. and race. The Bureau of the C~nsus 
reports the numbers of persons in each socio
demographic categol)' (for example. IS-yc:ar-old 
white females) who were either (a) en~ed in 
school or (b) not enrolled in ~chool. For persons 
not cnrolled in school. the numbers are further 
broken down into those who were "high school 
graduates" and lhose who were "not high school 
graduates." The high school dropout rates 
reponed in table 4 ha\'e been estimated by 
dividing the number of persons in a specific socia
demographic category who werll not enrolled in 
school and who wert not hlgn school graduates by 
the total number of persons in that category. 
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