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A MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF
FAMILY FACTORS AFFECTING THE POTENTIAL
FOR ALCOHOLISM IN COLLEGE STUDENTS

John T. Pardeck

ABSTRACT

This study explored the effects of the family system on the potential for alcohol-
ism in college students. Analysis of the data indicated that students’ gender,
race, and how often they consumed alcohol were unrelated to the potential
for alcoholism. However, perceived conflict in the students’ family of origin
appeared to increase the potential for alcoholism. This finding is consistent
with family systems theory, used by many human service professionals as a
basis for assessing and treating chemical dependency.

Alcohol and drug abuse is a growing American phenomenon among
young people. Even though the majority of American adolescents are
not substantially impaired by their drug use, a number of experts have
warned that it represents a major public health problem and that we
are in danger of losing an entire generation to drugs (Peterson, 1980).
Despite these warnings, rates of use continue to escalate. The following
data support these concerns:

1. Sixty percent of high school seniors have used marijuana at least
once (Johnston, Bachman, & O’Malley, 1981).

2. Nine percent of all high school seniors use marijuana on a daily
basis (Johnston et ai., 1981).

3. Six percent of high school seniors use alcohol on a daily basis
(Johnston et al., 1981).

4. Ninety-three percent of high school seniors have used alcohol at
least once (Johnston et al., 1981).

5. Twelve percent of high school seniors use illegally obtained stim-
ulants at least once a month (Johnston et al., 1981).

6. Over one-third of PCP, marijuana, and over-the-counter analge-
sics-related visits to hospital emergency rooms made each year
are by adolescents (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1979).

7. Adolescents represent nearly a quarter of the yearly deaths at-
tributed to use of Quaaludes (National Institute on Drug Abuse,
1979).
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8. More than seventy percent of college males, and more than fifty
percent of college females, drink at least weekly, and nearly
twenty percent drink at least three or four times each week
(Wechsler, 1979).

9. Automobile accidents, many of them alcohol-related, are the
leading cause of death among teenagers (Steinberg, 1985).

Clearly, research on the topic of drug abuse among American youth
suggests that it is a major social problem.

FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY AND CHEMICAL ABUSE

Systems theory has emerged as one of the leading theories within
the fields of psychiatry, psychology, and social work for explaining
chemical abuse and dependency. The use of systems theory by mental
health professionals can be traced to 19th-century sociology (Timas-
heff, 1967). Although modern-day systems theory has changed consid-
erably from its original form, its unique components remain the same:
(1) it places great importance on interaction and interdependence of
the parts of a social system, with change in one part of the system
imposing change in another part; (2) the social environment is under-
stood to play a major role in individual social functioning; and (3) the
focus of pathology is defined at the systems level, not the individual
level (Pardeck, 1989).

Systems theory is a significant departure from traditional individu-
al-based explanations often used for understanding and treating pa-
thology. In fact, therapists such as Haley and the late Virginia Satir
view all individual pathology as mediated by social systems, in particu-
lar the family system (Pardeck, 1981). Over the last several decades,
systems theory has heavily influenced how mental health professionals
assess and treat numerous mental health problems.

Chemical abuse and dependency is viewed by many clinicians as a
family systems based problem (Preli, Protinsky, & Cross, 1990). Social
theorists increasingly appear to agree with this position as an explana-
tion of why adolescents abuse drugs, including alcohol (Bateson, Jack-
son, Haley, & Weakland, 1956; Haley, 1973; Jackson, 1957). Ben-Ye-
huda and Schindell (1981), Stanton (1978), Wilson and Oxford (1978),
as well as numerous other systems theorists, clearly conclude that the
family is a major factor in the initiation, maintenance, cessation, and
prevention of alcohol and drug use by one or more family members.

A family systems approach suggests that young people who abuse
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chemicals often are significantly connected (developmentally and phys-
ically) to their families of origin. Their behavior is tightly bound up
with family pressures resulting from adolescence itself and the young
person’s push toward separation and individuation. Chemical abuse
in this context usually functions to retard or postpone the process
of separation and individuation, and can preserve the dysfunctional
alignments of the troubled family system for years. Alcohol and drug
abusers may continue this pattern into their 20s, 30s, and beyond
(Vaillant, 1966).

Adolescence must be considered in the context of both the individual
and the family life cycle. For the individual, adolescence is a time of
extreme egocentrism, of heightened sexuality, of reawakened conflict
from childhood, and of growing need for independence coupled with
periods of increased dependence (Pardeck & Pardeck, 1990). In trou-

bled family systems, the turbulence of adolescence is intensified; conse-
quently, experimentation with alcohol or drugs by the adolescent only
adds to the family’s “cumulative stress.” In a troubled family system,
not only is the family in turmoil, but in addition the adolescent is in the
midst of an identity crisis which may well add to family dysfunction. In
turn, chemical abuse by the adolescent may be one way in which family
dysfunction becomes manifest. Troubled families have special diffi-
culty in dealing with changes, especially changes as far-reaching as
those related to adolescence (Skynner, 1981). For many troubled fami-
lies, drug and alcohol abuse may serve multiple purposes. As Acker-
man (1980) suggests, chemical abuse preserves the predictability of
family members within the dysfunctional family system. Drug and
alcohol abuse, in particular for the adolescent, prolongs dependency on
the family system, helping to ensure that the conflict within the family
continues. This dysfunctional patterning will change only if the family
is willing to enter treatment (Pardeck, 1988a, 1988b).

Given the role that the family system appears to play in chemical
dependency among young people, the goal of the present study was to
explore the relationship between dysfunctional families and symptoms
of alcoholism among college students.

METHOD
Sample
The data for the study were collected at a midwestern university

with an undergraduate population of approximately 7,000 students.
The sample included students enrolled in courses offered by the depart-
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ments of criminal justice, biology, mathematics, social work, and soci-
ology. A total of 209 students participated in the study (43% males and
57% females). Bighty-five percent of the students were Caucasian; 15%
were from minority groups. Eighty-five percent of the sample reported
that they consumed alcohol, a percentage similar to that found at other
universities (Pardeck, 1991). Fifteen percent indicated that they did
not consume alcohol.

Instrument

The Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (MAST) was administered
to the participants. It consists of 25 items and has satisfactory reliabil-
ity and validity (Selzer, 1971). The instrument is designed to identify
symptoms of alcoholism. Scores of 5 or above on the MAST indicate
that the potential for alcoholism is present. For purposes of this study,
a score ranging from 0 to 4 was classified as low potential for alcohol-
ism; a score of 5 or above was considered high potential.

Variables

The respondents completing the MAST were asked to identify their
race, gender, how often they consumed alcohol, and whether their fam-
ily of origin was intact or nonintact. The intact family was defined as
both parents present in the family of origin; the nonintact family was
defined as one parent absent from the family of origin. Nearly one-
third of the students came from nonintact families of origin. Respon-
dents also were asked to indicate the degree of perceived conflict in
their family of origin, classified as either low, medium, or high.

FINDINGS

Initial bivariate analysis of the data revealed that students’ gender
and race were not significantly related to their MAST scores. The
findings did indicate that family structure (x> = 7.45, n = 208, p <
.05) and family conflict (x2 = 7.23, n = 205, p < .05) were significantly
related to students’ MAST scores. The relationship between frequency
of alcohol consumption and students’ MAST scores approached statisti-
cal significance (x* = 7.20, n = 206, p < .06).

The next step was to conduct a multiple regression analysis of the
variables. Appropriate coding techniques were used in preparing the
nominal-level family structure variable for analysis. MAST score was
treated as the dependent variable, and frequency of alcohol consump-
tion, family structure, and family conflict were ihe independent vari-
ables.
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TABLE 1

MULTIPLE REGRESSION
ANALYSIS OF THE POTENTIAL
FOR ALCOHOLISM AMONG COLLEGE STUDENTS

N=205
INDEPENDENT ZERO-ORDER. BETA WEIGHTS
VARIABLES CORRELATION
Frequency of Alcohol -07 .05
Consumption
Family Conflict 28* 21%*
Family Structure .18* .08

R2 = .07 F test for R? p<.01
*p<.01 **p<.01
Beta Weights = Standardized regression coefficient

Table 1 shows the results of the multiple regression analysis. The
zero-order correlations of family structure and family conflict with
students’ MAST scores were statistically significant. This finding sug-
gests that these two family factors were related to the potential for
alcoholism in the student population surveyed. No statistically sig-
nificant relationship was found between frequency of alcohol consump-
tion and the students’ MAST scores.

The beta weights permitted a comparison of the effects of each vari-
able on the potential for alcoholism. The beta weights indicated that
the initial statistically significant relationship found between family
structure and the potential for alcoholism was not present in the multi-
ple regression analysis. However, multiple regression analysis did re-
veal a significant low positive relationship between family conflict and
the potential for alcoholism. This important finding indicates that the
students from families of origin which were perceived as having high
levels of conflict also had a tendency to score higher on the MAST. It
should also be noted that R? for the multiple regression analysis was
statistically significant, but explained only seven percent of the total
variance,
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SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this research lend partial support to the importance
of the family system as a factor in alcoholism. The multiple regression
analysis illustrated a low positive relationship between perceived fam-
ily conflict and the potential for alcoholism. The initial analysis of the
data also indicated that family structure appeared to be related to
elevated MAST scores. However, this relationship did not hold when
multiple regression analysis was conducted on the data.

These findings suggest a link between the troubled family system
and the potential for alcoholism in college students. It is important to
note that perceived family conflict was the factor found to be related to
elevated MAST scores; however, the relationship was not particularly
strong. Even though this finding provides tentative support for the
connection between the family system and the potential for alcoholism
in family members, more research is needed on this important subject.
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