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While heavy drinking on college campuses is a well-known public health issue,
parents, administrators, and public health officials still struggle to sort through
all the possible causes of this phenomenon. Due to the significant health and
safety consequences of heavy drinking, particularly in student populations, this is
an important research avenue. Like many other human behaviors, heavy college
drinking probably results from a combination of factors–some that reside within
the  individual  person  (like  expectations  about  the  good  and  bad  effects  of
drinking) and some that reside in the broader environment (like the prevalence of
heavy drinking on campus). This week, The DRAM reviews a study by Allecia Reid
on  the  impact  of  exposure  to  heavy  drinking  campuses  and  drinking
beliefs/attitudes  on  drinking  behavior  and  consequences  in  first-year  college
students.

What was the research question?
How does the prevalence of heavy drinking on a college campus and individual
psychological/social differences impact individual student drinking behavior and
consequences?

What did the researchers do?
AlcoholEdu  is  an  alcohol  intervention  for  first-year  college  students  that  is
mandated  at  many  college  campuses  throughout  the  U.S.  One  part  of  the
intervention is a survey given twice–once about 3.5 weeks before students arrive
on campus (Time 1) and again approximately two months later (Time 2). The
researchers analyzed responses to twelve questions on the survey covering topics
such  as  approval  of  alcohol  use,  expectations  when using  alcohol  (including
whether alcohol will enhance their sociability, impair their functioning, and other
possible  effects),  campus  expectations  (joining  sports,  clubs,  etc.),  and
consequences of alcohol use. They calculated the prevalence of heavy drinking on
campus using the Time 2 alcohol consumption responses.

What did they find?
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The percentage of heavy drinkers on campus was one of the strongest predictors
of  drinking heavily  and experiencing consequences after  arriving on campus.
Specifically, for every 10% increase in the rate of heavy drinking on campus,
participants  had  nearly  40%  higher  odds  of  reporting  alcohol-related
consequences. Participants who strongly approved of alcohol use, and expected it
to make them more sociable and not to impair their functioning to a substantial
degree, were also more likely to report consequences. Campus housing situations
were also linked to alcohol use consequences (see Figure).

Figure. Risk ratios showing (selected) factors that increased the likelihood that
participants reported alcohol-related consequences at  Time 2.  Click image to
enlarge.

Why do these findings matter?
Studies  like  this  help  us  better  understand the causes  of  heavy drinking on
college campuses. This study shows that while individual differences in alcohol
opinion/expectations can impact college drinking behavior, the drinking norms of
peers is also an important factor that needs to be addressed.

Every study has limitations. What are the limitations in this study?
Because the researchers did not use a validated scale to measure the variables,
there may have been gaps between what the survey items actually measured and
what the researchers intended. This study also only investigated the first two
months of students’ behavior on campus–less than a full semester. Further studies
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should examine longer-term trends.

For more information:
Parents or guardians who are worried about their child’s drinking habits when
moving to campus can find resources here for how to initiate a dialogue about
drinking.

Students concerned about their own drinking habits can find support here. Those
worried about the transition to college more generally can find tips to maintain a
healthy lifestyle here.

— John Slabczynski

What do you think? Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.
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