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ABSTRACT 

 This study examines college related variables that contribute to alcohol consumption 

among college students.  I was interested in examining the differences between cultural factors, 

stress level factors, and gender differences as they apply to the different variables.  Borrowing 

from Agnew’s Strain theory and Culture theory to set a framework for examining stress level and 

social level factors, this study uses secondary data analysis from the National College Mental 

Health Assessment II, given in the spring of 2009.   

Independent variables were examined using two categories: stress-related (i.e., grade 

point average, stress level, and whether or not a student’s academics had been difficult to handle) 

and culturally-specific (i.e., Greek-life membership, sports participation, hours worked/hours 

volunteered, place of residence and year in school).  Additionally, factors such as gender, age, 

and race/ethnicity (individual level factors) were considered.  A non parametric significance test 

was used to examine the association between the independent and two dependent variables (the 

number of drinks consumed in one sitting and the impact of alcohol use on an individual’s 

academic performance).  

The analysis reveals that factors specific to college culture (e.g., type of residence, year in 

school, and participation in fraternity/sorority) have a significant association with the number of 

drinks consumed.  Additionally, individual level factors, such as age and gender, are also 

associated with both the number of drinks consumed and the likeliness of a student to have their 

academics negatively affected by alcohol.  Stress related factors, such as GPA, are associated 

with the number of drinks consumed, while academic difficulty is associated with the likelihood 

of alcohol to affect academic performance.  More support is found for cultural theory than strain 
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theory in this particular study.  The findings of this study highlight the importance of recognizing 

both individual and environmental level factors and their impact on college alcohol consumption. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

vi 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my committee chair, Dr. Kristen DeVall for all her guidance and 

support throughout my thesis and time spent at UNCW.  Her constant encouragement and 

feedback were instrumental in the formation and development of this research.  As a professor, 

and colleague, her mentoring and friendship during my time spent here was invaluable to my 

growth as both a graduate student and individual.   

I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Christina Lanier and Dr. Susan 

Bullers for their time, input and research advice during the course of my thesis.  I greatly 

appreciated the different perspectives and truly enjoyed working with both of them.  

Additionally, I would like to thank Crossroads and the UNCW Student Health Center, 

specifically Rebecca Caldwell and Katrin Wesner for their assistance with the data.   

I will always remember the friendships made with my fellow CAPS cohort.  The many 

conversations and study sessions were all instrumental in my success, and I know that these 

friendships will remain constant past graduation.  I want to recognize all the faculty and staff of 

the CAPS Department that have provided me with their guidance along this journey and have 

contributed to my personal and professional development.  Their passion for the criminal justice 

field is admirable and inspiring to not only me, but to the other students as well.  I hope to bring 

that same passion and motivation to my future endeavors.   

Lastly, I would like to send a special thank you to Mark, Diana, and Michael Larkins for 

all their love, support, and encouragement throughout my academic career.  

 



 

vii 
 

DEDICATION 

 I would like to dedicate this thesis to the memory of my grandfather, Peter Boggia for his 

constant love and support.  His continuous encouragement to pursue my dreams was a driving 

factor in the completion of this Masters degree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

viii 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table            PAGE 

1. Descriptive statistics of demographic variables for sample and UNCW………..…………...32 

2. Descriptive statistics of the college related variables for sample and UNCW….…………...33 

3. Descriptive statistics for remaining sample variables…………………………..………...….35 

4. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Gender………………………….……………37 

5. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Age…………………………….…………….38 

6. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Race/Ethnicity………………….…………....38 

7. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Year in school…………………..……………39 

8. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: GPA……………………………..…………...40 

9. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Fraternity/sorority participation.…………….41 

10. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Participation………………..………………...42 

11. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Place of residence…………………………....43 

12. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Sports participation…………………………..44 

13. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Academic difficulty………………………….45 

14. Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Level of stress……………………………..…46 

15. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Gender…………………………………….….47 

16. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Age…………………………………………...48 

17. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Race/Ethnicity…………………………….….48 

18. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Year in school…………………………..…….49 

19. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Grade Point Average………………………....50 

20. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Participation in fraternity/sorority…………....51  

21. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Participation ………………………………….51 

22. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Residence …………………………………….52 



 

ix 
 

23. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Sports participation …………………………..53 

24. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Academic Difficulty……………………….…54 

25. Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Level of stress ……………………………......55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

REFLEXIVE STATEMENT 

This project has been an experience in exploratory research.  My initial goal was to 

examine the relationship between academic strain and substance use.  I had an unattainable goal 

of wanting to complete a larger research project then was realistically feasible.  With the 

guidance from my committee, I narrowed down my focus to solely looking at alcohol use.  I also 

incorporated cultural factors in addition to levels of stress in my study.  

When reviewing the literature, several themes were evident from previous studies.  The 

literature has examined which factors predict drinking, and I was left with several unanswered 

questions.  While we know college students are consuming alcohol, what we don’t know is the 

impact these factors have on the number of drinks consumed in one setting, specifically looking 

at zero drinks, one to four drinks, and five plus drinks. 

I was still interested in examining stress, as a result of college pressures, and its impact 

on alcohol consumption.  But, this proved to be a difficult endeavor due to the restraints of 

secondary data analysis.  However, the findings related to culture, proved to be valuable addition 

to the research. 

The experience of developing research questions was valuable, in that my research 

questions changed several times throughout the process.  It is one thing to read about the 

research process, but to witness firsthand how the theory, literature, and data guide your research 

was incredibly insightful.  For example, all along I assumed I would use a regression analysis to 

examine my variables, until I realized I wasn’t interested in predicting anything, I was more 

interested in examining the association between certain variables and alcohol consumption.  

Here, I found my research questions guiding my methods of analysis.  At times I felt frustrated 

and lost in the process, as it felt like I was going in a completely different direction then I 
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originally intended.  But, if I have learned anything from my academics, it is that the research 

process is never black and white and once you become enmeshed in the process you may find 

yourself headed in a different direction.  This entire experience over the last two years was full of 

its ups and downs, but in the end I feel accomplished and proud of the research I have produced.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The issue of alcohol consumption and the increase in alcohol abuse among the public has 

been a growing social problem and public policy concern in the United States for the last several 

years (Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2004).  Trends in alcohol use suggest 18-25 year olds as the 

primary users (NIDA, 2007; NSDUH, 2008).  Moreover, alcohol has been identified as the most 

frequently used substance among college students (Madison-Colmore, Ford, Cooke, & Ellis, 

2003).  Alcohol consumption is a social issue that affects a large number of people, yet the 

greatest numbers of those using alcohol fall into the 18 to 25 year old category.  The purpose of 

this study is to understand what impacts college students’ consumption of alcohol. 

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2008) reported that 57.7% of males and 

45.9% of females aged 12 or older were current drinkers and the rates of binge and heavy 

drinking also followed a similar pattern within this age group.  Not only is this a legal issue with 

those 21 and under, but also the long-term consequences associated with heavy alcohol 

consumption for this age group are of national concern.  “In 2008, rates of current alcohol use 

were 48.7% among persons aged 18-20, and 69.5% among 21 to 25 year olds” (NSDUH, 2008, 

p. 18).  Moreover, when comparing college students with non-college students, college students 

were more likely to: use alcohol in the past month than their counterparts who were not enrolled 

in school (61.0% vs. 54.2%), binge drink (40.5% vs. 38.1%), and drink heavily (16.3% vs. 
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13.0%) (NSDUH, 2008).  The National Survey on Drug Use and Health found that almost half of 

women and men in the United States were either current drinkers and/or binge drinkers.  Of 

those drinkers, the 18-25 year old population had the highest rates of drinking when compared to 

other age groups.  More specifically, within the 18-25 year old population, those enrolled in 

school drank more than those not enrolled in school.  These findings suggest that the culture 

associated with a higher education (college) may be a contributing factor in the increased rates of 

alcohol consumption. 

With a large percent of the population (age 12 or older) identified by the NSDUH (2008) 

as current drinkers (51.6%; approximately 129.0 million people), binge drinkers (23.3%; 

approximately 58.1 million people), and heavy alcohol users (6.9%; approximately 17.3 million 

people), researchers are attempting to identify the relationship between alcohol consumption, 

gender, race, and age.  Prior research has found alcohol abuse to have a negative impact on 

academic performance, social relationships, and ultimately an individual’s health (Wechsler & 

Nelson, 2008). 

Moreover, binge drinking has been associated with risk-taking behavior, sexual behavior, 

and engaging in unplanned and unprotected sexual activity (Wechsler & Nelson, 2008).  

Researchers have found significant relationships between the use of alcohol and criminal 

behavior, violent offending, victimization, sexual assault, suicidal/ideation attempts, and 

financial losses (Roth, 1994; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2004).  For example, the increase in rates 

of alcohol consumption among the college population has led to an increase in the number of 

driving under the influence reports.  In 2008, an estimated 16.7% of 18-20 year olds and 26.1% 

of 21-25 year olds reported driving under the influence of alcohol in the past year (NSDUH, 

2008).  Not only were patterns related to drinking use, motivation, and habits found to differ 
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between men and women, but patterns were also found in driving under the influence statistics.  

According to the 2008 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, males were more likely than 

females to drive under the influence (16.0% vs. 9.0%).  Alcohol still serves to be one of the 

largest issues facing college campuses and prior research has yet to yield successful prevention 

and treatment plans that appeal to all students while also taking into account such factors as 

gender, race/ethnicity, and education.   

The identification of patterns related to alcohol consumption has been identified by 

researchers, yet few have managed to account for the motives within the college aged population.  

With levels of stress being reported at an all time high for 18 to 25 year olds (Labrie, Lamb, & 

Pederson, 2009), exploring the relationship of stress and cultural factors on alcohol consumption 

in a college setting will prove valuable to the extant body of literature.  What follows is a 

summary of the existing literature on alcohol consumption as it applies to the 18-25 year old 

college population.  Next, I apply the framework from Agnew’s General Strain Theory as well as 

borrow from Cultural Theory to examine the impact of stress within a college context.  These 

two theories have been selected in order to successfully explore the impact of specific college 

variables and whether or not they impact college student’s consumption of alcohol.  Within this 

discussion, particular attention is paid to differences in alcohol consumption between males and 

females.  Several other demographic variables (e.g., race/ethnicity and education) are also 

explored, in addition to variables specifically associated with the college culture (e.g., residence 

hall life, Greek-life membership, participation in college activities). 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
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In the following section I summarize the literature focusing on alcohol use among college 

students.  Given that the studies conducted to date focus on the relationship between alcohol 

consumption by college students and several demographic variables (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, 

and education) the following section is organized by these variables.  Identifying trends and 

patterns specific to these demographic characteristics will set a framework for understanding 

trends in alcohol consumption.  In addition, the roles of activities specific to college culture (e.g., 

residence hall life, Greek-life membership, hours worked/volunteered, and participation in 

college activities) are also discussed.  

Gender 
The literature to date regarding gender has identified the differences in frequency and 

rates of consumption between males and females.  Highlighting and acknowledging these 

differences is important.   

Several researchers (Perkins, 1999; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004; Lemke, Schutte, Brennan, & 

Moos, 2008; Lyons & Willott, 2008) have identified that men drink more frequently and are 

experiencing more alcohol-related problems than women.  Perkins (1999) examined whether 

stress and coping responses play a specific part in student alcohol consumption.  He found that 

across two group (collegiate and post collegiate1) samples, men drank more frequently and in 

greater quantities when compared to women (collegiate p< .01; post-collegiate category, 

p<.001).  Men were also more likely to report having experienced at least one negative 

consequence and/or multiple consequences as a result of drinking when compared with women 

(73.8% of males and 63.0% of females associated drinking with at least one negative 

                                                                 
1 Collegiate refers to those still enrolled in college, while post-collegiate refers to those who have graduated from 
college. 
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consequence and 65.0% of males and 46.5% of females associated drinking with multiple 

consequences).   

Some researchers (Lysons & Willott, 2008) believe the differences in consumption 

patterns between men and women are a result of the relational views of women and societal 

gender roles.  Hsieh & Hollister 2(2004) investigated gender differences in adolescent substance 

abuse behavior and treatment effectiveness.  They found differences in the risks of dependence 

and rates of consumption.  More specifically, female subjects tend to exhibit more severe 

psychological, self image, family-related and sexual-abuse exposure problems that led to 

increased drinking consumption when compared with the male subjects who only attributed 

school and legal problems with drinking.  One explanation for this is that females often have 

higher rates of family stress as a result of sex role socialization, while men have less family 

stress and higher rates of influence from peers outside the family (Hsieh & Hollister, 2004).  The 

researchers suggest that females may be more prone to using substances for emotional escape as 

a result of improper coping mechanisms, whereas for males the focus was on post treatment as a 

result of social drinking, rather than drinking to cope with life-stress factors. 

Perkins (1999)3 also explored the impact of gender roles and socialization on rates of 

drinking among males and females on college campuses (collegiate) compared with students 

who have graduated college (post-collegiate students).  Although no significant gender 

differences were found in the area of identifying specific stress-related drinking motives, it is 

                                                                 
2 The authors used data from the Comprehensive Assessment and Treatment Outcome Research (CATOR) in St. 
Paul, Minnesota.  The sample size was 2,317 adolescents age 12-19.  Males comprised two-thirds of the sample and 
over 90% of the sample was Caucasian (Hsieh & Hollister, 2004). 
3 The undergraduate sample consisted of data drawn from three surveys taken over about a 10 year time period at a 
liberal arts institution of higher education in New York State.  The age range of the sample population was 17 to 24. 
The study consisted of three surveys (n1 = 1,516 students, n2 = 659 students,n3 = 926 students). The post-collegiate 
sample was drawn from two surveys (n1= 860 respondents, n2=1,151 respondents). The survey measured alcohol 
consumption, negative consequences of alcohol use, and reasons for drinking. 
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important to note that stress-related drinking was found to be the most common motivator for 

heavy drinking among college students.  Stress-motivated drinking rates among post-collegiate 

men were found to be higher than among collegiate males.  Additionally, men consumed on 

average 22.1 drinks as a result of stress motivation compared with 15.7 average drinks for 

women.  For females, post-collegiate students who drank to cope with stress reported a greater 

frequency and quantity than those women who drank for other reasons, which the author 

describes as “social” (Perkins, 1999).  He recognized that drinking, as a form of tension 

reduction is an important aspect for both males and females.  He attributes the differences in 

frequency and quantity to the social expectations of a college campus that change once male and 

female undergraduates have entered into post-collegiate life.  Perkins also explores the idea of 

females as social drinkers.  He explains that females tend to traditionally be more constrained 

when drinking in social settings when compared with males, but may drink more often in private 

settings than men for “personal reasons”.  Perkins concludes that; 

In contrast with younger female students and males in general, the role conflicts, 
overloads, and strains of post-collegiate life may be more intense for these recent female 
graduates who are attempting to negotiate nontraditional career trajectories with 
increasing family expectations and social role conflicts, (Perkins, 1999, p.226). 

 Lanza-Kaduce, Capece, and Alden (2006) used the Core Drug and Alcohol Survey data 

from eight colleges and universities to examine “how conflict structured by gender affects 

differences in the use of alcohol before sex” (p. 127).  They found that among white unmarried 

college students, females with less academic success used alcohol more frequently when 

compared to males who reported less academic success.  Therefore, females with low grades 

were more likely to use alcohol before having sex, while females with high grades were the least 

likely to use alcohol before sex.  
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 In summary, studies looking specifically at gender and alcohol use have identified 

differences regarding rates of consumption and frequency among college students.  As a whole, 

males were found to drink more frequently and in greater quantities (Perkins, 1999; Goldstein & 

Flett, 2009; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004).  Men and women were found to respond to stress 

differently and therefore exhibit different drinking related coping mechanisms.  

Residence Hall Life and Greek Membership 
  

College life presents students with a variety of new opportunities and experiences.  The 

transition from high school to college represents a shift in norms and values as compared to those 

of mainstream culture.  For example, the transition from living with family members to living 

independently has been found to increase alcohol consumption for some students (Cross, 

Zimmerman, & O’Grady, 2009).  For some students, this transition is smooth, while other 

students experience increased levels of stress during this time.  Several factors, such as residence 

hall life and Greek membership, have been identified as factors of the college lifestyle that can 

increase the rates of alcohol use among this population.  

 Stress can serve as a predictor or indicator of drinking and several studies identify 

specific characteristics of college life that can lead to alcohol consumption and place of residence 

is one such variable.  Studies examined type of residence, single gender residence, and co-ed 

residence halls as variables that either encourage drinking or discourage drinking.  Cross, 

Zimmerman, & O’Grady (2009) explored the impact of the residence environment on the alcohol 

use of college students and found that students living in suite halls4 had higher odds of drinking 

more frequently, drinking more alcohol when socializing, heavy episodic drinking, and drinking 

more often in their residence when compared with single room halls.  They attributed this 

                                                                 
4 Suite halls consist of two bedrooms (with two beds in each), connected by a common living room. 
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increase in alcohol consumption to the stress associated with increased population density as 

well as the opportunity for informal social interactions as a result of adjoining rooms. 

Willoughby & Carroll (2009) examined patterns of risk-taking behavior based on types of 

collegiate housing.  They found that students living in co-ed housing were more likely than 

students living in gender-specific housing to binge drink and consume alcohol.  Specifically, 

they found that students living in co-ed dorms are twice as likely to engage in binge drinking and 

have increased frequency of alcohol consumption.  They attribute the differences to the 

possibility that co-ed housing and gender-specific housing create different social environments 

with their own norms and values.  Harford, Wechsler & Muthen (2002) and O’Hare (1990) also 

found that women living on all-female floors of residence halls were found to drink less in 

quantity and frequency than women on coed floors.  The findings regarding residence hall life 

suggest that the social norms around drinking are higher in co-ed housing than in single gender 

housing. 

In addition to residence hall life, other researchers have explored the relationship between 

participation in Greek-life and alcohol consumption.  Barry (2007) found that Greek membership 

creates a social environment and culture that revolves around drinking.  Moreover, he found that 

fraternity men had the highest level of drinking behaviors, followed by sorority women and non-

fraternity men who had similar levels of consumption.  Non-sorority women were found to drink 

the least.  Barry also found that binge-drinking rates were higher among Greek members when 

compared with the regular college population.  Barry believes that the Greek system fosters an 

environment that encourages a heavy drinking lifestyle as a normative practice.  Wechsler, Lee, 

Kuo & Lee (1999) also found that students participating in fraternities and sororities were most 

likely to binge drink.  An additional study by Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo (1995) 
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found that participation in a fraternity was the most significant predictor of binge drinking in 

their analysis of students from 140 different colleges. 

Dowdall, Crawford & Wechlser, (1998) compared drinking patterns and behaviors of 

women at coed schools and women at all-female schools.  They found that women who went to 

all-female schools binge drank less frequently, had fewer alcohol related problems, experienced 

fewer negative effects, and were less likely to drink and drive when compared with women who 

attended coed institutions.  They argued that the absence of fraternity and coed dorms at these 

all-female colleges reduced the likelihood of a drinking lifestyle. 

Participation in Greek-life has been found to create specific social expectations and 

norms regarding drinking.  This social pressure can increase drinking among students who desire 

to be part of a social group.  The environment specific to Greek-life culture revolves around a 

drinking lifestyle that creates certain norms for its group members to follow.  These norms often 

result in an increase in quantity and frequency of alcohol consumption among members.  In 

addition, several researchers (Cross, Zimmerman, & O’Grady, 2009; Willoughby & Carrol, 

2009; O’Hare, 1990; Harford, Wechsler, & Muthen, 2002) have found that the norms associated 

with residence hall life (specifically coed residence halls) can also encourage increased alcohol 

use by student-residents.  In summary, these studies suggest that both residence hall life and 

Greek-life membership are associated with rates of alcohol consumption among college students. 

Race/Ethnicity 
 

Race/ethnicity is another important variable to consider when looking at alcohol 

consumption patterns.  Previous research has found inconsistent results regarding the relationship 

between race/ethnicity and alcohol use within the U.S. population in general.  According to the 
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National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2008) found that among participants 12 years and 

over, whites reported the highest percentage of current use of alcohol (56.2%), as compared to 

Hispanics (23.9%), multi-racial (22.8%), and African Americans (19.1%).  The three groups that 

reported the highest rates of binge drinking were American Indians and Alaska Natives (31.1%), 

Caucasians (24.1%), and Pacific Islanders (24.1%).  It should be noted that Asians had the 

lowest percentage of binge drinking (11.8%).  While this national study includes percentages 

based on those individuals 12 years or older, the following studies report on the college 

population. 

Karp & Allena (2004) explored heavy drinking according to race among college students 

and found that Whites had the highest percentage (50%) of heavy drinkers.  This was followed 

by Asian/Pacific Islanders (26%), African Americans (22%) and lastly, Native Americans 

“other” (the other category consisted of students who did not identify with any of the 

racial/ethnic groups) specified (34%). 

Madison-Colmore, Ford, Cookie, & Ellis5 (2003) compared substance use patterns 

between African American and Caucasian female college students.  The researchers explored 

whether African American female college students were more likely to drink than Caucasian 

female college students.  They found that Caucasian female college students engaged in the use 

of alcohol (36.2%) more frequently in the last year than African American female students 

(22.6%).  Their overall findings suggest differences in consumption rates between Caucasian 

college females and African American college females.  Although the study was limited to 

                                                                 
5 This study used the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey (n= 445 female college students) from a total of 10 institutions 
(Madison-Colmore et al. 2003).  307 of the participants were African American 138 were Caucasian.  The mean age 
of the respondents was 21.12(Madison-Colmore et. al, 2003).  
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exploring the relationship of alcohol use between Caucasian and African American female 

college6 students, the differences yield valuable preliminary information regarding race and the 

use of alcohol. 

In summary, studies examining the relationship between race/ethnicity and drinking 

patterns of college students have yielded mixed results.  Caucasians, Native/Pacific Islanders, 

and African Americans were consistently identified as the three groups having the highest 

percentages of alcohol use and binge drinking when compared with other race/ethnicities.  

However, it should be noted that there have been inconsistent findings regarding which 

race/ethnic groups have the highest rates of alcohol consumption.  Related specifically to 

college, Caucasians were found to have the highest rates of binge drinking when compared to 

those who were not Caucasian. 

Education 
 

Several studies (Free, 1994; White, McMorris, Catalano,  Fleming, Haggerty & Abbot, 

2006) have found that attending college is significantly related to increases in alcohol 

consumption.  In addition, the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2008) found that among 

adults 18 years or older, the rates of alcohol use in the past month increased as level of education 

increased.  The average college age (18-25) has been identified as the beginning of adulthood 

and this transition occurs through the adoption of new roles (White, et. al, 2006).  Several 

researchers explore these roles (e.g., new friendships, separation from family, and entering into 

academia) and the impact they have on alcohol consumption (Fee, 1994; Mustaine & 

Tewksbury, 2004; White, et al. 2006; DuPont, Coleman, Bucher, & Wilford, 2008).  

                                                                 
6 Madison-Colmore et al. 2003 acknowledges several limitations in their study attributed to their use of a non-
random convenience sample and that no data was collected with regard to income or socio-economic status. 
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Specifically, the transition into college has been found to have a significant impact on alcohol 

consumption among college students. 

White et al. (2006)7 is one of the few studies to compare college students with non-

college students.  The authors found that youth who went to college and moved away from home 

reported significantly higher frequencies of alcohol use and heavy episodic drinking than those 

who stayed home, regardless of whether they went to college (p< .05).  Comparing non-college 

vs. college-bound individuals provides some insight into the college culture that seems to 

encourage heavy drinking behaviors.   

Dierker, Stolar, Lloyd-Richardson, Tiffany, Flay, Collins, Nichter, Nighter, Baily, & 

Clayton (2008)8 examined patterns of tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana use among college 

students.  Dierker et al. (2008) identified several patterns relating to substance use in his study, 

such as increased use at certain times of the year (i.e., beginning and end of the academic year) 

and during certain days of the week (i.e., later in the week versus earlier in the week).  He 

proposes that these patterns are a result of individual factors (e.g. stress) and social factors that 

play a role in developing substance use behaviors. 

 To further explore the notion of alcohol consumption and education levels, Perkins 

(1999) found “data indicating that within the collegiate and post collegiate population, drinking 

motivated occasionally by stress and the attempt to cope with or reduce stress is fairly pervasive” 

(p. 225). The stress of college has been found to significantly increase student drinking rates on 

                                                                 
7 They used a multi-wave longitudinal study known as the Raising Healthy Children project (RHC).They used four 
groups for measuring transition (living at home and not going to college, living at home and going to college, those 
who moved away from home and did not go to college and those who moved away for college (White et al. 2006). 
8 Dierker et al. (2008) used a sample of 119 students chosen through earlier surveys on alcohol use pattern, who 
were then asked to provide 7 day time-line follow back reports on their consumption, which yielded 210 reporting 
days. 
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campus (Perkins, 1999; Dierker, et al., 2008).  In summary, Perkins (1999) indicates that within 

both the college and post-collegiate population, stress motivated drinking and attempts to cope 

and reduce stress by drinking is fairly pervasive, yet not significant.  However, it is slightly more 

common for collegiate students than post-collegiate students.   

In summary, prior research suggests that college students exhibit an increase in drinking 

behavior when compared to similarly aged individuals who are not enrolled in college.  It has 

been argued that different norms and values, than those not attending college and these norms 

and values are supportive of/facilitate the use of alcohol. 

Motivations for Alcohol Consumption 
  

In addition to the demographic characteristics listed/discussed above, researchers have 

also looked at the motivational factors associated with alcohol consumption.  Several researchers 

(Perkins, 1999; Nasim, Corona, Belgrave & Utsey, 2007; Ford & Schroeder, 2009) have 

identified several key variables (e.g., high levels of stress, interpersonal, and environmental 

factors) that are associated with alcohol use among college students. 

Astin, Korin, Sax, & Mahoney (1994) reported a record number of undergraduate 

students who describe feeling overwhelmed and depressed in their assessment of the “American 

college freshman”.  The National College Health Assessment (1998) confirmed this with their 

findings, that 17% of the sample population reported experiencing depression within the last 

school year.  When college students were asked about factors that affected their individual 

academic performance, 16.1 % reported depression/anxiety disorder/seasonal affective disorder 

as a major factor, while 33.9% of the sample reported stress as the major factor.  Additionally, 
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the study recognized that 14.9% of the population had been diagnosed with depression in the last 

year (NCHA, 2008).  

Labrie, Lamb, & Pederson (2009)9 found that overwhelming stress leads to negative 

coping with an onset of stress-related drinking in their study of the transition from high school to 

college.  Perkins (1999) analyzed stress motivated drinking in collegiate and post-collegiate 

students and found that alcohol was used as a coping mechanism in reducing stress, tension, and 

anxiety.  Students reported using alcohol to alleviate the stress10 to perform (both academically 

and socially) in a college setting.  Additionally, several self-report studies (Muncer, Epro, 

Sidorawicz, & Cambell, 1992; Perkins, 1999; Dierker, et al., 2008; Armeli, Connor, Covault, 

Tennen, & Kranzter, 2008) have found college students dealing with life stress, societal 

acceptance, academic stress, and negative stimuli (e.g. poor grades, failed relationships) have 

higher rates of alcohol consumption.  

Buckner and Turner (2009)11 evaluated the causes of Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD) and 

found that females have a tendency to use alcohol to manage distress associated with negative 

evaluations by others.  Moreover, they found differences in anxiety levels between males and 

females; anxiety levels in women often increase with alcohol, while anxiety levels in men often 

decrease when consuming alcohol.  Additionally, they noted that women who exhibited social 

anxiety disorder symptoms were at a greater risk for the onset of AUD.  The findings suggest 

                                                                 
9 (N= 239) first year males at a private university and the ethnic composition of the participants consisted of 61% 
Caucasian, 11% Hispanic, 5% African American, 6% Asian, and 17% “mixed race” or “other”(Labrie, Lamb, & 
Pederson, 2009, p.4). 
10 Perkins (2007) operationalized stress as “poor academic or job performance, strained relationships, injuries, 
fighting or property damage” (p.221). 
11 The “transitions study” analyzed the substance use of two cohorts comprised of Hispanics, African Americans, 
and non-Hispanic Caucasians between the ages of 19 and 21 years old and between the years of 1990 and 2002.  
They sought to “clarify the social anxiety disorder (SAD) and alcohol use disorder (AUD) link in several ways using 
a sample (n= 1,803)(47% female) young adults at time one (T1), 1,431 of whom were assessed again approximately 
three years later” (p.128).  
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that women who are Social Anxiety Disorder positive may be vulnerable to using alcohol to 

manage negative emotions, when other individuals may experience anxiety as a consequence of 

problematic alcohol use. 

Goldstien & Flett (2009)12 examined the link between drinking motives, alcohol use, and 

traits associated with positive versus negative affectivity.  Specifically, they looked at the direct 

association between coping motives and binge drinking among college students in Britain.  

Compared with women, men were found to have a higher score on the coping motives subscale 

used by the authors (p< .05), drank more drinks per drinking occasion in the past year  (p<.05), 

have more binge drinking episodes in the past two weeks (p<.05), and reported a larger number 

of drinking consequences (p<.05). 

In summary, gender, race/ethnicity, education, residence hall life and Greek membership 

have all been highlighted as important variables contributing to alcohol consumption of college 

students.  In addition, stress has been identified as a motivation.  Researchers have found that 

men often drink more frequently, in greater quantities and for different reasons when compared 

with women (Perkins, 1999, Goldstein & Flett, 2009; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004).  Throughout the 

literature on race/ethnicity, Caucasians were found to drink the most on college campuses 

compared with other races/ethnicities (Karp & Allena 2004; Madison-Colmore, Ford, Cookie, & 

Ellis, 2003).  Education, specifically participation in college was found to increase alcohol 

consumption among students (Free, 1994; White, et. al, 2006).  Related to education, living in a 

co-ed residence hall (Cross, Zimmerman, & O’Grady 2009; Willoughby & Caroll, 2009; 

Harford, Wechsler & Muthen, 2002; O’Hare, 1990) and participation in Greek life (Barry, 2007; 

                                                                 
12 (n= 138) freshmen from York University who reported alcohol consumption in the past year (Goldstein & Flett, 
2009). The sample was 70.4% female and 29.6% males and 62% of the sample lived with their parents. 
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Shim & Mags, 2005; Wechsler, Lee, Kuo & Lee, 1999; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & 

Castillo, 1995) were also found to significantly increase alcohol consumption among college 

students.  In addition, stress, interpersonal, and environmental factors were also found to be 

predictors of alcohol consumption (Astin, et al., 1994; Buckner & Turner, 2009; Goldstein & 

Flett, 2009, Labrie, et al., 2009; Perkins, 1999). 

Patterns and trends regarding alcohol consumption have been indentified, yet few have 

managed to successfully identify sources of strain associated with the college culture.  Several 

researchers have identified a combination of individual level factors or environmental level 

factors, without making an attempt to consider both when studying alcohol consumption.  

Perkins (1999) suggests further exploration into the notion of stress-related factors and whether 

or not they are biological versus environmental.  Acknowledging the role of the college culture 

and the individual-level factors associated with alcohol consumption are important.  

Additionally, the role of theories (i.e. culture theory and strain theory) is important in guiding the 

research questions and selecting the variables of interest.  In the next section I discuss the role of 

theory in this research, while also contributing to the extant body of literature regarding theory 

and college alcohol consumption. 

THEORY 

 Alcohol abuse is a growing problem among the college student population, but we have 

yet to understand what variables impact college alcohol consumption.  With the competitiveness 

of the current job market, now more than ever a college education is valued.  Success in an 

academic setting is important and successfully locating a well paying job or getting into a 

graduate program (securing and maintaining student loans and scholarships) are all goals of 

college students.  With that said, students are under an immense amount of pressure to deal with 
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the demands of college.  In addition, there are certain variables specific to the college 

environment that impact alcohol consumption.  Theory provides a framework for looking at the 

variables associated with alcohol consumption in a college setting.  I argue that strain theory and 

culture theory provide a foundation for my study and justification for the selection of the specific 

variables used in this research. 

Strain Theory 
Previous researchers have asserted that there is a relationship between strain and 

academic success (Agnew, 1992; Agnew & White, 1992; Ford & Schroeder, 2009) and Agnew’s 

adapted strain theory is most often applied to the study of substance use among college students 

(Agnew, 1992, 2001; Ford & Schroeder, 2009; Carson, Sullivan, Cochran & Lersch, 2009).  

Agnew’s adapted strain theory is derived from Merton’s original theory of anomiei.  Robert 

Agnew (1992) developed general strain theory in an effort to account for the fact that there are 

other types of strain (e.g. non-economic) that can be predictors of deviant behavior: failure to 

achieve one’s goals, removal of positively valued stimuli, and the imposition of negative stimuli.  

An example of failing to achieve positively valued goals can be not achieving academic success 

or encountering an obstacle that hinders one’s success.  This can put considerable amount of 

strain on a college student.  

The removal of positively valued stimuli according to Agnew (1992) consists of an actual 

or anticipated loss of something/someone important in an individual’s life.  Ford and Schroeder 

(2009) operationalize the removal of positively valued stimuli in the context of college life as 

“receiving poor grades, loss of scholarship money, negative encounters with faculty, and 

perceived discrimination” (p.31).  The hypothesis is that the removal of positive stimuli in a 
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college setting can decrease levels of self-esteem, resulting in the need to cope, often through the 

use of alcohol. 

The third source of strain according to Agnew (1992) is the imposition of negative 

stimuli involving stressful life situations.  Ford and Schroeder (2009) interpret the imposition of 

negative stimuli in an academic setting to include: poorly kept infrastructural settings, physical 

and verbal abuse by peers, overly harsh faculty, and poor grades.  Moreover, it might be 

beneficial to also include poor relationships with an academic institution, which would be 

measured by lack of participation in campus groups/clubs/organizations and activities.  

Although environmental level factors are discussed above, it is important to note that 

Agnew (1992) states that the, “subjective impact of objective strain depends on the extent to 

which the strain is related to the central goals, values, and/or identities of the individual” (p.67).  

For the majority of college students, academic success is a priority and is tied directly to one’s 

identity.  When academic success becomes central to one’s current and even future identity, the 

impact of strain will increase due to the “stake” placed on academic success.  The presence of 

such strain can lead to feelings of anger, anxiety, fear, or depression (Agnew, 1992; Agnew & 

White, 1992).  As noted in the previous section, researchers (Roth, 1994; Mustaine & 

Tewksbury, 2004; Karp & Allena 2004; Wechsler & Nelson, 2008) have found a direct 

correlation between the imposition of negative stimuli and alcohol consumption.  Moreover, the 

imposition of negative stimuli will increase the need for effective coping mechanisms. 

Hartshorne (1943) explores the notion of strain within the college context through his 

discussion of informal group norms that also govern individual behavior in competitive 
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situations, and the impact that the “pressure for success” can have on individual and group 

behavior.  He asserts that the  

Presence of numerous informal groupings, competitive and non competitive, reflect the 
segmentalization of student public opinion. The individual conforms to, and is 
constrained by, not student norms in general, but those of a particular group or clique (p. 
324). 

Hartshorne explained this conflict through the cliques and subgroups associated with dormitory 

living, but have also been found to be factor in drinking trends.  His findings proved valuable 

when looking at the role college (social system) impacts the values, norms, and behaviors of 

students.  

Culture Theory 
Previous research has either focused on individual level factors or environmental factors, 

but few researchers have bridged the two factors to recognize that both individual and 

environmental factors play a role in the formation and adaptation of cultural norms and values in 

the college setting.  Culture consists of the values, norms, symbols, languages and materials 

shared by a group of people (Giddens, Duneier, Appelbaum, & Carr, 2009).  The norms and 

values associated with college culture differ from the norms and values of mainstream society 

(e.g. living situations, class schedule, lack of supervision, socializing opportunities).  Therefore, 

it is important to acknowledge the differences within the college culture and the impact it has on 

alcohol use.  

Talcott Parsons looked at the actors in a social system and focused specifically on the 

ways in which the norms and values of a system are transferred to these actors (Ritzer, 2008).  

For Parsons, college is a sub-system within the larger social system that transmits cultural norms 

and values to the actors.  Parsons proposes a bridge between individual and social factors when 
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considering the adaptation and transfer of norms and values.  He outlines three types of need 

dispositions: the search for love and approval, internalization of values to observe cultural 

standards, and role expectations.   

Hartshorne (1943) explored the “dynamics of the undergraduate social system and the 

role of its informal cultural norms in the socialization of American college students” (p. 321).  

Hartshorne takes both a cultural and functional approach in examining college culture, “in terms 

of the interaction between the individual personality and the values and conflicts inherent in the 

culture of the college community” (p. 321).  He describes college culture as a part of a 

“microcosm of the larger national and international community, in part a sub-culture with its 

own indigenous features” (p.321).  

Hartshorne discusses the impact of norms governing informal patterns of behavior in 

groups and with this he notes that informal group norms also govern individual behavior in 

competitive situations.  He explains that informal norms vary amongst specific groups and 

cliques, meaning specific groups such as Greek life may possess a different standard of norms 

and values compared with non-Greek life but are still relative to college culture.  When 

examining learned norms and values, he believes that individuals learn the folkways of American 

adult society from the informal group rather than from the college curriculum.  

  Barry (2007) examined the impact Greek membership had on alcohol-related beliefs and 

found that although Greek-life students make up a subgroup within the college context, members 

on average consume alcohol in greater quantities than those not affiliated with Greek-life.  

Moreover, it appears that Greek-life fosters a social environment and culture that revolves 

around drinking.  When looking at the make up of Greek membership, he found that as a whole, 
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the college population is homogeneous because individuals tend to be drawn to participate in 

social groups to which others similar to them belong.   

Barry explains that a combination of individual level factors and social environmental 

factors are important in explaining alcohol use in a college context.  The Greek system provides 

a social environment that facilitates heavy drinking and where binge drinking is considered 

standard practice.  Barry’s work examining the culture of Greek-life can easily be translated to 

the college culture as a whole.  Although, the Greek subculture represents the extremes of 

drinking, Greek-life is still a part of college culture and the norms and values associated with 

Greek-life contribute to the overall drinking rates of college students. 

Borrowing from both strain theory and culture theory will provide a framework that 

examines the impact of both individual and cultural factors on college alcohol consumption.  

Using Ford & Schroeder’s (2009) interpretation of strain theory will allow me to extend their 

research of looking at academic strain to include alcohol use. Ford & Schroeder (2009) explain 

their view on Agnew’s theory by stating that 

taken together, the failure to achieve academic success and the inability to meet the 
academic demands at colleges and universities fits nicely within the three sources of 
strain identified by the general strain theory and academic strain is therefore likely to lead 
to deviance and crime(p. 31)  

Using culture theory, will allow me to account for the specific norms and values associated with 

college that may have an effect on alcohol consumption (Munch & Smelser, 1992).  

Understanding this relationship in terms of gender will provide insight into how males and 

females react and cope with strain differently.   
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 In summary, I will examine the impact of stress-related variables and culturally-specific 

variables on college drinking using the framework of strain and culture theory.  These two 

theoretical perspectives have served to guide the research questions and variable selections.  

Strain theory is an appropriate theory for examining the relationship between stress and alcohol 

consumption, while culture theory examines cultural explanations specific to college and their 

impact on alcohol consumption.  Prior research has failed to bridge individual factors with 

environmental factors when looking at college alcohol consumption until this point.  

METHODS 

The purpose of this study is to explore the variables that impact college students’ 

consumption of alcohol through the analysis of survey data.  The present study takes both factor 

levels into consideration within this research.  Specifically, I focus on the consumption of 

alcohol by coding for zero drinks, one to four drinks, and five or more drinks (five plus is 

considered binge drinking13).  While, previous literature has already examined the issue of 

predicting alcohol use, I am interested in looking at the impact of the variables on the amount of 

alcohol consumed.  More specifically, the five or more drink measure which puts students at risk 

for binge drinking.  My research questions are as follows: 

1. What cultural factors, specific to a college lifestyle, impact the number of drinks a 

student consumes in one sitting? 

                                                                 
13 Carey (2001) describes the 5/4 measurement as a good risk marker in survey studies and recommends its 

use at the population level.  In addition, Wechsler & Nelson (2001) believe that the 5/4 measurement is a good way 
to assess a drinking style.  However, there has been much debate in the 5/4 measurements for not being effective 
because it does not take into account the rate or time period while drinking or an individual’s body weight and size.  
Although there is much debate regarding the 5/4 measures, the present study’s measure of binge drinking by five or 
more drinks is in accordance with the World Health Organization, who recommend a five drink measure for 
“population surveillance surveys of alcohol consumption” (Wechsler & Nelson, 2008, p.482). 
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2. What factors related to stress, specific to a college atmosphere, impact the number of 

drinks a student consumes in one sitting? 

3. What factors, specific to the college lifestyle, affect the likelihood of students to report 

alcohol negatively affecting their academic performance? 

4. Are there statistically significant differences in the way male and female college students 

consume alcohol in one sitting? 

5. Does alcohol use negatively affect academic performance differently for males and 

females? 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Conducting secondary data analysis allows me access to a large sample (n=557).  Kiecolt 

& Nathan (1985) describe the benefits of secondary data analysis in a variety of research designs 

to include: trend, cohort, time-series, and comparative studies.  Prior research has utilized 

secondary data analysis as a method for looking at alcohol consumption and has successfully 

resulted in published peer-reviewed articles (Nafine & Gale, 1989; Perkins, 1999; Madison-

Comore, et. al, 2003; Wechsler & Kuo, 2003; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004; White, et. al, 2006; 

Carson, Sullivan, Cochran, & Lersch, 2009; Ford & Schroeder, 2009; Wechsler & Nelson, 

2008). 

 This research involves secondary data analysis of the National College Health 

Assessment Survey (NCHAS) developed by the American College Health Association (ACHA).  

The survey was designed to measure college student’s health habits, behaviors and perceptions 

regarding a variety of topics (e.g. alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use, sexual health, weight 

nutrition, and exercise, mental health, personal safety, and violence).  The original version was 

developed and pilot-tested during 1998-1999 and has since been revised, which has resulted in 
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version two of the survey.  This survey was administered to the University of North Carolina 

Wilmington (UNCW) student population in the spring 2009 by UNCW’s Student Health 

Services Center. 

A stratified random sample of the students was generated using the e-mail list from the 

Registrar’s Office.  An initial email was sent out to 5,000 randomly selected students describing 

the nature of the survey and the incentive14 that was offered upon completion.  Two follow-up e-

mail notifications were then sent reminding students about the survey.  The sample was 

anonymous and voluntary in an attempt to increase the response rate.  A total of 557 students 

completed the full survey online, resulting in an 11% response rate.  Fincham (2008) discusses 

the response rates of several survey methods, specifically e-mail which normally yields the 

lowest response rate of 20-30%.  The historically low response rate of e-mail surveys results in 

(2) limitation: 1) the risk of a non-response bias and 2) Inability to generalize the findings to a 

larger population (Fincham, 2008).  The non-response bias discussed by Fincham, explains that 

students who respond to surveys may answer questions differently than students who do not 

respond to survey, thus impacting the ability to generalize results (2008).  Since the sample 

includes only UNCW students, the results of this study are not generalizable to other college 

campuses.   

As previously mentioned, the sample was collected by UNCW’s Student Health Center 

located in Westside Hall.  The results were entered into SPSS compatible format which was 

provided by Katrin Wesner, the Director of Student Health at UNCW.  It is important to note that 

                                                                 
14 Specific incentive is unknown. 
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the NCHAS data is considered valid and reliable, which was an important factor in my decision 

to use this particular data set15.   

VARIABLES OF INTEREST 

In this section the specific dependent and independent variables are described and several 

variables in this research are opererationalized.  The original survey variables with attributes can 

be found in Appendix A of this paper.  For each variable, I provide the survey questions with the 

attributes relevant for this research.  It should be noted that some attributes have been collapsed 

for statistical purposes.  

Number of drinks consumed in one setting (DV 1):  “The last time you ‘partied’/socialized how 

many drinks of alcohol did you have16?”(NCHAII, 2009, Survey question #10).  The attributes 

are collapse to include: 1) “N/A, don’t drink, zero drinks; 2) “1-4 drinks” and 3) “five or more” 

drinks. 

Academic performance affected by alcohol (DV 2):  “Within the last 12 months, have any of the 

following affected your academic performance? (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question # 45). 

For the purpose of this research I focused on the response of “Alcohol Use” and the attributes are 

as follows: 1) “This did not happen to me/ not applicable”; 2) “I have experienced this issue, but 

my academics have not been affected”; 3) Academics were negatively affected (i.e., “received a 

lower grade on an exam or important project”, “received a lower grade in the course”, “received 

                                                                 
15 To date, two other studies have used the NCHAS data in published academic articles (Cimini, Damann, Martens, 
Mowery, Page, & Taylor, 2004; Adams, Wharton, Quilter, & Hirsch, 2008). 
16 The NCHA defines one drink of alcohol as a 12 ounce can or bottle of beer or wine cooler, a 4 ounce glass of 
wine, or a shot of liquor straight or in a mixed drink.  This survey defines binge drinking as five or more drinks, 
although it is important to note that binge drinking has also been defined as four drinks for females and five drinks 
for males. 
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an incomplete or dropped the course”, and “significant disruption in thesis, dissertation, research, 

or practicum work”). 

Academic difficulty (IV 1):  “Within the last 12 months, have any of the following been 

traumatic or very difficult for you to handle? (NCHA II, 2009, Survey question #33).  For the 

purpose of this research I focused on the response “academics”.  The attributes were 1) “yes” or 

2) “no”. 

Overall Stress Level (IV 2):  “Within the last 12 months, how would you rate the overall level of 

stress you have experienced” (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question #37).  The attributes include: 1) 

“no stress”; 2) “less than average stress”; 3) “average stress”; 4) “more than average stress” and 

5) “tremendous stress”. 

Residence (IV 3):  “Where do you currently live?” (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question # 58).  The 

attributes include: 1) “campus residence hall”; 2) “other college/university housing”; 3) 

“parent/guardians home”; 4) “other off campus housing”.  Since UNCW does not have any 

fraternity/sorority housing, the “fraternity/sorority housing” and “other” attributes were excluded 

from the analysis. 

Involvement in Greek-life (IV 4):  “Are you a member of a social fraternity or sorority? (e.g., 

National Interfraternity Conference, National Pan-Hellenic Conference, National Pan-Hellenic 

Council, National Association of Latino Fraternal Organization), (NCHAII, 2009, Survey 

question #59).  The attributes are as follows: 1) “Yes” and 2) “No”. 

Participation (IV 5):  Participation is explained by combining two variables, “how many hours a 

week do you work for pay?” (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question # 60) and “how many hours a 

week do you volunteer” (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question # 61).  The attributes will be coded for 
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“work for pay” and/or “volunteer” will be coded as 1) “participation”.  The attributes “does not 

work for pay” and “does not volunteer” will be coded as 2) “does not participate”(NCHAII, 

2009, Survey questions #60 and 61). 

Grade Point Average (IV 6):  “What is your approximate cumulative grade average?” (NCHAII, 

2009, Survey question #63).  The attributes include: 1) “A”; 2) “B”; 3) “C”; 4) “D/F”.  The 

attribute “N/A” was excluded from the analysis. 

Sports Participation (IV 7): “Within the last 12 months, have you participated in organized 

college athletics at any of the following levels? (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question #64) The 

variables include: 1) “Varsity”, 2) “Club Sports” and 3) “Intramurals”.  The attributes for each 

variable were “yes” or “no”.  The variables have been collapsed to create a new variable “sports 

participation”.  This was determined if the individual marked “yes” to one or more of the 

categories.  Those students who answered “no” to all three variables were categorized as “no 

sports participation”. 

 

Race/ethnicity (IV 8): “How do you describe yourself?” (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question #54)  

The attributes include: 1) “White, non Hispanic (includes Middle Eastern)”, 2) “Black, non 

Hispanic”, 3) “Hispanic or Latino/a”, 4) “Asian or Pacific Islander”, 5) “American Indian, 

Alaskan Native, or Native Hawaiian, 6) “American Indian, Alaskan Native, or Native 

Hawaiian”, 7) “Biracial or Multiracial”, 8) “Other”.  The attributes were recoded to include: 1) 

“White” and 2) “Non-white”.  

 

Year in School (IV9): What is your year in school? (NCHAII, 2009, Survey question #51).  The 

attributes include 1) “1st year undergraduate”, 2) “2nd year undergraduate”, 3) “3rd year 
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undergraduate”, 4) “4th year undergraduate”, 5) “5th year or more undergraduate”, 6) “Graduate 

or professional”, 7) “Not seeking a degree”, and 8) “other”.  The attributes were then collapsed 

to include: 1) “1st and 2nd year undergraduate”, 2) “3rd, 4th, 5th, or more year undergraduate”, and 

3) “Graduate or Professional”.  “Not seeking a degree” and ‘other” were excluded from the 

analysis.  

The selection of these aforementioned variables was informed by the theory and is 

consistent with previous literature.  The following section will discuss the analysis of the 

variables and explain in detail, the descriptive statistics of both the variables for the sample and 

the variables for population at University of North Carolina Wilmington. 

ANALYSIS 

The data for this research was entered into SPSS format prior to my interpretation of the 

data.  The dataset was cleaned prior to analyzing the data to insure its reliability.  Data cleaning 

is defined by Singleton & Straits (2010) as “detecting and resolving errors in coding and in 

transmitting the data to the computer” (p.503).  Since I did not have access to the original 

surveys, I filled in all missing data with a missing data code and then omitted all cases with that 

number (Allison, 1999).  Removing missing data cases from my analyses resulted in a sample 

size of 549.  Cases were removed in accordance with the dependent variables. 

  For the purpose of this research, I examined the impact of culturally related variables 

and stress related variables on the two dependent variables (number of drinks consumed in one 

sitting and the affects of alcohol on student’s academic performance).  My first dependent 

variable explores the number of drinks consumed in one setting, this variable was originally 

continuous.  The previous research has examined which factors contribute to whether or not 

college students drink alcohol.  I categorized the dependent variable to explore what factors 
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impact how much college students drink.  Using a categorical dependent variable with more than 

two categories and categorical independent variables led me to use a nonparametric test of 

significance to explore this impact.  Using Pearson’s chi-square allowed me to test the 

association of the columns and rows for each of my variables.  The chi-square test is used to 

compare observed data with the data expected according to a specific hypothesis.  The 

probability of .05 or less will be used to reject the null hypothesis that there is not 

association/relationship between the two variables (Garson, 2009).  In order to examine the 

significance of specific variables, I used a Post hoc strategy.  For the tables in which the chi 

square test is significant, I examined the standardized residual which is the error between what 

the model predicts and the data actually observed (Garson, 2009).  The standardized residual is 

examined like a z-score to assess the significance.  This study is analyzing significance at the .05 

level, so therefore a significant standardized residual value will lie outside of -1.96/1.96. 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 My original sample contained 557 cases prior to any recoding or cleaning.  The 

University of North Carolina Wilmington Office of Institutional Research and Assessment 

recorded 90% (n= 10,989) of the student body population as undergraduate students and 10% 

(n=1,206) as graduate students(Lawson, 2010)17.  With regard to age, the university recorded in 

the fall of 2008 that 11% of students were 25 years or older.  Additionally, the average age of 

both undergraduate and graduate students was 21 years old.  Of the total student body population 

for the 2008-2009 school year (n=12,195), 38.9% (n=4,750) were men and 56% were women 

(n=6,898).  Over three quarters (84.5% , n=9,286) of the student body identified themselves as 

“white, Non-Hispanic”, while 11.5% (n=1,271) identified themselves as non-white (nonresident 

                                                                 
17 The survey was given in Spring 2009, and the population characteristics were collected in mid fall 2008. 
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aliens, Black Non-Hispanic, American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, or 

Hispanic), and race/ethnicity was unknown for 0.04% (n=432) of the student body(Lawson, 

2010). 

The descriptive statistics for the sample data set are representative of the overall student 

body population at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. With regard to year in school, 

42.9% (n=239) of the sample population recorded either being in their first or second year of 

undergraduate studies, while 43.1% (n=240) of the sample recorded being in their 3rd, 4th, 5th or 

more of their undergraduate studies.  Additionally, 11.5% (n=64) of the sample identified 

themselves as either graduate or professional.  The age range for my sample consists of two 

categories18, 83.1% (n=463) of students are between 18-25 years old and 15.3% (n=85) of 

students recorded being 26 years and older.  Further breakdown of the frequency and percent of 

the sample are displayed in Table 1 below.  The racial make-up of the student body was as 

follows: 87.8% (n= 68) of the sample identified themselves as “white” (“non-Hispanic, includes 

Middle Eastern”), while 12.2% (n=68) of the sample identified themselves with a race/ethnicity 

other than “white” (Black, non-Hispanic, Hispanic or Latino/a, Asian or Pacific Islander, 

American Indian, Alaskan Native, or Native Hawaiian, Biracial or Multiracial, other).  With 

regard to gender, 74.5% (n=415) of the sample reported being female, 24.1% (n=134) reported 

being male.  These variables are similar to the overall composition of the student body at the 

University of North Carolina Wilmington during the 2008-2009 school year.  The following 

table (Table 1) provides a breakdown of the demographics for the research sample and the 

University of North Carolina Wilmington student body. 

                                                                 
18 The mean age is 22.57 years, the median age is 21, and the mode is 19 years old. The range in the age category is 
45 years. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of demographics variables for sample and UNCW 
 

Attribute Sample UNCW 
 n % N % 
Age   - - 
     18 59 10.6% - - 
     19 117 21.0% - - 
     20 96 17.2% - - 
     21 92 16.5% - - 
     22 50 9.0% - - 
     23 13 2.3% - - 
     24 12 2.2% - - 
     25-63 109 19.6% - 11% 
     
Gender     
     Male 134 24.1% 4,750 38.9% 
     Female 415 74.5% 6,898 56% 
     
Race/Ethnicity     
     White 489 87.8% 9,286 84.5% 
     Non-White 68 12.2% 1,271 11.5% 
     
Year in School     
     Undergraduate 479 85.9% 10,989 90% 
     Graduate/Professional 64 11.5% 1,206 10% 
*Cells left blank are a result of unrecorded data for the 2008-2009 academic school year by UNCW. 
**UNCW; N=12,195, Sample; n=547 
 

In the fall of 2008, 16% of the members of the University of North Carolina 

Wilmington’s student body population participated in a sorority or fraternity(Lawson, 2010).  

When discussing residence, 33% of the student body population lived in college owned, operated 

or affiliated housing, while 67% of the student body population lived off campus or commuted. 

Characteristics relating specifically to the University setting (e.g., current residence and 

participation in fraternity or sorority) as they applied to the sample are described in the following 

section.  When describing Greek-life membership 84.7% (n=472) did not participate in a 

fraternity or sorority while 12.9% (n=72) of the sample did participate.  When asked to describe 
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place of residence, 23% (n=128) of the sample lived in a campus residence hall, other campus 

housing 15.3% (n=85), parents/guardians home 4.3% (n=24), and other off campus housing 

50.8% (n=283).  The following table (Table 2) describes the descriptive statistics related to 

University characteristics for my sample and the University of North Carolina Wilmington 

population. 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the college related variables for sample and UNCW 

Attribute Sample UNCW 
 n % N % 

No participation in fraternity/sorority 472 84.7% - - 
Participation in fraternity/sorority 72 12.9% - 16% 
     
On-campus Housing 213 38.3% - 33% 
     Campus Residence Hall 128 23% - - 
     Other On-campus Housing 85 15.3% - - 
Off-campus Housing 307 55.1% - 67% 
     Parent/guardian’s Home 24 4.3% - - 
     Other Off-campus Housing 283 50.8% - - 
 

When asked about their approximate cumulative grade average, 42.7% (n=238) of the 

sample population estimated their average as an A, followed by 42.7% (n=238) with a B average, 

10.6% (n=59) estimated a C average and 0.7% (n=4) estimated a D/F average.  Hours worked for 

pay and hours volunteered were combined to create a new variable; “participation”.  The new 

variable was coded into two categories, 22.4% (n=123), of students participate through either 

working for pay, volunteering or both while 77.6% (n=426) of the sample does not participate by 

not working or volunteering.  When asked about sports participation, 10.4% (n=58) of the 

sample participated in club sports, 20.5% (n=114) participated in intramural sports and 2.3% 

(n=13) participated in varsity athletics.  The new variable “sports participation” describes 25.5% 

(n=142) of the sample participated in university affiliated sports activities. 
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When the sample was asked about their level of stress in the last 12 months, the sample 

responded with no stress 1.1% (n=6), less than average stress 3.8% (n=21), average 41.8% 

(n=233), more than average stress 44.3% (n=247), and tremendous stress 7.9% (n=44).  The 

sample was asked whether they thought their academics had been difficult to handle in the last 

12 months, 53.9% (n=300) of the sample recorded that they had no difficulty handling their 

academics, while 45.1% (n=251) of the sample reported having difficulty in handling their 

academics. 

 The first dependent variable reported the number of drinks consumed in one setting the 

last time the individual partied or socialized.  Of the sample, 21% (n=117) reported not drinking 

any drinks, 40.9% (n=228) recorded drinking between 1-4 drinks, and 37.3% (n=208) recorded 

drinking five or more drinks.  The mean number of drinks for the sample population is 4.24 

drinks, the median (4) drinks, the mode (0), and the range (48) drinks.  The following table 

(Table 3) describes the variables discussed above.  The second dependent variable, asked the 

sample to describe the effect alcohol has had on their academics, 7.2% (n=40) admitted that their 

academics were negatively affected by alcohol, while 45.1% (N=251) experienced negative 

affects from alcohol but their academic performance was not negatively affected, and 46.1% 

(n=257) of the sample were not affected by alcohol. 
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics for sample variables 

Variable  n % 
Grade point average A 238 42.7% 
 B 238 42.7% 
 C 59 10.6% 
 D/F 4 0.7% 
    
Participation (work/volunteer) Does not participate 203 36.4% 
 Does participate 340 61.0% 
    
Sports participation Does not participate 415 74.5% 
 Participate 142 25.5% 
    
Level of stress in the last 12 months. No Stress 6 1.1% 
 Less than average stress 21 3.8% 
 Average stress 233 41.8% 
 More than average stress 247 44.3% 
 Tremendous Stress 44 7.9% 
    
Academics difficult to handle in last 12 
months. 

No 300 53.9% 

 Yes 251 45.1% 
    
Number of drinks recorded last time 
socialized/partied 

0 117 21% 

 1-5 275 49.4% 
 6-10 135 24.2% 
 11-15 15 2.7% 
 16-20 5 1.0% 
 21-25 4 0.8% 
 26-30 1 0.2% 
 31-35 0 0.0% 
 36-40 0 0.0% 
 41-45 0 0.0% 
 46-50 1 0.2% 
    
Academic Performance: Alcohol use Did not happened to me, Not 

Applicable 
257 46.1% 

 Experienced but academics not 
negatively affected 

251 45.1% 

 Lower grade on exam/project 27 4.8% 
 Lower grade in course 10 1.8% 
 Incomplete or dropped course 2 0.4% 
 Significant disruption to thesis, 

dissertation, research, practicum 
1 0.2% 
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FINDINGS 

 The following is a description of the non parametric significance test for both of the 

dependent variables.  As mentioned earlier, using the chi-square test will allow me to explore the 

association between certain stress related and culturally-specific variables and college alcohol 

consumption.  Due to the limitations of the data, some of the cell frequency counts were less than 

five, which produced invalid test results.  It will be footnoted in the tables which variables 

required me to either collapse the data (validated by previous literature) or to exclude the 

categories containing the low cell frequencies.  In addition, there were several chi square tests 

that would not allow me to collapse or exclude data, in these cases I discuss the relationships 

among the attributes, but it should be noted that these variables cannot be considered statistically 

valid.  The following describes the chi-square test for the first dependent variable, number of 

drinks consumed, followed by the second dependent variable, the impact of alcohol on academic 

performance. 

Gender 

 As seen in Table 4, there is a significant association (p=0.000) between gender and the 

number of drinks consumed.  Both males and females recorded similar percents for those who 

did not consume alcohol.  Female students (46.5%) consumed between one and four drinks when 

compared with 26.1% of male students, while 56.7% of male students consumed five or more 

drinks when compared with only 31.5% of female students.  The standardized residual explains 

that significantly less males (z=-2.8) consumed between one and four drinks than expected.  

Additionally, significantly less females (z=-2.0) consumed five or more drinks than expected, 

while significantly more (z=3.6) males consumed five or more drinks than expected.  This chi-
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square finding is significant and suggests an association between gender and the number of 

drinks consumed. 

Table 4: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Gender 

Number of drinks last 
time student 

partied/socialized 

Respondent’s Gender 
(n, % of column total)* 

Female Male Total 
0 Drink 91 

22.0% 
23 

17.2% 
114 

20.8% 
1-4 Drinks 192 

46.5% 
35 

26.1% 
227 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks 130 

31.5% 
76 

56.7% 
206 

37.7% 
Total 413 

75.5% 
134 

24.5% 
 

*Total n=545, X2 = 28.382, p=0.000 

Age 

 As seen in Table 5, there is a significant association between age and the number of 

drinks consumed (p=.000).  Of those students 26 years or older, 57.6% recorded consuming 

between one and four drinks when compared with 38.5% of students who were between 18-25 

years old.  But, when examining students who recorded five or more drinks, 41.1% of 18-25 year 

old students recorded drinking five or more drinks compared to only 18.8% of students 26 years 

and older.  The comparison across age for students who did not drink was similar (20.4% of 18-

25 year olds versus 23.5% of 26 years and older).  The standardized residual explains that 

significantly more students 26 years and older (z=2.3) consumed between one and four drinks 

than expected.  While significantly more of the 26 years and older students (z=-2.8) consumed 

five or more drinks than expected.  This chi-square finding is significant and suggests an 

associated between age and the number of drinks consumed. 
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Table 5: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Age 

Number of drinks last 
time student 

partied/socialized 

Respondent’s Age 
(n, % of column total)* 

18-25 years 26 years and older Total 
0 Drink 94 

20.4% 
20 

23.5% 
114 

20.9% 
1-4 Drinks 177 

38.5% 
49 

57.6% 
226 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks 189 

41.1% 
16 

18.8% 
205 

37.6% 
Total 460 

84.4% 
85 

15.6% 
 

*Total n=545, X2 = 16.139, p=0.000 

Race/ethnicity 

As seen in Table 6, there is no association between race/ethnicity and the number of 

drinks consumed.  There were no significant differences (p=0.980) found when comparing across 

white and non-white college students.  The low percentage of minorities in the sample and at 

UNCW may have contributed to the non-significant findings.  Although the table is not 

statistically significant, the comparison of race/ethnicity and the number of drinks consumed in 

one setting is similar across categories. 

Table 6: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Race/Ethnicity 

Number of drinks last time 
student partied/socialized 

Race/ethnicity 
(n, % of column total)* 

White Non White Total 
0 Drink 101 

20.7% 
13 

21.7% 
114 

20.8% 
1-4 Drinks 202 

41.5% 
25 

41.7% 
227 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks 184 

37.8% 
22 

36.7% 
206 

37.7% 
Total 487 

89% 
60 

11% 
 

*Total n=547, X2 = 0.040, p=0.980 

Year in School 
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 As seen in Table 7, there is a significant association between year in school and the 

number of drinks consumed (p=0.002).  First and second year undergraduate students were more 

likely to refrain from drinking alcohol (27%).  First and second year undergraduates and third, 

fourth, fifth or more year undergraduate students consumed between one and four drinks at 

similar rates, while graduate/professional students had the highest rate  at 57.8%, of consuming 

one to four drinks.  Additionally, third, fourth, fifth, or more undergraduate students had the 

highest percentage of consuming five or more drinks at 42.5%, followed closely by 36.3% of 

first and second year undergraduates.  Graduate/professional students were the least likely to 

consume five or more drinks at 26.6%.  The standardized residual explains that significantly (z= 

2.1) more first and second year undergraduate students refrained from drinking than expected.  

This chi-square finding is statistically significant and suggests that there is an association 

between year in school and the number of drinks consumed.  

Table 7: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Year in school 

Number of drinks 
last time student 
partied/socialized 

Year in school 
(n, % of column total)* 

1st and 2nd yr 
undergraduate 

3rd, 4th, 5th, or more 
undergraduate 

Graduate/ 
professional 

Total 

0 Drink 64 
27.0% 

39 
16.2% 

10 
15.6% 

113 
20.9% 

1-4 Drinks 87 
36.7% 

99 
41.2% 

37 
57.8% 

223 
41.2% 

5 plus drinks 86 
36.3% 

102 
42.5% 

17 
26.6% 

205 
37.9% 

Total 237 
43.8% 

240 
44.4% 

64 
11.8% 

 

*Total n=541, X2 = 16.684, p=0.002 

Grade Point Average 

 As seen in Table 8, there is a significant association (p=0.022) between GPA and the 

number of drinks consumed.  There was little difference across estimated GPA categories and 
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students who did not consume alcohol.  Self-reported students “A” students had the highest 

percentage of one to four drinks.  This was significantly greater than students with a “B” or 

“C/D/F” average.  In addition, 43.9% of students who reported a “B” average consumed five or 

more drinks, compared with 30.4% of “A” and 38.1% of “C/D/F” average students.  This chi-

square finding is statistically significant and suggests that there is an association between grade 

point average and the number of drinks consumed. 

Table 8: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: GPA 

Number of drinks last time 
student partied/socialized 

Grade Point Average (estimated) 
(n, % of column total)* 

“A” “B” “C/D/F Total 
0 Drink 50 

21.1% 
48 

20.3% 
16 

25.4% 
114 

21.2% 
1-4 Drinks 115 

48.5% 
85 

35.9% 
23 

36.5% 
223 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks 72 

30.4% 
104 

43.9% 
24 

38.1% 
200 

37.2% 
Total 237 

44.1% 
237 

44.1% 
63 

11.7% 
 

*Total n=537, X2 = 11.443, p=0.022 
**Due to low cell frequency counts, I collapsed “C” with “D/F” to ensure the validity of the test. 

Fraternity/Sorority 

 As seen in Table 9, there is a significant association (p=.015) between participation in a 

fraternity or sorority (Greek-life) and the number of drinks consumed.  When asked about Greek-

life participation, 22.3% of students not involved in a Greek-life did not consume alcohol when 

compared with 11.1% of students who are involved in Greek-life.  The most significant 

difference was that 35.3% of students not involved in Greek-life consumed five or more drinks 

compared with 51.4% of students involved in Greek-life.  In this specific cross-tab, I controlled 

for a third variable (gender) as a result of the large differences across the rows.  The control test 

revealed that both the male (p=0.60) and female (p=0.051) significance levels were above 0.05 
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and therefore I reject the null hypothesis that Gender does not impact the relationship between 

the number of drinks consumed and participation in a fraternity or sorority.  This chi-square 

finding suggests that participation in a fraternity/sorority is associated with the number of drinks 

consumed.  

Table 9: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Fraternity/sorority participation 

Number of drinks last time student 
partied/socialized 

Participation in a fraternity/sorority 
(n, % of column total)* 

No Yes Total 
0 Drink 105 

22.3% 
8 

11.1% 
113 

20.8% 
1-4 Drinks 199 

42.3% 
27 

37.5% 
226 

41.7% 
5 plus drinks 166 

35.3% 
37 

51.4% 
203 

37.5% 
Total 470 

86.7% 
72 

13.3% 
 

*Total n=542, X2 = 8.432, p=0.015 

Participation 

Two variables, (hours worked for pay and hours volunteered) were combined to create 

the participation variable.  As seen in Table 10, there were no significant differences found when 

comparing across those students who did not participate and students who did participate.  The 

following table displays the findings for the number of drinks consumed in one sitting and 

whether or not a student participates by working, volunteering or both.  This chi-square finding 

suggests that participation (through either work or volunteering) has no impact on the number of 

drinks consumed. 
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Table 10: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Participation 

Number of drinks last time 
student partied/socialized 

Participation 
(n, % of column total)* 

No Participation Participation Total 
0 Drink 84 

19.8% 
30 

24.4% 
114 

20.8% 
1-4 Drinks 182 

42.9% 
45 

36.6% 
227 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks  158 

37.3% 
48 

39.0% 
206 

37.7% 
Total 424 

77.5% 
123 

22.5% 
 

*Total n=547, X2 = 1.961, p=0.375 

Residence 

 As seen in Table 11, a significant association (p=0.002) was found between type of 

residence (residence halls, on-campus housing and off-campus housing) and college alcohol 

consumption.  According to Table 10, 28.9% of students residing in campus residence halls were 

less likely to consume alcohol when compared with the other types of residences.  Of those 

students living in off-campus housing, 46.2% were more likely to consume between one and four 

drinks than 27.1% of students living in other on-campus housing.  Additionally, 45.9% of 

students living in other on-campus housing consumed more than five drinks, which was greater 

than students living off campus.  The standardized residual explains that significantly (z= -2.1) 

less students living in other on campus housing consumed 1-4 drinks than expected.  This chi-

square finding suggests that there is an association between residence and the number of drinks 

consumed. 
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Table 11: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Place of residence 

Number of drinks last 
time student 

partied/socialized 

Residence 
(n, % of column total)* 

Campus 
residence hall 

Other on-campus 
housing 

Off campus 
housing 

Total 

0 Drink 37 
28.9% 

23 
27.1% 

50 
16.4% 

110 
21.2% 

1-4 Drinks 51 
39.8% 

23 
27.1% 

141 
46.2% 

215 
41.5% 

5 plus drinks 40 
31.2% 

39 
45.9% 

114 
37.4% 

193 
37.3% 

Total 128 
24.7% 

85 
16.4% 

305 
58.8% 

 

*Total n=518, X2 = 17.209, p=0.002 
** Due to low cell frequency counts, parent/guardian’s residence was collapsed with other off-campus housing.  
Combining these two variables was supported throughout the literature. 
 
Sport participation 

Three variables, (i.e., varsity, club sports, and intramurals) were combined to create the 

sports participation variable.  As seen in Table 12, there are no significant differences (p=0.086) 

found when comparing across those students who did not participate in sports and students who 

did participate in sports.  The following table displays the findings for the number of drinks 

consumed in one sitting and whether or not a student participates in sports.  This finding suggests 

that there is no association between sports participation (through either participation in varsity, 

club, or intramural sports) and the number of drinks consumed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

44 
 

Table 12: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: Sports participation 

Number of drinks last time 
student partied/socialized 

Sports participation 
(n, % of column total)* 

No Sports participation Sports Participation Total 
0 Drink 87 

21.4% 
27 

19.3% 
114 

20.8% 
1-4 Drinks 158 

38.8% 
69 

49.3% 
227 

41.5% 
5 plus drinks 162 

39.8% 
44 

31.4% 
206 

37.7% 
Total 407 

74.4% 
140 

25.6% 
 

*Total n=547. X2 = 4.907, p=0.086 

Academic difficulty 

As seen in Table 13, there is no significant association (p=0.480) between academic 

difficulty and the number of drinks consumed.  Students were asked whether or not their 

academics had been difficult to handle in the last 12 months.  There were no significant 

differences found when comparing across those students who answered “no” to having academic 

difficulty and those students who answered “yes”.  The following table displays the findings for 

the number of drinks consumed in one sitting and whether a student answered “yes” or “no” 

when asked if their academics had been difficult to handle.  This finding is not statistically 

significant and does not suggest an association between difficulty in handling academics and the 

number of drinks consumed. 
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Table 13: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: academic difficulty 

Number of drinks last time student 
partied/socialized 

Academic difficulty in last 12 months  
(n, % of column total)* 

No Yes Total 
0 Drink 68 

22.8% 
46 

18.6% 
114 

20.9% 
1-4 Drinks 121 

40.6% 
104 

42.1% 
225 

41.3% 
5 plus drinks 109 

36.6% 
97 

39.3% 
206 

37.8% 
Total 298 

54.7% 
247 

45.3% 
 

*Total n=545 X2 = 1.469, p=0.480 

Stress Level 

As seen in Table 14, there were no significant differences found (p=0.138) when 

comparing across student’s reported stress levels.  The percent across all three categories 

remained consistent (“average stress”, “more than average stress”, and “tremendous stress”).  

Although this test is not statistically significant, it should be noted that students experiencing 

“tremendous stress” were the most likely to consume between one and four drinks. While, 

students experience “no stress and less than average stress” were the most likely to consume five 

or more drinks.  This finding is not statistically significant and does not suggest an association 

between levels of stress and the number of drinks consumed. 
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Table 14: Indicator of the number of drinks consumed: level of stress 

Number of drinks 
last time student 
partied/socialized 

Level of stress 
(n, % of column total)* 

No stress & less 
than average 

Average 
stress 

More than 
average stress 

Tremendous 
stress 

Total 

0 Drink 6 
23.1% 

54 
23.3% 

47 
19.3% 

7 
15.9% 

114 
20.9% 

1-4 Drinks 6 
23.1% 

87 
37.5% 

108 
44.4% 

24 
54.5% 

225 
41.3% 

5 plus drinks 14 
53.8% 

91 
39.2% 

88 
36.2% 

13 
29.5% 

206 
37.8% 

Total 26 
4.8% 

232 
42.6% 

243 
44.6% 

44 
8.1% 

 

*Total n=545 X2 = 9.696, p=0.138 
** Due to low frequency cell counts, “no stress” and “less than average stress” were collapsed. 

The following tables describe the association of the second dependent variable, which 

asked students the effect alcohol has had on their academics in the last 12 months.  The 

responses were collapsed to report “not happened to me, N/A”, “experienced, but academics 

were not negatively affected”, and “negatively affected”. 

Gender 

 As seen in Table 15, there was a significant association (p=0.006) between gender and 

the student’s reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance.  The findings suggest 

that 50.7% of female students reported that they had never experienced alcohol affecting their 

academics, compared with only 35.3% of males.  Male students were more likely to have 

experienced effects from alcohol, but their academics were not negatively affected when 

compared with female college students.  The standardized residual explains that significantly less 

males (z=-2.0) experienced no negative affects on their academics from alcohol than expected.  

This chi-square finding is statistically significant and suggests an association between gender and 

student’s reported affects of alcohol on their academic performance. 
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Table 15: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Gender 

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol affected your 
academic performance? 

Gender 
(n, % of column total)* 

Female Male Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 209 

50.7% 
47 

35.3% 
256 

47.0% 
Experienced but academics not negatively affected 177 

43.0% 
72 

54.1% 
249 

45.7% 
Academics negatively affected 26 

6.3% 
14 

10.5% 
40 

7.3% 
 412 

75.6% 
133 

24.4% 
 

*Total n=545, X2 = 10.252, p=0.006 

Age 

 As seen in Table 16, there was a significant association (p=0.000) between age and 

student’s reported affects of alcohol on their academic performance.  The tables explains that 

43.1% of 18-25 year old students reported that they have never experienced alcohol affecting 

their academics, compared with 69.0% of students 26 years and older.  Additionally, 48.4% of 

18-25 year old students had experienced affects from alcohol but their academics were not 

negatively affected when compared with only 29.8% of students 26 years and older.  The 

standardized residual explains that significantly (z=2.9) more students who are 26 years and 

older did not experience negative affects on their academics than expected.  Additionally, 

significantly less (z= -2.1) students who are 26 years and older experienced effects of alcohol on 

their academics, but were not negatively affected than expected and significantly less (z=-2.1) 

students who are 26 years and older had their academics negatively affected by alcohol than 

expected.  This chi-square finding is statistically significant and suggests that there is an 

association between age and student’s reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 
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Table 16: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Age 

Within the last 12 months, has 
alcohol affected your academic 

performance? 

Age 
(n, % of column total)* 

18-25 years old 26 years and older Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 198 

43.1% 
58 

69.0% 
256 

47.1% 
Experienced but academics not 
negatively affected 

222 
48.4% 

25 
29.8% 

247 
45.5% 

Academics negatively affected  39 
8.5% 

1 
1.2% 

40 
7.4% 

Total 459 
84.5% 

84 
15.5% 

 

*Total n=543, X2 = 20.659, p=0.000 
**Although the cell with only one count looks suspicious, SPSS determined that 0 cells (.0%) have expected count 
less than 5.  The minimum expected count is 6.19. 
 

Race 

As seen in Table 17, there was no significant association (p=0.562) found between 

race/ethnicity and student’s recorded effects of alcohol on their academic performance.  Nothing 

could be done to fix the low cell count; the low cell count could be a result of the low percentage 

of non whites compared with whites in the sample.  This chi-square finding is not statistically 

significant and does not suggest an association between race and student’s reported effects of 

alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 17: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Race/Ethnicity 

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol 
affected your academic performance? 

Race/Ethnicity 
(n, % of column total)* 

White Non-White Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 227 

46.7% 
29 

49.2% 
256 
47% 

Experienced but academics not negatively 
affected 

225 
46.3% 

24 
40.7% 

249 
45.7% 

Academics negatively affected 34 
7.0% 

6 
10.2% 

40 
7.3% 

Total 486 
89.2% 

59 
10.8% 

 

*Total n=545, X2 = 1.152, p=0.562 
**Due to the low cell frequency counts, there was 1 cell with an expected count less than 5. 
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Year in School 

 As seen in Table 18, there were no significant differences among year in school and 

whether alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.227).  In addition, the 

category “graduate/professional” had to be excluded due to a cell frequency count less than five.  

This chi-square finding is not statistically significant and does not suggest an association 

between year in school and student’s reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 18: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Year in school 

Within the last 12 months, has 
alcohol affected your academic 

performance? 

Year in School 
(n, % of column total)* 

1st and 2nd year 
undergraduate 

students 

3rd, 4th, 5th or more 
year undergraduate 

students 

Total 

Not happened to me, N/A 102 
43.0% 

113 
47.3% 

215 
45.2% 

Experienced but academics not 
negatively affected 

119 
50.2% 

103 
43.1% 

222 
46.6% 

Academics negatively affected 16 
6.8% 

23 
9.6% 

39 
8.2% 

Total 237 
49.8% 

239 
50.2% 

 

*Total n=476, X2 = 2.964, p=0.227 
**Due to small cell frequencies the “graduate/professional” categories were excluded from this analysis. 
 
Grade Point Average 
 
 As seen in Table 19, there are no significant differences among estimated grade point 

average and whether alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.000).  Responses 

“A” and “B” were collapsed in order to increase the cell count, but it still resulted in an invalid 

analysis.  The small cell frequencies for the lower end of the estimated grade point average may 

be a result of self reported estimation of the student’s grade point average.  Although the test is 

not statistically significant, it is important to note that students with an “A” average were less 

likely to have their academic negatively affected by alcohol.  This chi-square finding is not 
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statistically significant and does not suggest an association between grade point average and 

students reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 19: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Grade Point Average 

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol 
affected your academic performance? 

GPA 
(n, % of column total)* 

“A” “B” “C” “D/F” Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 116 

49.2% 
107 

45.0% 
26 

44.8% 
2 

50.0% 
251 

46.8% 
Experienced but academics not negatively 
affected 

115 
48.7% 

105 
44.1% 

25 
43.1% 

0 
0.0% 

245 
45.75 

Academics negatively affected  5 
2.1% 

26 
10.9% 

7 
12.1% 

2 
50.0% 

40 
7.5% 

Total 236 
44% 

238 
44.4% 

58 
10.8% 

4 
0.7% 

 

*Total n=536, X2 = 5.161, p=0.076 
** Due to small cell frequencies, the results of the analysis were invalid.  Collapsing the categories “A/B” still left 
invalid cell frequencies. 
 

Fraternity/Sorority 

 As seen in Table 20 there are no significant differences regarding participation in a 

fraternity/sorority and whether alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.296).  

Although the test was not statistically significant, it should be noted that students who did not 

participate in a fraternity/sorority were less likely to have their academics negatively affected by 

alcohol.  This chi-square finding is not statistically significant and does not suggest an 

association between participation in a fraternity/sorority and student’s reported effects of alcohol 

on their academic performance. 
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Table 20: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Participation in fraternity/sorority 

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol affected your 
academic performance? 

Participation in fraternity/sorority 
(n, % of column total)* 

No Yes Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 226 

48.2% 
28 

38.9% 
254 
47% 

Experienced but academics not negatively affected 211 
45.0% 

37 
51.4% 

248 
45.8% 

Academics negatively affected  32 
6.8% 

7 
9.7% 

39 
7.2% 

Total 469 
86.7% 

72 
13.3% 

 

*Total n=541, X2 = 2.435, p=0.296 

Participation 

 As seen in Table 21, there are no significant differences among participation and whether 

alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.622).  The following table displays the 

findings for whether or not a student’s participation by working, volunteering or both impacts 

whether or not alcohol has affected their academic performance.  This chi-square finding is not 

statistically significant and does not suggest an association between participation and students 

reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 21: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Participation  

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol 
affected your academic performance? 

Participation  
(n, % of column total)* 

No participation Participation Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 202 

47.9% 
54 

43.9% 
256 
47% 

Experienced but academics not negatively 
affected 

191 
45.3% 

58 
47.2% 

249 
45.7% 

Academics negatively affected 29 
6.9% 

11 
8.9% 

40 
7.3% 

Total 422 
77.4% 

123 
22.6% 

 

*Total n=545, X2 = 0.950, p=0.622 
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Residence 

 As seen in Table 22, there are no significant differences among residence and whether 

alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.134).  Although this test is not 

statistically significant, it should be noted that students living in campus residence halls were 

more likely to experience affects from alcohol, but their academics were not negatively affected 

when compared with those living in other on-campus housing.  This chi-square finding is not 

statistically significant and does not suggest an association between residence and students 

reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 22: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Residence  

Within the last 12 months, 
has alcohol affected your 
academic performance? 

Residence  
(n, % of column total)* 

Campus 
Residence Hall 

Other on-campus 
housing 

Off-campus 
housing 

Total 

Not happened to me, N/A 58 
45.3% 

43 
50.6% 

144 
47.2% 

245 
47.3% 

Experienced but academics 
not negatively affected 

66 
51.6% 

33 
38.8% 

135 
44.3% 

234 
45.2% 

Academics negatively 
affected 

4 
3.1% 

9 
10.6% 

26 
8.5% 

39 
7.5% 

Total 128 
24.7% 

85 
16.4% 

305 
58.9% 

 

*Total n=518 X2 = 7.029, p=0.134 
**Due to low cell frequency counts, parent/guardian’s home was collapse with off-campus housing.  
 

Sports participation 

As seen in Table 23, there were no significant differences (p=0.069) found when 

comparing across those students who did not participate in sports and students who did 

participate in sports.  The following table displays the findings for whether or not a student’s 

sports participation by participation in varsity, club sports, or intramural sports impacts whether 

or not alcohol has affected their academic performance.  This chi-square finding is not 
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statistically significant and does not suggest an association between sports participation and 

student’s reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 

Table 23: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Sports participation  

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol affected 
your academic performance? 

Sports participation  
(n, % of column total)* 

No sports 
participation 

Sports 
participation 

Total 

Not happened to me, N/A 197 
48.9% 

59 
43.9% 

256 
47% 

Experienced but academics not negatively 
affected 

182 
45.2% 

67 
47.2% 

249 
45.7% 

Academics negatively affected 24 
6.0% 

16 
11.3% 

40 
7.3% 

Total 403 
73.9% 

142 
26.1% 

 

*Total n=545, X2 = 5.334, p=0.069 

Academic difficulty 

 As seen in Table 24, there was a significant associations between a student’s difficulty in 

handling their academics and whether alcohol affected their academic performance (p=0.023).  

Students who reported having no difficulty in handling their academics were less likely to have 

their academics affected by alcohol, while students who admitted having academic difficulty 

were more likely to have their academics negatively affected by alcohol.  This chi-square finding 

suggests that there is an association between having difficulty in handling academics and 

students reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 
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Table 24: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Academic Difficulty 

Within the last 12 months, has alcohol affected your 
academic performance? 

Academic difficulty  
(n, % of column total)* 

No Yes Total 
Not happened to me, N/A 149 

49.7% 
107 

43.7% 
256 
47% 

Experienced but academics not negatively affected 137 
45.7% 

112 
45.7% 

249 
45.7% 

Academics negatively affected 14 
6.9% 

26 
10.6% 

40 
7.3% 

Total 300 
55% 

245 
45% 

 

*Total n=545, X2 = 7.527, p=0.023 

Stress level 

 As seen in Table 25, there are no significant associations between levels of stress and 

whether alcohol affected the student’s academic performance (p=0.561).  Chi-Square can be used 

for both nominal and ordinal variables, but a Gamma test is also suggested to analyze the 

significance for two categorical variables (Lavin & Fox, 2006).  The Gamma test did not yield a 

statistically significant finding, which suggests that there is no association between stress levels 

and student’s reported effects of alcohol on their academic performance. 
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Table 25: Academic Performance affected by alcohol: Level of stress  

Within the last 12 months, 
has alcohol affected your 
academic performance? 

Level of stress 
(n, % of column total)* 

No stress, less than 
average stress, average 

stress 

More than average 
stress, tremendous 

stress 

Total 

Not happened to me, N/A 124 
47.9% 

132 
46.2% 

218 
45.8% 

Experienced but academics 
not negatively affected 

120 
46.3% 

129 
45.1% 

221 
46.4% 

Academics negatively 
affected 

15 
5.8% 

25 
8.7% 

37 
7.8% 

Total 233 
48.9% 

243 
51.1% 

 

*Total n=476, X2 = 1.155, p=0.561 
**y = 0.45 
***Due to low cell frequencies, “no stress, less than average stress, and average stress were collapsed” and “more 
than average and tremendous stress” were collapsed. 
 

DISCUSSION 

When examining the impact of cultural factors specific to the college lifestyle on the number 

of drinks a student consumes, several associations were revealed.  The following section 

discusses the findings for the significant variables related to culture. 

When discussing year in school, the NSDUH found that rates of alcohol increased as level of 

education increased (2008).  The data supported this literature, when specifically looking at the 

relationship between undergraduate students and alcohol consumption.  It was revealed that first 

and second year undergraduate students were the most likely to abstain from consuming alcohol, 

while third, fourth, fifth and more year undergraduate students were the most likely to consume 

five or more drinks.  Graduate/Professional students were most likely to consume between one 

and four drinks, but given that the majority of graduate students are over 21, this supports 

conventional wisdom.  However, the fact that such a large percent of upper-class students are 

consuming five or more drinks in one setting is alarming. 



 

56 
 

Comparing types of college housing found that those students living in on-campus housing 

(both residence halls and other on-campus housing) were more likely to abstain from using 

alcohol when compared with students living in off-campus housing.  Given that the literature 

(Cross, Zimmerman, & O’Grady, 2009) found that residence halls created a drinking atmosphere 

that facilitated increased quantities of alcohol consumption, this was an interesting finding.  But 

it is also important to note that there is more supervision associated with residence hall life when 

compared with off-campus housing.  Students living in off-campus housing were most likely to 

report consuming between one and four beverages compared with on-campus housing.  While, 

students living in other on-campus housing (apartments or suites) were most likely to report 

consuming five or more drinks when compared with residence halls and off-campus housing.  

This follows the literature (Cross, Zimmerman, & O’Grady, 2009) discussing suite style housing, 

which was found to increase the likelihood of students to consume alcohol and to consume 

alcohol in greater quantities.  The other on-campus housing still retains the campus community 

culture but offers a different structure then what is found in residence halls.  Further investigation 

of the impact on types of on-campus housing on the number of drinks consumed is suggested. 

Perhaps the most salient finding when discussing variables specific to college culture was the 

impact that participation in a fraternity/sorority had on the number of drinks a student consumed 

in one sitting.  The literature suggests that the culture associated with Greek-membership not 

only encouraged drinking, but encouraged binge drinking among participants (Barry, 2007; 

Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, Castillo, 1995; Wechsler, Lee, Kuo & Lee, 2000).  Over 50% of 

those involved in Greek-life membership in my sample consumed five or more drinks in one 

sitting compared to 35.3% of those who do not participate in a fraternity/sorority.  Additionally, 

students who did not participate in a fraternity or sorority were more likely to abstain from using 
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alcohol.  This is surprising, considering that those in the sample who participate in a 

fraternity/sorority only made up 12.9% of the total sample.  As opposed to other institutions, 

UNCW does not report a large percent of their population involved in Greek-life and accordingly 

the university does not provide Greek-housing on campus.  Aside from this, it is both surprising 

and alarming to see such a large percent of the sample who are Greek-life members, consuming 

five or more drinks in one sitting. 

Although participation was not found to have a significant impact on the number of drinks 

consumed, I would attribute the lack of findings to the limitations of secondary data analysis.  I 

was able to combine hours worked and hours volunteering to produce a participation variable.  

However, future research should distinguish between on-campus jobs, off-campus jobs, 

volunteer work associated with the University and volunteer work not associated with the 

University.  It can be argued that working/volunteering off campus discourages students from 

integrating into the campus culture, therefore decreasing their likelihood to fully adapt to the 

college culture.  When discussing participation as it relates to sports and athletic activities, the 

sports participation was not significant.  Further research should also include other measures of 

participation through club membership, participation in student organizations, campus activity 

attendance and other variables that suggest social integration into campus life.  Being able to 

measure the amount of a student’s campus participation would suggest that the student has 

adopted the college culture and therefore impacting the number of drinks consumed.  

 Examining factors related to stress and specific to the collegiate atmosphere, on the number 

of drinks a student consumed in one sitting surprisingly did not yield the significant results 

predicted from the literature.  The only variable that with a significant association was estimated 

grade point average had on the number of drinks consumed in one sitting. 
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When examining estimated approximate grade point average, students who reported a “B” 

average were the most likely to consume five or more drinks.  Students reporting an “A” average 

were the most likely to consume between one and four drinks when compared with the other 

categories.  Given that this category was a self-reported estimation, the majority of responses fell 

into the “A/B” category verse the “C/D/F” category.  However, the stress-related literature 

regarding an increase in prescription drug use as a result of academic demands supports the 

suggestion that those students who have a higher GPA are more likely to consume greater 

amounts of alcohol than those students towards the lower end of the academic scale (Ford & 

Schroeder, 2009).  However, when directly looking at academic difficulty and number of drinks 

consumed, there were no associations found.  From this, it would be difficult to assume that there 

is a causal relationship between GPA and number of drinks consumed in the analysis.  Although 

GPA was significant, I would suggest further exploration of school recorded grade point 

averages and number of drinks consumed to infer an accurate relationship. 

Limitations resulting from the context of the questions severely restricted the stress-related 

variables.  The questions provided in the original survey made it difficult to choose variables that 

truly examined stress as a result of the pressure to be successful during a student’s collegiate 

career.  Further exploration in the creation of appropriate measures of stress, specific to the 

college lifestyle should be noted. 

Moreover, the chi-square tests revealed associations regarding gender and the number of 

drinks consumed in a sitting.  Following with the literature (Perkins, 1999; Goldstein & Flett, 

2009; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004) male college students consumed more alcohol, specifically five 

or more drinks when compared with women.  This finding follows the literature describing 

women as more likely to be “social drinkers” rather than binge drinkers.  Surprisingly, there 
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were only slight differences when looking at gender and those students who abstained from 

consuming alcohol.  Female college students were more likely to consume one to four drinks 

than male college students.  Further investigation of the 5/4 margin may need to be explored to 

see if the large amount of females consuming between one and four drinks results in negative 

implications.  In summary, male college students drank more than female college students and it 

greater amounts.  

 Additionally, it should be noted that age had an association on the number of drinks 

consumed.  The literature (NSDUH, 2008; Karp & Allena, 2004; Ross,1992) suggests 

individuals between the ages of 18 and 25 years old as the greatest consumers of alcohol and the 

most likely to experience alcohol related problems.  The 18 to 25 year old sample was more 

likely to consume five or more drinks than those students who were 26 years or older.  Not only 

does this suggest that many students are consuming alcohol underage, but many of these students 

are consuming alcohol at rates which put them at risk for alcohol related consequences. 

 Exploring factors specific to the college lifestyle that impact the likelihood of students to 

report their academic performance as being negatively affected by alcohol did not reveal 

significant associations for a majority of the variables.  Several issues with cell frequencies and 

limitations due to the context of the questions were revealed in this analysis. 

 Students who reported not having difficulty in handling their academics were less likely 

to experience negative academic affects as a result of alcohol.  In accordance, students who 

reported having difficulty in handling their academics were more likely to report experiencing 

negative academic affects as a result of alcohol.  This suggests that students who are having 

difficulty in handling their academics are more likely to have their academics negatively affected 

by alcohol consumption.  However, because of the nature of the variables, the possibility exists 
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for a two way causal relationship; academic difficulty could be causing negative academic 

affects as a result of drinking and negative affects on academics as a result of alcohol could be 

causing academic difficulty.  Whether this is a result of drinking to cope or stress related 

drinking as suggested by the literature could not be measured or assumed within the context of 

this study.  Further exploration in examining drinking-to-cope behaviors and stress related 

drinking that identifies causal links could inform research efforts to reduce this causality. 

 Additionally, the student’s age was found to be associated with whether they reported 

having experienced academic affects as a result of alcohol.  Students who were 26 years and 

older were less likely to experience any affects of alcohol on their academic performance.  

Students who were 18-25 years old were the most likely to both experience effects of alcohol as 

well as having negative effects on their academic performance as a result of alcohol.  This 

suggests that the 18-25 year old student population mentioned earlier, who are more likely to 

consume five or more drinks, are also more likely to experience negative affects on their 

academics.  As a result, it can be suggested that consuming large amounts of alcohol is 

negatively affecting the academic performance of students who are 18-25 years old. 

 Specifically related to gender, an association with gender and whether a student’s 

academic performance was affected by alcohol was found.  Females were less likely to report 

having experienced effects of alcohol on their academics when compared to men.  In addition, 

men were more likely to experience effects of alcohol, but not have their academics negatively 

affected.  These findings support the research that men often experience more alcohol related 

problems when compared with women (Perkins, 1999; Hsieh & Hollister, 2004). 
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 When discussing theory, more evidence was found to support culture theory than strain 

theory.  This was an interesting finding, considering the lack of literature regarding culture 

theory and college alcohol consumption.  Exploring the process by which these norm and values 

are transferred and adopted by college students will serve to expand the literature regarding 

culture theory.  Future research should continue to examine culture theory as it applies to college 

alcohol consumption, specifically regarding all aspects of the college lifestyle. 

 While strain theory was heavily applied to college drinking throughout the literature, 

there was little evidence of strain theory in this particular study.  Variables related to strain 

(described as stress-related variables) were found to have little association with college alcohol 

consumption.  This may be a result of the predetermined measures and variables associated with 

secondary data analysis.  However, as suggested by Parsons (2008) it is important to examine the 

impact of both individual and social level factors, specifically regarding college alcohol 

consumption.  Future research should take into account strain theory when examining stress 

related factors, while also considering the impact of social level factors on the impact of college 

alcohol consumption. 

 In summary, it appears that there are several demographic characteristics such as age and 

gender that are associated with the number of drinks consumed by an individual.  Moreover, 

there are several variables specific to the college culture that may increase the likelihood of 

student’s consumption of five or more drinks.  These culture specific variables include: year in 

school, type of residence, participation in a fraternity or sorority.  Stress-related variables, aside 

from grade point average had no association with the number of drinks consumed in one sitting.  

The findings suggest that culture theory rather than strain theory was found to influence the 

variables associated with college alcohol consumption.  Additionally, age and gender were 
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associated with whether or not a student experienced negative academic effects as a result of 

alcohol.  Examining whether or not a student had difficulty in handling their academics was also 

found to have an impact on negative academic effects resulting from alcohol.  Although several 

of the associations were significant, they cannot be generalized to the larger college population 

due to the limitations discussed earlier.  There were several variables that experienced levels of 

causality (grade point average, and academic difficulty) that require further attention in reducing 

this relationship.  Further investigation of culturally-specific and stress related variables and their 

impact on college alcohol consumption are suggested in future research. 

CONCLUSION 
 

Alcohol consumption is a growing concern on college campuses as evident in the 

literature and findings of this analysis.  Several cultural factors specific to college lifestyle have 

been identified in the literature and supported in this research.  Concern for the increased number 

in binge drinking associated with Greek-life, residence, and year in school suggest the need for 

effective prevention and intervention programs directed towards these variables.  

Acknowledging that these variables create environmental factors that foster a drinking 

atmosphere should be acknowledged and addressed by university administration. 

Additionally, individual level factors such as age and gender suggest the need for 

individually tailored prevention programming to address the different needs of the populations.  

If we know that women are consuming alcohol at a different rates and quantities than males, then 

perhaps prevention programs should be tailored differently towards women and men.  Moreover, 

women were less likely to experience effect of alcohol on their academics.  With this being said, 

assisting students in adjusting to the demand of social activities and academics may be beneficial 

in increasing academic performance and decreasing rates of alcohol consumption.  
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Further examining the impact of stress on alcohol consumption as it applies in a college 

context will benefit the area of substance use within a college population.  Being able to isolate 

differences by age and year in school can assist campus health centers in developing specific 

programming, ideally in helping freshman/sophomores adjust to college and juniors/seniors to 

handle the stress associated with their academic performance.  Several questions regarding stress 

and alcohol consumption are left unanswered as a result of ineffective measures of stress within 

a college context.  Creating an effective measure will allow researchers to examine stress related 

variables and their impact on college alcohol consumption.  In addition, the development of 

effective college participation variables and measurements is needed for further investigation in 

the examination of cultural variables and college alcohol consumption.  

In summary, my hope for this research was to provide collegiate institutions with a better 

understanding of the individual, cultural, and stress-related factors consistent with the collegiate 

lifestyle which impact the number of drinks consumed by students, and the extent at which 

alcohol affects their academics.  Specifically, having a better understanding of the factors 

discussed in this study and its relation to college alcohol consumption, will benefit University 

administration, student health centers, and campus alcohol prevention programs. 

LIMITATIONS 

Although secondary data analysis has many benefits it is important to address the 

limitations of my chosen methodology. The majority of problems associated with secondary data 

analysis are intrinsic to the original survey (Kiecolt & Nathan 1985).  These problems include 

the context of the questions, pre-determined variable measures, missing data, and survey 

structure.  Kiecolt & Nathan (1985) stress the importance in ensuring that the original dataset is 

complete and error free, because once the secondary data analysis occurs, errors with the first 
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data set may no longer be visible.  I was also limited to the conceptionalization and 

operationalization of my variables, because this was already done prior to my interpretation of 

the data.  Additionally, the low response rate and the potential for a non-response bias impacted 

the findings of this research.  It is also important to note the differences regarding gender 

makeup in my sample and the UNCW population.  The large difference in my sample impacts 

the generalizability of finding when comparing across genders.  Recognizing the strengths and 

benefits of this research design, ensures that I have achieved the most reliable and valid data 

despite the constraints. 
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APPENDIX A 

Sample Survey of ACHA-NCHAII 

The following is a sample survey of the copy administered to the students at University 

of North Carolina Wilmington in the spring of 2009. 
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APPENDIX B 

Research Design 
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i Merton argued that in a class-oriented society, opportunities to get to the top are not equally 
distributed (Adler, Mueller, Lauffer, 2001).  Theory emphasizes two elements in any society; 
cultural aspirations and institutionalized means or accepted ways in achieving desired goals.  
Stability within these elements of a society is important to the overall functioning of society.  
Yet, when the legitimate means to achieving the desired goals are unavailable or unattainable, we 
will see an increase in criminal and deviant behavior. Not everyone who is denied access to goals 
becomes deviant, hence Merton’s discussion regarding five ways in which people adapt to the 
goals and means of a particular society (Adler, Mueller, Lauffer, 2001, p. 128).  The five ways 
include: conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion, the most severe being 
rebellion where both the cultural goals and the legitimate means to achieve these goals are 
rejected (Adler, Mueller, Lauffer, 2001, p. 129). 
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