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ABSTRACT

This paper exainines the contextual characteristics common to binge drinking occesions re-
ported by college students. In addition, the study examines the influence of such contextuai
characteristics on alcohol-related problems experienced by students. Using randein sampling
and telephone interview methodology, 401 cotlege students attending a lnrge southern Califor-
mia university were surveyed by trained research staff. The inferview protocel was based on
the Core Survey and included context of use questions from the College Risk Assessment
Guide. Results of stepwise multiple logistic regressions indicate that drinking with friends
and events with food available proiect against alcohol problems, while drinking evenis in
which illicit drugs are available present higher risk for problems. mplications for future re-
search and prevention are discussed.

Key Words. Binge drinking; College students; Contexts of use; Problems

* To whom correspondence should be addressed at San Diegn State University, San Diego, CA
92182-4119. Telephone: (619) 594-0859. E-mail: jdelapp@@mail sdsi.edu

139

Copyright © 2000 by Marce! Dekker, Inc. www.tdekier.com

14



140 CLAPP, SHILLINGTON, AND SEGARS

INTRODUCTION

Binge drinking among college students is a major public health concern. Re-
cent studies indicate that the prevalence of binge drinking among college students
in the United States is moderately high (1, 2). Wechsler and associates (1) re-
ported that 44% of all college students in their sumple were binge drinkers. Wech-
sler and associates (3) reported that this rate dropped to 42.7% in their most
recent survey. Similarly, 37.5% of the students in the national study by Presley
etal. (2) reported engaging in binge drinking. As one might expect, both Wechsler
et al. (1) and Prestey et al. (2) reported that the frequency of binge drinking was
associated positively with selfreported alcohol problems. Akhough these and
other epidemiological stidies detail binge drinking and its antecedent and conse-
quential correlates, relatively liitle research has examined the contexts in which
college students engage in binge drinking. Contextuaf variables related to alcohol
consumption and alcohol problems have long been important to researchers con-
cerned with alcohol use and its related problems (4, 5). The relation of the drink-
ing context to alcohol problems is also important from a public health, preventive
perspective. As Ashley and Rankin (6) note: *“Under certain circumstances, rela-
tively low levels of consumption on isolated occasions may result in damage to
the individual drinker’” (p. 232). When consumption is high, contextual risk or
protective factors might be even more important. The identification of such char-
acteristics has potential utility for developing prevention policies and prograins.
Although the consextual issues related to heavy alcohol drinking have import to
alcohol prevention worl, thig is an area that has been underresearched for nearly
30 vears, especially among heavy drinking college students.

Binge Drinking

Binge drinking has been defined as drinking five or more drinks in a single
sefting (2) or as drinking five or more drinks in a single setting for men and four
or more drinks in a single setting for women (7). As noted above, such drinking
behavior increases the risk for a host of negative consequences, including hang-
overs, [ights, driving while intoxicated, vandalism, and being the victim or perpe-
tratar of sexual violence (1, 2, 8).

Beyond being problematic for individual drinkers, binge drinking adversely
affects students who do not drink heavily. Wechsler et al. (9) reported that ab-
stainers and nonheavy drinkers often experience adverse consequences related
to someone ¢lse’s drinking, including disruption of sleep and studying, fights,
and the like. In addition to being at higher risk for experiencing their own alcohol-
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related problems, sporadic (infrequent heavy) and habitual (frequent) heavy
drinkers also regularly experience problems related to other drinkers. Such prob-
tems included fights, interruptions of sieep and academic work, and the like (9).

Previous research has found a number of demographic and social variables to
be predictive of binge drinking. Both Wechsler et al. (1) and Presley et al. (2)
found that men engaged in binge drinking more often than women. Other risk
factors include being white, being single, having a parent who drank, or using
marijuana and tobacco (7). Protective characteristics include being religious and
being African-American or Asian. In addition, students’ social activities and be-
liefs are often associated with increased binge drinking. For instance, students’
perceived importance of parties (1) and living in a fratemity or sorority both
coniribute to binge drinking (10, L1).

Drinking Contexts

Although there is no standard definition for drinking contexts, it can be concep-
tualized as where one drinks, with whom one is drinking, and when one drinks
(4). Others {12) have suggested adding, ‘‘why one drinks’’ to this definition. An
underlying assumption of research info drinking contexts was postulated by Har-
ford (13):

The anlecedents of alcofiol consumption are to be found in the interactions between the individual
and his [yic] environment . . . the consumption of alcoholic beverages is situationally specific, rather
than a trans-sisuational property of specific individuals. (p. 289)

To this end, recent research has explored the relationship between motivations
for drinking and social context (14), perceived norms and drinking contexts (15),
and alcohol expectancies and contexts (16). Other studies have focused more on
the environmental settings in which drinking oceurs (5, 17, 18). Yet others exam-
ined situation-specific factors related o context, including day of the week, dura-
tion or event, type and number of campanions, location and occasion (13, 19).
Thus, as Jessor (20) suggested, the five major ways of exploring drinking contexts
include location of the drinking event, demographic/descriptive characteristics
of the event and its participants, the meanings associated with drinking contexts,
abstract dimensions of events such ag social controls and norms, and personal
perceptions associated with the context.

In a national study of drinking contexts, Hilton (21) reported that, across all
alcohol consumption patterns (i.e., abstainer, light, moderate, heavy), contexts
that included the presence of coworkers, close friends, and neighbors tended to
be “*wetter.”* Demographically, men, more educated respondents, Catholics, and
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respondents residing in heavy drinking areas were more likely to report drinking
heavily across drinking contexts. Similarly, Hilton (i7) reported that men drani
more than women did in both public (bars, restaurants, etc.) and private (parties
and homes) contexts. In addition, Hilton reported that drinking in public and the
interaction between drinking in public and education each correlated with alcohot
problems.

Researchers have paid little attention to drinking contexts frequented by col-
lege students. In an early study, Kraft (22) examined alcohol consumption pat-
terns, related problems, and contexts of drinking at one East Coast university in
the late 1970s, He reported that respondents tended to drink with friends, on
weekends, and at parties most frequently. The heaviest drinkers often patronized
bars as well. With the increase in frequency of attendance at parties or bars, there
was also an increase in the frequency of seli-reported problem behaviors, such
as driving drunk, academic problems, belligerence, job-related probiems, vandal-
ism, and trouble with authorities. In a study of drinking contexts frequented by
college females, Hunter (23) reported that female college students drank more
often at parties and in bars thap in any other contexis.

During the past decade, alcohol research has focused largely on expectancies
and perceptions related to alcohol use (14, 16). This research has identified that
the use of alcohol increased among respondents who reported having expectations
that the use of alcohol would result in a reduction of tension or increased social
assertiveness (16), fun, or sccial facilitation (14). Although this work is impor-
tant, the alcohol research literature has neglected environmental issues related to
drinking contexts in recent years.

Thus, similar fo research on the general populasion, the limited literature concern-
ing college siudent drinking contexts suggests bars and parties appear to be popular
thinking contexts among them. The purpose ofthe drinking occasion also contributes
io the amount of aleoho! consumed. Despite these findings, little research has exam-
ined the characteristics associated with binge drinking events. Based on the literature
discussed above, this paper examines this issue in greater detail.

This paper addresses this void in the literature and examines the contexts of
bmge drinking reported by college students at a large, public university in Califor-
nia. Specifically, this study addresses the tollowing research questions:

I.  What are the physical, social, and temporal contexts of binge drinking among
college students?

2. How do specific characteristics of binge drinking contexts relate to alcohol-

related problems?

Are there unique protective or risk factors for binge drinking based on con-

text or gender?

i)
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METHODS

This exploratory, relational study uses survey data collected in 1998 at a large
urban university in southern California to address the research questions of inter-
est. A university-based social science research laboratory administered the survey
using a rarcdom sample and telephone nterview methodology. The sampling
frame consisted of undergraduate students enrolled at the same wniversity during
the spring semester of 1998, Students were selected randomly to construct a study
sample. Trained interviewers conducted the phone interviews and professional
research statf monitored random interviews to ensure data quality. Research staff
conducted interviews with 401 students. Studenis refusing to participate were
replaced randomly. The average interview took 16 (SD = 5.15) minutes to com-
plete. The refusal rate for this study was 12%.

This methodology is appropriate for the questions of interest. Babbie (24)
suggested that telephone interviews might actually yield more valid results than
face-to-face interviews when assessing sensitive items. Also, given that the stady
relies on self-reports of alcohol or other drug (AOD) use and problems, it is
important to note that the validity of self-reports of AOD use have been estab-
lished by other mvestigators (25).

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the study sample. As indi-
cated in the table, the sample is generally consistent with the characteristics of
the undergraduate population,

Table |, Demogriphic Characterisiics of the Sample and Population

Sample Population

Variable ¥ = 401) (& = 23,772}
Age

Mean (51) 2.0 (6,75) 24.0 {6.27)

Median 2.0 223

N Y% N %

Race ethnicity

Adfrican-American 20 5.0 1293 5.4

Hispanic 76 19.0 4755 20.0

Astan/Pacific Islander 30 14.8 3606 15.2

White 218 54.5 [3,681 449

Qther 27 6.8 3185 134
Gender

Male 178 442 10,713 435.4

Female 225 358 13,057 4.9
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Instrument

The short form of the Core Survey was used as the primary instrument for
the present study. The Core Survey is a self-administered questionnaire de-
signed to measure AOD use and related problems among college students {2).
The short form of the Core includes items on AQD use, AOD problems, percep-
tions of normative use, and demographic items. Presley et al. (10) reported
adequate test-retest and interitem reliability coefficients for the Core. In addi-
tion, Presley and associates established the content validity for the Core. Our
principal investigator modified the Core from a self-administered format to de-
velop an interview schedule, In addition to the standard questions on the Core,
a series of questions conceming contexts of binge drinking were added fo the
survey. Several of these items were included in the College Risk Assessment
Guide (26).

Measures

For this study, we defined binge drinking as five or more drinks at a single
setting within the [ast 2 weeks. Of the 401 interviews, 335 respondents reported
using alcohol at least once in the past year, with approximately one-third meeting
criteria of reporting hinge drinking during the past 14 days (W = 110). To assess
contextual factors associated with binge drinking events, respondents were asked
to answer a series of detailed questions concerning the last binge drinking event
they engaged in within the past 2 weeks. Questions included in this series focused
oh the following:

L. The total number of drinks consumed during the occasion.
2. The day of the week of the occasion and the starting and ending time for
the event {duration of event).

3. The social purpose of the event (party, date/socializing).

4 The number of the people at the event.

5. The composition of the drinking group (partner, roommates, college fijends,
noncotlege friends, family members, and coworkers).

6. The geographic location of the event (bar/restaurant, private home)

7. Risk factors associated with the event (played drinking games, illicit drugs
available, alcohel served to all, several people intoxicated).

8. Protective factors associated with the event (food served, nonalcoholic bever-
ages available, bartender served drinks).
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For the purposes of analysis, several dichotomous problem indicators were
combined into a single dummy-coded variable (problem reported = 1). The prob-
lem indicators included in this variable are as follows: got into a fight, drove
drunk, rode with a drunk driver, got physically injured, had a hangover the next
day, vomited or got nauseous. Percentages of respondents reporting these prob-
lems ranged from 0.9 (fighting) to 37.6 (hangover).

in addifion to these variables, we included a dummy-coded gender variable
(male = 1), a series of dummy-coded race/ethnicity variables (African-Ameri-
can = 1, Hispanic = 1, white = 1, Asian = 1, other = referent}, and a dummy-
coded age variable (<21 = 0} in the analyses.

Analyses

Univariate and bivariate descriptive statistics are reported to address research
question 1. Specifically, given the binary nature of the variables, we report odds
ratios (ORs), phi coefficients, and percentages. To address research questions 2
and 3, we employed a series of stepwise multiple logistic regression analyses,
including models for main effects, gender, and the physical context of the event.
This procedure altows for the risk for problems associated with each predictor
variable to be assessed (in the form of odds ratios), net of the influence of other
variables in the model (27, 28). The main effects regression models included the
full set of predictor variables outlined above. The stratified models included all
of these variables as weli, save the stratification variable. Except for the number
of drinks consumed per hour, all of the variables are dichotomous dummy vari-
ables. We sclected this strategy given the dichotomous nature of the criterion
and most of the predictor variables, the exploratory nature of the study, and the
relatively large number of potential predictor variables (27). Stralified models
were selected based on the most plausible interaction effects (1, 17, 21).

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the descriptive characteristics of the binge drinking events
reported by respondents. Respondents reported that, typically, their last binge
drinking event was large, lasted slightly over 5 hours, and was on a weckend.
On average, students reported drinking slightly over eight drinks at the last binge
drinking event. Males (55.5%) tended to report more binge drinking events than
females (44.5%,).
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Table 2. Descriptive Characleristics of Binge Drinking Events {V = 110)

CLAPP, SHILLINGTON, AND SEGARS

Variable Median Mean Range sD
Total drinks constimed 1.0 812 15 3.0
Number of people drinking 10.0 3.1 297 154.1
Number of people at event 10.0 697 996 1745
Duration of event (haurs) 5.0 5.4 17.5 2.8
Variable N %
Ciender of drinker
Male 61 555
Fernale 49 44.5
BDay of event
Monday 2 28
Tuesday 5 4.6
Wednesday ] 7.3
Thursday & 35
Friday 21 24.8
Saturday 53 43,6
Sunday 7 6.4
Ogcasion
Party 23 21.1
Date/socializing 76 69.7
Other 0 92
Physicat location
Private home/residence 47 43.1
Bar/chib/restaurant 44 422
Other 16 7
People at event®
Partner/spouse
Yes 44 40.7
No 64 59.3
Rooinmates
Yes 12 206
No 76 70.4
Frat/sorority members
Yey 13 i2.0
No 95 88.0
School friends
Yes 0 33.6
Na 43 44 4
MNonschool friznds
Yes 80 74.1
Na 28 25.9
Coworkers
Yes 24 n2
Na 84 TR
Family members
Yes 16 1.8
Mo 92 83.2



CONTEXTS OF BINGE DRINKING 147

Table 2. Continued

Variable N %

Problems experienced”
Yes 52 473
No 58 527
Protective factors
Food available

Yes 73 71.6

No kY 284
Nonaleohelic beverages

Yes a3 83.3

No 14 2.8
Bartender served aicohol

Yes 44 404

No 65 59.6

Risk factors
THlegal drugs available

Yes 30 215

No 76 69.7
Many people were infoxicated

Yes 76 69.7

No 30 215
Alcohol was provided to all

Yes 3 287

No 77 T3
Played drinking games

Yes 16 4.8

No 92 852

*One respondent reported drinking alone.

b <Prgblem'* is & dummy variable that includes the following dichotomous times: Got into ®
physical fight, drove drunk, rode with a drunk driver, got physically injured, got sick, had a hangover
the next day. Vulues were summed for cach case, then dummy coded.

Students reported that parties and dates/socinlizing were the most common
occasions associated with their last heavy drinking event. These events were al-
most evenly split between public (42.2% bars and restaurants) and private (43.1%
homes) contexts, In their most recent binge drinking event, students most often
drank with friends {either from school or not) and their partner/spouse. Most
events had food and nonalcoholic beverages available, and over a quarter of the
events had illicit drugs available. Slightly legs than half (47.3%) of the events
resulted in some selt-reported problem io the drinker.

As indicated in Table 3, males and females differed little in duration of event
and tofal drinks consumed by location of event. Men tended 1o drink slightly
more drinks per hour than women in both public and private coutexts; however,
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Table 3. Means and Swtndard Deviations fr Total Drinks Consumed, Duration of Event, and
Divintks Per Hour by Public and Private Context Variables and Gender

Males Females

Variable Mearn 3 fean 3
Bar/restaurant

Drinks per hour 22 14 1.7 .82

Duration of event (hours) 5.3 K 54 22
Total drinks consumed 84 2.4 8.1 33

Hoerme/private residence

Drinks per hour 25 2.4 1.6 58

Duration of event (hours) 4.3 23 5.1 33

Totat drinks consumad 8.4 2.9 7.1 24

these differences were not statistically significant. Overall, public and private
Ywet,” with females drinking slightly more in
public settings than they do in private settings.

Table 4 presents the bivariate relationships between contexiual variables and
alcohol-related problems. As indicated in the table, having food available was
a significant and strongly protective factor against experiencing alcohol-related
problems. Those who had food available were nearly two-thirds less likely to
experience problems compared to those without food. Similarly significant pro-
tective factors included having college friends (OR = 32) or roommates (OR =
(.32} present at the event, both quite strong protective factors for alcohol prob-
lems. However, those who reported illicit drugs were available were three times
more likely to report the occurrence of alcohol-related probiems.

The results of the forward stepwise multiple logistic regression models for prob-
lem events are presented in Table 5. Only variables remaining in the final model
are reported here. In the main effects model, having friends from college present
and food available were both strong and significant protective factors related to
problems at events. Those reporting having friends or food were about two-thirds
less likely to reportalcohol problems compared o those without the friends or food.
The availability of illicit drugs at the drinking event was a significant risk factor
for problems in that those reporting illicit drugs were available were three and one-
halt times more likely to report problems compared to those without tllicit drugs.

For males, playing drinking games significantly increased the likelihood of
experiencing a problem fivefold. One protective factor for males was having food
present. Men whe had food present were nine-tenths less likely o report alcohol
problems compared to men without food. In contrast, the model for women indi-
cated that having coliege filiends present at the event {OR = 0.17) or having

contexis seemed to be equally
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Table 4. Bivariate Relationships for Cortextual Variables and Alcohol Problems

__ Problem Odds
Variable Yes (%) No (%) Phi ratio 95% Cl
Seiting
Location was bar 54.3 45.6 n.s.
Location was horme 46.8 532
Pumpaose
Party 522 47.8 n.s.
Date/socializing 48.7 513
Protective factors
Food available 41.0 5907 -.21° 38 E6-91
Nonalcoholic drinks avatlable 473 52,7
Bartender served drinks 47.7 533
Event was BYOR 40.6 59.4
Risk factors
Many people ware intoxicated 50.0 500
Illegal drugs were available 66,7 33.3% 2450 kR b.2-7.3
Alcohol was provided o all 452 4.8
Played drinking games 437 56.3
Group composition
Partner/spouse present 523 47.7
Roommates present 28.1 7190 -.25" 317 A3-=77
College friends present 350 6.0 =27 32 A5-71
Noncollege friends present 50.0 30.0
Coworkers present 438 54.2
Family members present 563 47.7
Individinal characteristics
Gender
Males 41.0 39.0
Females 441.9 55.1 n.3.
Age
<2i 424 57.6
=2 49,4 s0.6 n.s.
Race ethnicity
White 43.5 5135
African-American NA NA f.s.
Asian{Pacific [slander 50.0 50.0
Hispanic 44.4 55.6
Other MNA NA
*p = 05
bp s 01,
n.3. = not significant,
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Table 5. Results of Stepwise Logistic Regression Analyses: Main Effect
Model, Gender Vlodels, and Public-Private Context Models Predicting
Alcohol Probiems

(dds ratia
hodet (93% Ch R (Probabiliiy)
iviain effects®
Friends from eollege present 34 (14— .84) —.16 (012)
Food was available 36 (14-97) =13 (04)
IHegal drugs were available 35 (L399 A7 (05
Males®
Played drinking games 5.0 {1.0—-24.5} 16 (.05)
Food was available 10 (02—.44) -.32 (.002)
Females®
Roommates were present 08 (01-53) —.28 (.009)
Friends from college were preseat 17 (04-87) —.20 (.03)
Bar/restaurant setting?
Friends from coilege present A7 (03-1.03) —. 18 (05)
Food was available .10 (.02-.62) ~.28 (O1)
Alcohol was served by bartender 03 (.002--35) —.26 (.02)
House or home setting®
Ifegal drugs present 10.5{2.3-47.3) 35 (.002)
hodel: 1t = 16.97, df = 3, p < .041; Nagelkerke #% = 22,
®Model: x? = 12.03, df = 3, p < .001; Nugefkerke R? = 28
e Model: x? <

= 22.97, df = 3. p < .000; Nogelkerke R? = .54,
Saodel: x? = 1423, df = 3, p < .01, Nagelkerke B = 41.
¢Model: % = [1.45, df = 3, p << 001; Nagetkerke R? == 31.

roommates present (OR = 0.08) strongly protected against problems. So, women
with friends or roommates present were strongly protected fiom experiencing
alcohol-related problems, as much as nine-tenths less likely compared io wamen
without such supports.

In public settings, having food present (OR = 0.1%), college friends present
{OR = 0.17), or a bartender serve all alcohol (OR = 0.03) strongly protected
against alcohol-related problems, Finally, similar to the main effects model, hav-
ing illicit drugs available in privale settings was associated strongly with in-
creased problems (OR = 10.5), resulting in a 10-fold increase in the likelihood
of experiencing a problen.

Given the small sample size and the high likelihood of respondents reporting a
problem, it is important to note that all of the regression models were statistically
significant, with Nagelkerke R? values ranging from .22 to .54. Similar to R’ in
linear multiple regression analysis, the Nagelkerke vatue provides an estimate of
the variance explained in the dependent measure by the multivariate combination
of the predictor vartables in the model (see “‘logistic regression’ on line at
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www.spss.com; accessed November 23, 1998). These values indicate that the
predictor variable sets account for between 22% and 54% of the variation in ihe
dependent measure, suggesting acceptable **goodness of fit”” between these data
and the models.

DISCUSSION

Limitations

This paper presents descriptive and relational data concerning binge drinking
events among a group of college students from a large urban university in south-
ern California. As noted earlier, relatively little research has examined drinking
contexts among college students, especially contexts specific to binge drinking
events. As such, the present study is exploratory, and the results should be viewed
as such. A key limitation is the small sample size. In addition, aithough represen-
tative of the population from which the sample was drawn, these data are limited
to a unique university and region. Future research into college drinking contexts
would benefit from a nationally representative sample.

A final consideration is the unit of analysis for this study. Given the research
questions of interest, both contextual and individual characteristics are tmportant.
At the contextual level, group compoesition, event size, environmental sefting,
and the presence and absence of protective and risk factors are important. At
the individual level, characteristics such as gender, age, and amount of alcohol
consumed, among other variables, might all be conceptually relevant. However,
it is the interplay of contextual and individual factors as they relate to problem
drinking that is of the most interest. Thus, it becomes necessary to describe drink-
ing events (contextual unit of anatysis) prior to examining individual drinking
(individual unit of analysis). Diez-Roux (29) nofes that such problems are com-
mon to epidemiological studies and present potential problems with confounding
and multicolinearity. On the other hand, without the inctusion of group level or
environmental variables in stuclies examining individual problems, researchers
rum the risk of excluding important etiological variables (29) and making specifi-
cation errots in muliivariate analyses.

Strenpths

Despite these limitations, the present study did identify important findings
with meaningful utility to prevention specialists working with college studenis.
First, these findings strongly support that the waditional prevention straiegies,
stch as providing food with alcohol, might be effective means of reducing or
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protecting against alcohol-related problems. In contrast, other commonly es-
poused strategies like providing nonaicoholic beverages did not appear to have
an impact on problems.

Another important finding is the powerful, protective nature of drinking with
friends. Although previous research (21, 22) found that drinking with friends led
to an increase in alcohol consumption, friends might be more mchned to look
after their drinking companions than strangers or more casual aquainiances might
be. These findings lend support for the preventive strategies of *party monitors,”’
“sober sisters,”” and the like in that they may be having the desired effect, particu-
larly for female drinkers. It is interesting that, although our males and females did
not differ significantly in the bivariate analyses, we would identify very different
models for them on a multivariate level,

Another strong protective factor found in this study was the report of the
alcoholic drinks being served by a bartender, Attention by aleohol prevention
professionals on server training and **responsible hospitality”” might account for
this finding. College prevention professionals traditionally have neglected such
strategies.

Along similar lines, the presence of illicit drugs appears to be a strong risk
factor for the manifestation of problems, particularly in private settings. This
finding is consistent with the conventional wisdom put forth by prevention profes-
siomnals. That is, the risk associated with substance use increases with polysub-
stance use and the use of illicit drugs. On the other hand, without more detailed
information, it is not possible to tease out the independent effects of illicit drug
use and alcohol as they relate to problems. Future research would benefit from
a more detailed examination of this issue. '

Future research is also needed to understand better the contextual issues related
to aleohol problems for males and for those who drink in private settings. The
Nagelkerke R? was lower for these models using our data. Therefore, there are
variables at play that we did not query to explain sufficiently the variance for
these groups.

In addition, future research on drinking contexts might benefit from combining
expectancy and perceptual variables related to contexts with envirommental vari-
ables. Finally, future studies might examine the relationship between specific
types of aleohol or illicit drugs and problems.
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