


has been an increase in binge drinking behavior (Keeling, 2002). White
students have been found to engage in excessive alcohol use compared to
minority students, who are more likely to abstain or engage in lower levels
of alcohol use (Wechsler, Dowdall, Maenner, Gledhill-Hoyt, & Lee, 1998).
African American students in particular report lower levels of alcohol use



Demographic Characteristics of Alcohol Use Among College Students

The literature consistently demonstrates that excessive alcohol use by
college students follow social patterns influenced in particular by race.
White students consume larger amounts of alcohol and report more
problems associated with their alcohol use than racial minorities: Hispa-
nics, African Americans, and Asians have lower rates of alcohol use and
related problems compared to their White counterparts (Cranford et al.,
2006; Dowdall et al., 1998; Keeling, 2000). African Americans (16%)
for example were the least likely to drink, followed by Asians=Pacific
Islanders (23%) in one study (Wechsler et al., 2000). In an examination
of 2- and 4-year colleges, Paschall et al. (2005) found that attending a
4-year college increased the likelihood of binge drinking for Whites
but decreased the likelihood of heavy alcohol use among African
Americans (Paschall et al., 2005). Additionally, African Americans
reported having fewer friends who engaged in heavy drinking than
Whites (Paschall et al., 2005). Finally, alcohol use at historically Black
universities have significantly lower levels of alcohol use (less than
half) than universities composed of predominately White students
(Meilman et al., 1995).

Although research has shown that race is an important determinant of
drinking behavior, there are a limited number of studies that seek to under-
stand the social structural conditions pertaining to race and its implication for
drinking behavior. Keeling (2000) suggested that ‘‘binge drinking is rooted in
the inertia of social and economic forces that reinforce class differences and
delineate the dynamics of privilege’’ (p. 196). Keeling (2000) links the
absence of binge drinking among minorities to be equated with surrendering



of drug and alcohol use were more apparent in the neighborhoods of African
American juveniles; therefore, African Americans may abstain from alcohol
use because of experience with first hand consequences of alcohol abuse.

Furthermore, parenting practices of African American families (Sampson
& Laub, 1994) have been implicated as a protective factor. African American
families provide less opportunity for their children to engage in substance



use. We posit that students who are concerned about race-based issues (e.g.
expect racism in drunken contexts; expect unequal university sanctions) will
have a greater probability of abstaining or engaging in non-binging behavior.

DATA AND METHODS

Data from this study came from a fall 2007 survey of undergraduate students
at a midsize Midwestern University. Data were collected using a self-
administered anonymous questionnaire distributed to students in classes
permitted to be surveyed by instructors in the College of Arts and Sciences.
Informed consent was provided and the study was approved by the Institu-
tional Review Board of the authors’ home institution. Past research has
shown that obtaining data on drug and drinking behavior through
self-reporting questionnaires is both reliable and valid (Harrison, 1997;
Johnston & O’Malley, 1997). Students 18 years and older were invited to par-
ticipate in the study. Potential respondents were informed of their rights as
study participants and about the voluntary and anonymous nature of the
study. In total, 422 students completed the questionnaire.

Of those individuals who reported their demographic characteristics,
161 (38%) were male and 259 (62%) were female. A majority of respondents
(n¼ 324; 77%) reported that they were White. Seventy (17%) respondents
indicated that they were African American, 10 (2%) were Asian=Pacific
Islander, 11 (3%) identified themselves as being ‘‘other,’’ and 5 (1%) were
Hispanic. According to the Institution Research Department, 13% of the
undergraduates enrolled were African American in the fall of 2007. Only
African Americans and Whites were included in the current analysis because
of insufficient data on other racial and ethnic groups.

The mean age of respondents was between 19 and 20 years old. This
mean is slightly younger than the mean age at this particular university (23
years old). These mean age differences may be due to the classes surveyed.
A majority of the classes surveyed were large introductory classes, which are
more likely to be composed of younger students. Of respondents, 186 (44%)
reported that they were freshmen, 106 (25%) were sophomores, 71 (17%)
were juniors, and 59 (14%) were seniors. The distribution of respondents
in the survey relatively matched the distributed of students at the university
in which the study occurred (freshmen¼ 40%, sophomore¼ 18%,
juniors¼ 16%, seniors¼ 20%). Most respondents were full-timeuniversity (23

















often than Whites: (1) African American students avoid contributing to nega-
tive stereotypes regarding their race by not abusing alcohol; (2) African
Americans avoid exposure to explicit racism due to the possibility of ‘‘disinhi-
bition’’ among drunken Whites; (3) and finally, African Americans were found
to expect unequal reactions and sanctions from the university (e.g., pro-
nounced police surveillance and intervention). This research moves beyond
quantitative descriptive findings and theory-building qualitative research by
quantitatively attempting to understand why African Americans engage in less
alcohol consumption compared to Whites use using survey methodology to
test grounded theories pertaining to racial differences in alcohol use.

In examining our dichotomous outcome using logistic regression,
frequent binge drinkers versus abstainers and non-bingers, we found some
support for hypothesis one and partial support for hypothesis two. Consis-
tent with previous research, the odds of African Americans non-binge drink-
ing/abstaining are greater than that of Whites (Cranford et al., 2006; Wechsler
et al., 2000). Additionally, the questions on race relations and alcohol use,
which stemmed from Peralta (2005), helped to explain racial differences
in alcohol use (e.g. African American respondents were more likely to
agree that they would be criticized for their drinking compared to White
respondents).

Respondents who agreed with the first race-relations question had greater
odds of non-binge drinking/abstaining in the past 2 weeks. This finding on the
significance of being criticized for drinking was also found when the scale was
condensed. Furthermore, the condensed scale produced a new significant
question ‘‘Are you likely to fear contributing negative stereotypes about your
race if you use alcohol with University peers?’’ Respondents who feared con-
tributing negative stereotypes had greater odds of engaging in frequent binge
drinking. This finding is inconsistent with what was expected.

Two important points should be acknowledged concerning our results.
First, the questions that were significant in the regression model represented
internalizing features. The fact that respondents feel that they will be criti-
cized for their alcohol use or contribute to negative racial stereotypes could
be more important in abstaining from alcohol than the fear of racist remarks
from alcohol-using peers because it concerns personal identity and actions.
For example, racist remarks from peers may not threaten one’s personal
identity because potential targets for discrimination may not feel that it was
directed at them. Additionally, an individual may not feel like they have
control over the thoughts and remarks of others, but they do have control
over their own actions. Therefore, minorities can not be personally criticized
for their alcohol use by avoiding alcohol use.

Second, the results indicate that respondents who feared contributing
to negative stereotypes about their race by using alcohol were almost
twice as likely to engage in frequent binge drinking. This result can be
interpreted in several different ways. Some African American students may
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feel that they have to negotiate ‘‘white space’’ and engage in binge drinking
behavior to paradoxically challenge negative stereotypes that are often asso-
ciated with African Americans. Also not all African Americans experiences are
the same. Some African American students may refrain from frequent binge
drinking because they wish to avoid race-based criticism. However, others
may acknowledge the possibility of contributing to negative racial stereo-
types but still engage in the behavior because they have not yet been
exposed to negative sanctions from their White peers. The third possibility
deals with a potential data limitation. African American respondents were
less likely to answer the second race-relations question (i.e. contributing to
negative stereotypes) than other questions; therefore, there may have not
been enough African American respondents to affect the direction of the
regression coefficient when compared to White respondents. Relatedly,
the survey questions may need to be refined to better capture the intent
of the question. It is also important to recognize the composition of the
sample. The sample size is relatively small and is cross-sectional. Therefore,
it is not possible to generalize the findings from this study to other colleges
and universities. Additionally, we are unable to determine whether these atti-
tudes about race and alcohol use developed before or during college. This
study serves as a starting point for further analysis and theory building on
the structuring effects of race and race relations on alcohol use behavior.
More research on how socio-structural aspects of race and ethnicity impact
alcohol use is needed.

One of the driving factors of this research was to gain a more nuanced
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