
341Chapter 12: Alcohol and Drug Abuse

By the time they reach the eighth grade, nearly 50% of U.S. adolescents report 
having had at least one drink, and more than 20% report having been drunk (NIAAA 
2003b). Underage drinkers account for nearly 20% of the alcohol consumed in the 
United States (Tanner 2003). In 2013, 16- to 17-year-olds had the highest rate of 
currently alcohol use (23%), followed by persons aged 14 or 15 (10%) and persons 
aged 12 or 13 (2%) (SAMHSA 2014).

Binge drinking among college students has been called a major U.S. public health 
concern (Clapp, Shillington, and Segars 2000). (Refer to Figure 12.4 for a compar-
ison of heavy drinking among those enrolled full-time in college and those who 
are not. Drinking rates are consistently higher for those enrolled full-time.) Henry 
Wechsler (1996) reported results from the 1996 Harvard School of Public Health 
College Alcohol Study, highlighting how binge drinking had become widespread 
among college students. In the Wechsler study, binge drinking was defined as five or 
more drinks in a row one or more times during a two-week period for men and four 
or more drinks in a row one or more times during a two-week period for women. 
The author explains that men, students younger than 24, fraternity and sorority 
residents, Whites, students in athletics, and students who socialize more are most 
likely to binge drink. On average, students who engaged in high-risk behaviors such 
as illicit drug use, unsafe sexual activity, and cigarette smoking were more likely 
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Figure 12.3   �Current, binge, and heavy alcohol use among persons aged 12 and older, by age, 2014

SOURCE: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2014.


