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COLLEGE FRESHMEN AND THE USE OF ALCOHOL 

by 

Katrina J. Pawvluk 

Dr. Don Creamer, Chairman 

Administrative and Educational Services 

(ABSTRACT) 

This study focused on the alcohol use of college freshmen. It was designed to 

explore an area of student alcohol use that has not been well researched. An 

extensive amount of research has been done on reasons students use alcohol, the 

consequences of alcohol use, patterns of alcohol use, and the expected effects of 

alcohol consumption. However, very little is known about students’ expected use of 

alcohol. The study focused on student expectations for the use of alcohol prior to 

starting college and their actual use of alcohol in their first year of college. 

A qualitative research method was used to collect and analyze the data. Data 

were collected via individual and group interviews, and analyzed by gender, 

residency status, and living environment. This structure was used to identify 

differences and similarities between males and females, in-state and out-of-state 

students, and students assigned to small and large halls. 

The use of interviews proved to be a good way of gaining information on 

students’ expectations verses actual experiences with alcohol in college. Study 

findings indicated that students come to the college environment with some strong,



deeply embedded preconceived notions about alcohol and it’s role on campus and 

that these expectations did, to some extent, influence student behaviors regarding 

their use of alcohol. Students in this sample held the expectation that alcohol would 

be very accessible and was just a part of college life. Findings about actual behaviors 

with alcohol indicated that students drink more during their first semester in college 

than in later semesters. Students reported their use of alcohol is influenced by a 

number of factors, including: peers, academic stress, the accessibility of alcohol, and 

the need to relax and become more sociable.
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

"Nothing is intrinsically good or evil but 
its manner of usage may make it so" 

Saint Thomas Aqiunas 

Alcohol use is widespread on today’s college campuses, but its use alone is 

not problematic. It is the misuse and abuse of alcohol by college students that is of 

concern to college and university faculty, staff, administrators, and some students 

(Gross, 1993; Kuh, 1991). Alcohol abuse is the number one problem on many college 

campuses, primarily because alcohol is the drug of choice for most college 

undergraduates (Lederman, 1991) and is the most used and abused drug in the 

country (Hill, 1991). Researchers have found that about 70% of the general 

population reports using alcohol (Hughes & Dodder, 1983; Kuh, 1991). This is 

compared to more than 85% of college students who report having used alcohol 

within the past year (Kuh, 1991; Presley, Meilman, & Lyerla, 1994). According to 

Presley and Meilman’s (1992) Core Survey, 45% of the students use alcohol on a 

weekly or more frequent basis. Of the college students who report drinking alcohol, 

between 20% and 25% are classified as heavy drinkers, suggesting a strong 

correlation between attendance in college and the amount of alcohol consumed 

(Smith, 1989; Vogler, Webber, Rasor, Bartz, & Levesque, 1994).



The use of alcohol by college students can have a significant impact on their 

lives. College students are often referred to as a high-risk population (Haberman, 

1994), meaning that they are more at risk for using and/or abusing alcohol than their 

peers who do not attend college. This can be attributed to two main reasons: (a) 

students’ exposure to greater quantities of alcohol, and (b) students’ need to conform 

to their peers. Increased exposure puts students at a greater risk for starting to use 

alcohol, or if they already use alcohol, it enables them to develop more problematic 

drinking. The high-risk nature of alcohol use among college students has placed 

institutions of higher education under increasing pressure to regulate the use of 

alcohol by their students. This is a formidable task considering how deeply embedded 

alcohol is in the college environment (Kuh, 1991). 

Alcohol is not a new issue for colleges and universities. It has been a part of 

college life for generations (Wright, 1983), rendering it the single greatest threat to 

the quality of campus life (Kuh, 1991). The college campus tends to provide an 

environment that is conducive to alcohol use and abuse. This environment makes 

controlling student alcohol consumption extremely difficult (Dana, Pratt, Kochis, & 

Andrews, 1993) and often causes many serious drinking problems to go unnoticed. 

The college environment is portrayed by students and the entertainment 

industry as a place not only for studying, but also for activities like sporting events, 

partying, and drinking. This image may initiate the development of certain 

expectations about college prior to the student ever arriving on campus. These



expectations of college life can cause many students to come to college with 

preconceived notions about alcohol and its use on the college campus. The foremost 

of these is that alcohol is an accepted part of college life, and that a majority of 

college students consume alcohol (Burrell, 1992). Many students view the use of 

alcohol as a rite of passage (Lederman, 1991) and a way to be accepted by peers. 

After arriving on the college campus, a large number of college freshmen use alcohol 

as a means of “fitting in” with other freshmen as well as upperclassmen (Berkowitz 

& Perkins, 1987). Unfortunately, excessive drinking on college campuses is a well 

known part of the student culture. These expectations and preconceived notions 

regarding alcohol can influence students’ use of alcohol which is likely to have 

negative consequences not only for the student, but for the campus in general. These 

consequences can range from vandalism in the residence halls to students suffering 

alcohol poisoning as a result of over consumption. 

Adjustment to college is an important time of transition in the lives of most 

college freshman (Garbarino & Strange, 1993). Traditional-aged freshmen (17 to 19 

years old) undergo numerous adjustments as they make the transition from teen to 

early adulthood (Walker & Avioli, 1991). They are having to adjust to the demands 

of a more challenging academic workload, dealing with the social challenges of 

living with a roommate and making new friends, and coping with the emotional 

stress of leaving family and friends (Garbarino & Strange, 1993). For many college 

freshmen these changes and transitions often involve the use of alcohol.



At the college level, students tend to view alcohol consumption as a less 

deviant behavior than it was in high school. This may be attributed to the availability 

of alcohol to students over 21 (who often purchase alcohol for students under 21) and 

the social acceptability of drinking by college students (Walker & Avioli, 1991). 

Freshmen college students tend to be at a vulnerable stage in life, which can be 

attributed to the transitions experienced in starting college and their need to fit in and 

be accepted. 

There is conflicting research on when college students develop their drinking 

habits. Lederman (1991) reports that from the freshman to senior years of college the 

number of students who drink and the amount of alcohol consumed by college 

students increases considerably. Other researchers report that alcohol consumption is 

initiated prior to the student entering college (Lo & Globetti, 1993; Rubington, 1991). 

The freshman year for most college students is the most important in their 

college career. If students come to college with drinking habits that are already 

developed, then it is important to help them curb these habits. If the former is true, 

then the goal should be to help freshmen make responsible decisions about the use of 

alcohol that will carry them through their college careers and well into their lives 

after college.



Purpose 

A large amount of research has been done on college drinking as a complex 

function of both personal (e.g., expectations, attitudes) and social/environmental 

(e.g., peer influence) variables (Maney, 1990). This study was designed to examine at 

certain person and social/environmental variables and how they impact college 

freshmen at a large public institution in the state of Virginia. The study examined 

students’ expectations of alcohol and the college environment and how these 

expectations influenced the students’ actual drinking habits during their first year of 

college. The study also examined students’ experiences with alcohol and how those 

experiences affected their drinking habits. 

Problem Statement 

Alcohol use and college students has been studied by numerous researchers 

for many years. Many studies have shown reasons why students use alcohol, the 

consequences of alcohol use, patterns of use, and the expected effects of alcohol use. 

However, students’ expectations about their own rate of alcohol use has not been 

thoroughly examined. Not enough is known regarding students’ expectations about 

their use of alcohol and whether these expectations play a role in the development of 

students’ actual drinking habits. This study was developed, in part, as a result of an 

undergraduate class discussion that found in-state and out-of-state students had 

different expectations about college and the role alcohol would play in their lives. 

The class discussion found in-state students to be more socially motivated and out-of-



State students to be more academically motivated. This study was designed to 

compare in-state and out-of-state students and the relationship between their 

expectations and their actual use of alcohol. The study identified influences on the 

students’ use of alcohol and examined differences between males and females and 

their expected and actual use of alcohol. In addition, a comparison was made 

between the residents of small residence halls and large residence halls. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research question: what is the 

relationship between freshmen college students’ expectations for alcohol use and 

their actual use of alcohol? How do students’ residency status, gender, and living 

environment influence their expectations for, and actual use of, alcohol during their 

first year in college? 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were used during the course of the study and are defined 

as follows: 

Actual Use: Refers to the manner in which students describe the manner in 

which they consume alcohol. 

Expectations: Acts or states of looking forward to an event, particularly as 

they relate to the use of alcohol. For purposes of this study expectations included two 

areas: student expectations for alcohol use on campus and student expectations for 

the role of alcohol use in their own lives upon starting college.



Experiences: Refers to what students report happened as a result of the use of 

alcohol. 

Freshmen: First-time college students between the ages of 17 and 20. 

Large Residence Halls: Residence halls housing 300 or more students. 

Living environment: Refers to the type of residence hall in which students 

live. 

Group: Refers to the eight categorizes of the sample interviewed. 

Residency Status: Refers to the student’s state of permanent residence (in- 

state or out-of-state). 

Small Residence Halls: Residence halls housing less than 300 students.



Chapter Two 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This review of the literature 1s designed to provide background information 

on college students and their use of alcoholic beverages. The review is divided into 

five sections. The first section reviews two national studies on college student 

alcohol use. These two studies were selected for review because both included a 

sample of students from the institution examined in the present study. Both studies 

are described and information gathered about the institution’s students will be 

included. The first is the Core Drug and Alcohol Survey (1994) conducted by the 

institution in the study, as well as by hundreds of other universities analyzed by the 

Core Institute at the University of Minnesota. The second study to be reviewed is the 

College Alcohol Study (1994) which was administered at 140 institutions, including 

the study institution, and was analyzed by the Harvard School of Public Health. The 

second section reviews studies that examine college students and their expectations 

of alcohol and its use. This section will include information on students’ expectations 

of the effects of alcohol use. The third section examines studies which are related to 

the onset of alcohol use. Studies related to the influences on students’ use of alcohol 

and reasons why students use alcohol will be reviewed in the fourth section. In the 

final section studies on the consequences students often experience as a result of 

alcohol use will be examined.



Core Survey 

The Core Drug and Alcohol Survey was a survey funded by the U.S. 

Department of Education, and was administered at two-year and four-year institutions 

that received FIPSE (Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education) grants. 

The survey was designed to examine college students’ attitudes and use of alcohol 

and drugs. Questions dealt with either the students’ attitudes and opinions or with 

their own personal use of alcohol. 

The survey was completed by 1,360 students in 1994 at the study institution. 

Seventy-three percent of the students who completed the survey were freshmen and 

70% lived on campus in the institution’s residence halls. The distribution of men and 

women was 39% and 61% respectively. It is important to note that this was a 

classroom-administered instrument and the population was not representative of the 

institution by gender or classification; however, the findings still provide important 

background information for the current study. 

Several important findings emerged from the surveys completed by the study 

institution’s students. Seventy-nine percent of the students indicated that they drink 

alcohol. This means they had used alcohol in the past 30 days. Seventy-eight percent 

of the students who drank were underage, defined as younger than 21. More than half 

(59%) of the students reported binge drinking. The Core Survey defines binge 

drinking as having five or more drinks at a sitting in the previous two wecks.



Most students reported suffering negative consequences as a result of alcohol 

use. Fifty-four percent of the students reported involvement in some form of public 

misconduct at least once during the past year. These instances included trouble with 

police, fighting or an argument, DWI or DUI, trouble in the residence hall, damage to 

property, or driving a car while under the influence. Forty-five percent of the students 

reported experiencing some kind of serious personal problem at least once during the 

past year following drinking. These included thinking about or attempting suicide, 

being hurt or injured, being taken advantage of sexually, performing poorly on a test 

or project, or trying unsuccessfully to stop using alcohol. Other less serious alcohol- 

related personal problems reported by students included doing something they later 

regretted, missing class, memory loss, being nauseated or vomiting, and having a 

hangover. 

Harvard Study 

The College Alcohol Study conducted by the Harvard School of Public Health 

was the first study ever to use a nationally representative sample. The sample 

included 17,592 students from 140 American four-year colleges in 40 states and the 

District of Columbia. The study institution was one of six institutions from the 

commonwealth of Virginia represented in the Harvard study. 

This study was designed to investigate binge drinking and what the 

researchers called "secondhand binge" effects. These are experiences of non-binging 

students that resulted from the heavy drinking of students around them. Secondhand 

10



binge effects include physical assaults, sexual harassment, and impaired sleep and 

study time. The researchers examined the nature and extent of binge drinking among 

the national sample. The Harvard Study was the first large scale study to use a 

gender-specific measure of binge drinking. For men, binge drinking was defined as 

five or more drinks at a sitting. The definition of binge drinking for women was four 

or more drinks at a sitting (Wechsler, Davenport, Dowdall, & Moeykens, 1994). 

The following findings came from the 1994 Harvard Study with regards to the 

institution examined in the present study. Seventy-three percent of the students had 

used alcohol in the past month while only 14% said they had not consumed alcohol in 

the past year. An alarming 51% said they binge drank at least once in an average two- 

week period. Even more troubling ts the finding that, of those students who binge 

drank, 50% said they did it once or twice in a two-week period, while the other 50% 

said they binged three or more times in two weeks. 

The consequences of drinking that students at the study institution reported 

are similar to those reported in other studies. Students at the study institution seemed 

to experience more negative consequences from the use of alcohol when compared to 

students at other large institutions similar in size to the study institution (see Table 1). 

A new area explored in the Harvard Study were the ways that other peoples’ 

drinking affects other students’ lives. The following findings were found for the 

institution used in this study. More than half the students said they had to babysit 

11



Table 1 

Consequences of Alcohol Use 

  

  

Consequence Study College Large Colleges 

Hangover 68% 62% 

Miss class 39% 31% 

Get behind in school work 23% 23% 

Do something you regret 42% 35% 

Forget where you were or what you did 33% 27% 

Argue with friends 28% 21% 

Engage in unplanned sexual activity 26% 20% 

Not using protection when having sex 17% 10% 

Damage property 11% 9% 

Get into trouble with campus or local police 3% 5% 

Get hurt or injured 20% 10% 

Require medical treatment for alcohol overdose 3% 0.2% 

  

12



another student who drank too much (64%) and/or had their studying or sleep 

interrupted by someone who drank too much (59%). Thirty-six percent said they had 

been insulted or humiliated and 31% said that they had a serious argument or quarrel. 

Twenty-nine percent said they had experienced an unwanted sexual advance, while 

2% said they were a victim of sexual assault. Twenty-one percent said they were 

pushed, hit, or assaulted and 15% said that their property was damaged. 

Expectations of Alcohol and Its Use 

A great deal of research has been conducted concerning college students and 

the effects they expect alcohol consumption to have. Christiansen, Goldman, and Inn 

(1982) found that these expectancies develop before adolescents begin to drink. This 

implies that college freshmen come to campus with well developed expectations 

about what role alcohol will play in their lives. 

The “freshman myth” is an idea examined by Baker, McNeil, and Siryk 

(1985). This myth refers to the fact that most entering freshmen have expectations 

about college that are more positive than the actual experience of being in college. 

Freshmen tend to come to college with high expectations for what college life is like. 

However, for many, college life does not meet those expectations. 

Student expectancies about the consequences of using alcohol can play an 

important role in their consumption habits and behaviors (Rohsenow, 1983; 

Southwick, Steele, Marlatt, & Lindell, 1981). Mann, Chassin, and Sher (1987) found 

that expectancies regarding alcohol’s ability to enhance cognitive and motor 

13



functioning are related to high risk drinking habits. They report that students may 

drink more because they believe it will make them think better, feel better, and 

function better in certain situations. Other research to examine expectancies 

regarding social consequences of alcohol use have been based on the peer cluster 

theory (Oetting & Beauvais, 1987). According to these researchers, adolescents often 

drink because they expect that they will be ostracized by their peers for refusing to 

drink alcohol when it is offered to them. Often times these students really may not 

want to drink alcohol, but they do it simply to be accepted by their peers. 

In a 1983 study of drinking habits and expectancies about alcohol’s effects, 

Rohsenow hypothesized that people expect others to be affected by alcohol more than 

they will be themselves. He found this to be true of women more than for men on 

such effects as social and physical pleasure, aggression and power, social 

expressiveness, and relaxation. He also found that light drinkers expected to 

experience significantly less social and physical pleasure from alcohol use than 

others, whereas medium and heavy drinkers expected both themselves and others to 

experience virtually the same amount of pleasure. This indicates that some students 

have unrealistic expectations about alcohol and how it may effect them. 

Maney (1990) and Rohsenow (1983) conducted different studies on student 

drinking but ended with similar results. Maney (1990) found that positive 

expectations about the effects or consequences of alcohol use can lead to increases in 

drinking by college students. Rohsenow (1983) found the strongest predictor of 

14



alcohol use to be the expectation that it will result in pleasure. These findings 

indicate that if students believe alcohol consumption will result in positive outcomes, 

they are more likely to drink alcohol and in heavier amounts. 

In examining the area of alcohol use by college students, it 1s important to 

keep in mind that alcohol related expectancy is a concept that can connect prior 

experiences with alcohol to a student’s present use of alcohol (Christiansen, et.al., 

1989). Goldman (as cited in Christiansen, et.al., 1989) wrote: 

expectancy refers to the anticipation of a systematic relationship between 

events or objects in some upcoming situation. The relationship is understood 
to be one of an if-then variety: /fa certain event or object is registered then a 
certain event is expected to follow...... 

Expectancies can be inferred to have causal status in that an indrvidual, 
with his/her own actions, may actually produce a certain consequence upon 

noting that an if condition is fulfilled. (p.183) 

The On Icohol 

A question often raised regarding student alcohol use is whether the college 

environment promotes the use of alcohol or if students come to college with patterns 

of use already established. The Harvard Study (Wechsler, 1994) reported the 

following nation-wide findings in regards to the onset of alcohol use. The study found 

that 22% of the students in the study did not binge drink in high school but that they 

did in college, and approximately 10% binged in high school but did not in college. 

Nearly 47% indicated that they did not binge in high school or in college and 22% 

said that they binged in both high school and college. 

15



As Wechsler (1994) indicated, a large number of students come to college 

with some experience with alcohol. Wechsler and Isaac (1991) conducted a study on 

alcohol and the college freshman and reported that most students come to college 

with established drinking patterns. They found that two out of five freshmen men 

(42%) had drunk five or more drinks on an occasion in high school while only one 

out of seven freshmen women (17%) drank this much in high school. Half of the men 

(53%) and one in three women (30%) drank four or more drinks in one sitting while 

in high school. They also reported that 32% of men and 17% women drank alcohol 

weekly in high school. The study also reported changes in drinking patterns after 

starting college. The authors reported that 53% of the men and 50% of the women 

drank more in college than in high school. Eighteen percent of the men and 16% of 

the women thought they drank a great deal more in college than in high school and 

16% of the men and 17% of the women reported drinking less in college. 

A student's initial exposure to alcohol usually comes around the age of 

thirteen or fourteen (Lo & Globetti, 1993; Rubington, 1991, 1993; Vogler et al., 

1994). Initial use usually occurs because of curiosity or experimentation. This initial 

experience with alcohol, whether positive or negative, can have an impact on future 

use. Studies indicate that student alcohol use increases with age throughout 

adolescence (Dull, 1993). Early onset of regular alcohol use is positively related to 

later development of problem drinking, the earlier students started drinking, the more 

severe their drinking patterns were found to be (Dana et al., 1993; Humphrey & 
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Friedman, 1986) and heavier drinking tended to occur in the late teens and early 

twenties (Samson, Maxwell, & Doyle, 1989). Lo and Globetti (1993) reported that as 

adolescents age, the amount of alcohol they consume increases and they suffer more 

complications as a result of drinking. These complications include poor academic 

performance, disciplinary trouble, and health related problems. Understanding 

adolescents’ drinking patterns is an important step in predicting and understanding 

their future alcohol use (Humphrey & Friedman, 1986). 

High school students’ alcohol use is the most important predictor for future 

alcohol consumption (Dana et al., 1993; Humphrey & Friedman, 1986; Lo & 

Globetti, 1993). Adolescence and young adulthood are extremely important times in 

terms of establishing drinking patterns. Lo and Globetti (1993) reported that 

adolescents drink larger quantities of alcohol as age and grade increase. In this study 

of adolescent drinking patterns, 87% reported consuming no alcohol in the seventh 

grade, while only 21% reported not using alcohol during the twelfth grade. Less than 

1% reported consuming six or more drinks at a sitting in the seventh grade, while 

nearly 22% reported consuming this quantity in the twelfth grade. It is important to 

note that the drinking patterns exhibited by high school students who consume 

alcohol are frequently similar to the patterns exhibited in the students first two years 

in college (Dana, et al., 1993). 

Examining student drinking patterns is a relevant part of the present study, but 

so are the reasons students drink. It is an essential part of this study to have an 
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understanding about why students drink alcohol, which includes influences and 

reasons students consume alcohol. 

Influences and Reasons Students Use Alcohol 

Nationally, the Harvard Study (Wechsler, 1994) found that 39% of the 

students surveyed said the main reason they drink was to simply get drunk compared 

to the 49% at the institution used in the study. Berkowitz and Perkins (1987) and 

Emery, Ritter-Randolph, Strozier, and McDermott (1993) found that the most 

common reasons students drink include: (a) to enhance social interactions, (b) to 

reduce anxiety or stress, and (c) to increase acceptance by peers. It was found that 

freshmen give the additional reasons for drinking of stress, depression, suicidal 

thoughts, as well as other adjustment problems that freshmen face in their transition 

to college (Maney, 1990). 

Freshmen encounter many social changes in their adjustment to college. For 

them, acceptance by peers 1s extremely important. Peers have a strong influence on 

drinking patterns exhibited by college freshmen (Dana et al., 1993; Kuh, 1991; 

Sherry & Stolberg, 1987; Walker & Avioli, 1991). Unfortunately, many freshmen 

lack the self-confidence and mature judgement needed to make appropriate decisions 

regarding the use of alcohol (Kuh, 1991), making them susceptible to the influence of 

others. 

The influences on student alcohol use vary as much as the reasons students 

give for drinking. Influences on alcohol use includes; the students’ perceptions of the 
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drinking standards in the college community, college friends as drinking role models, 

religious commitments, and the influence of their parents (Cherry, 1987). The two 

major influences on the use of alcohol by college students are the drinking patterns of 

their family and peers. Students tend to learn to drink in a manner that is similar to 

those individuals significant to them: first parents, then peers, with their peers having 

the most long-lasting influence (Lenhart & Wodarski, 1984). Dull (1992) reported 

that peer influences increase and parental influences decrease with age. The parents 

are influential as definers of standards or norms, while peers are more influential in 

terms of actual behaviors (Martin & Hoffman, 1993). 

In their 1991 study, Wechsler and Isaac found that 14% of the men and 17% 

of the women reported that a parent had an alcohol problem. This study also found 

that the students tended to associate with friends who drink. Seventy-four percent of 

the men and 63% of the women reported that most of their best friends drank alcohol. 

Reviewing the literature about the influences on, and reasons why college 

students drink was an essential part of the present study because it provides the 

reader with a better understanding of the drinking patterns that students can develop 

and the need to understand the consequences students may experience as a result of 

alcohol use. 

Consequences of Alcohol Use 

College students often experience some negative consequences as a result of 

their alcohol consumption. The Core Survey (Presley et al., 1994) found that the 
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consequences of alcohol use can have considerable impact on retention, academic 

failure, residence hall damage, sexual assault, and the use of health care facilities. 

The survey identified the following 10 consequences as the most frequently 

experienced by students in the past year: hangover, 63%; became nauseated or 

vomited, 50%; regretted actions, 39%; drove while intoxicated, 36%; got into a fight 

or argument, 33%; missed class, 30%; been criticized for drinking habits, 29%; 

experienced memory loss, 28%; did poorly on a test, 23%; and had a hangover six or 

more times, 22%. 

The Harvard Study (Wechsler, 1994) had similar findings nationally on the 

consequences students experience as a result of alcohol use. They found the 

following to be the top 10 consequences experienced by students in the past year: 

hangover, 57%; did something you regretted, 38%; missed class, 26%; forgot where 

you were or what you did, 24%; got behind in school work, 20%; argued with friends, 

20%; engaged in unplanned sexual activity, 19%; had unprotected sex, 10%; got hurt 

or injured, 9%; and damaged property, 9%. 

The more students drank, the more likely they were to experience alcohol- 

related problems and negative consequences. These included hangovers and nausea, 

missed classes, fights or arguments, poor grades, unplanned or unwanted sexual 

activity, memory loss, social problems, legal trouble or vandalism, and regretful 

feelings (Carey, 1993; Dana et al., 1993; Dunn, Glascoff, & Knight, 1993; Engs & 

Hanson, 1985; Lo & Globetti, 1993; Wechsler & Isaac, 1991). 
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This review has provided a brief summary of the extensive amount of 

literature that is available on college students and their use of alcohol. It has touched 

on several major areas of study including expectations of alcohols’ effects and its 

use, onset of alcohol use, and consequences of alcohol use. However, despite all this 

research, there is still more to be explored because alcohol continues to be an area of 

concern on most college campuses. 
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Chapter Three 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter One provided background information for the present study as well as 

identified the problem being addressed in the study. Chapter Two provided a review 

of the available literature related to the topic addressed in the study. This chapter will 

present the rationale for the study and will describe how the study was done, how the 

sample was selected, and how the data were collected and analyzed. 

Study Design 

The ultimate goal of the study was to determine if there is a relationship 

between freshmen college students’ expectations for alcohol use and their actual 

level of alcohol use. A qualitative research design was used in conducting this study. 

The nature of the study best lent itself to this approach because it allowed the topic to 

be fully explored (Marshall & Rossman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The study 

was designed to identify what role students’ residency status, gender, and living 

arrangement played on students’ expectations and actual use of alcohol during their 

first year in college. 

A qualitative individual and group interview format was seen as the most 

appropriate way to gain enough information to analyze changes between what 

students expected their alcohol use to be and their actual use of alcohol during their 

first year. This method allowed the researcher to explore the study topic in greater 

detail while also including the students’ own impressions of alcohol use (Marshell & 

22



Rossman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It allowed the students to have the 

opportunity to express their thoughts and feelings as they related to the research 

topic. 

Selection Procedures 

The population selected for the study was composed of the freshmen on- 

campus resident population at a large public institution in the state of Virginia. The 

on-campus population was approximately 8,500 with a majority of the traditional age 

freshmen living on campus within the university residence hall system. 

Resident students were selected for two main reasons. First, since a majority 

of the freshmen students live on campus, they were subjected to similar 

environmental influences. These influences included the same rules and regulations, 

similar opportunities to participate in campus activities, campus sporting events, and 

similar peer influences. Second, freshmen were going through similar transitions in 

their adjustment to college. These transitions included leaving friends and family, 

making new friendships, and adjusting to greater academic demands and new found 

freedoms. 

Selection of the sample followed guidelines set by Krueger (1994) and by 

Stewart and Shamdasani (1990). The study sample was to include eight groups 

composed of six to 12 students each (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). Every attempt 

was made to meet the specified group numbers, but accommodations were made for 

groups of less than six. These accommodations for groups of less than six included 
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conducting a second interview and doing some individual interviews. Every attempt 

to interview students unable to attend the initial interview was made. Although 

accommodations were made for smaller groups, they were not made for groups larger 

than 12. Krueger (1994) recommends that groups larger than 12 not be used because 

they limit each person’s opportunity to share his or her thoughts. The sample groups 

were structured by gender, type of residence hall (large or small hall), and residency 

status. 

The group participants were selected from three small residence halls and 

three large residence halls. The six halls were selected for several reasons. First, all 

six halls were coresidential, which eliminated the ten single-sex halls on campus. 

Second, three residence halls were omitted because of the resident mix. One of the 

residence halls was an all upperclass residence hall and the other two served as 

housing for the campus Corp of Cadets. Finally, the residence hall where the 

researcher was employed was omitted. 

The eight groups were distinguished by gender, residency status, and living 

environment (see Table 2). Four groups were from large residence halls and four 

were from small residence halls. Students composing small hall groups were selected 

from co-ed residence halls housing less than 300 residents. To be consistent, students 

composing large hall groups were selected from co-ed residence halls housing 300 or 

more students. 
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Table 2 

Population For Study Sample 

  

Residence Halls 
  

    

  

Residency Status Large Small 

Gender Gender 

Male Female Male Female 

In-state 325 363 109 71 

Out-of-State 119 111 38 37 
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Group participants were selected using systematic sampling. Lists of in-state 

freshmen men and women and lists of out-of-state freshmen men and women 

assigned to the selected residence halls were generated with the assistance of the 

campus housing office. The lists were generated in random order which alleviated 

any bias on the part of the researcher in selecting participants. 

Starting at the top of each list, the researcher went directly down the lists and 

called each student until the needed sample, plus alternates, was achieved. Groups 

were comprised of six to 12 students. Whenever possible, two or three alternates 

were selected for each group. These students were used when a student dropped out 

of the study for any reason. 

The initial contacts were made by phone by the researcher. If the student 

agreed to participate, a follow-up letter was sent (Appendix A). The letter provided 

each group participant with a general description of the research. It also stressed the 

importance of each individual’s participation and described the incentive to 

participate. The letter included the date, time, and location for the group session and 

extended to the student an invitation to call the researcher if he or she had any 

questions or concerns regarding the study. The letter also informed the student that 

the information provided would be kept confidential and that at no time would he or 

she be identified by name. 
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Incentive for Participation 

Two cash drawings of $50.00 were used as an incentive for students to 

participate. The drawings were made after all interviews had been completed. To be 

eligible to win the drawings, the students had to meet certain criteria. They had to 

have appeared on time for the session and remained for the entire group session. 

Eligible students were required to participate during the group session. The names of 

the students who met the criteria were placed into the drawings. Two names were 

drawn and those students were awarded the cash prizes. As an added incentive, the 

researcher provided drinks and snacks at each of the focus group sessions. Stewart 

and Shamdasani (1990) recommend this as a way to relax group participants. 

D Hection 

Data were collected by way of group and individual interviews. The 

information collected was recorded using two methods. One method was the field 

notes taken by the researcher and the other method was tape recording the interview 

sessions. To prepare for the actual group interviews, the researcher conducted a 

practice session. This practice session gave the researcher the opportunity to become 

comfortable with the interview process, taking accurate field notes, asking 

appropriate questions, and analyzing tape recordings. 

The individual and group interview sessions were taped to aid the researcher 

in data analysis (Krueger, 1990). Taping made it possible for the researcher to pay 
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closer attention to the comments of the participants. It eliminated the need for a third 

party to help take notes. Each interview session was recorded on a separate tape 

which aided in the tracking of information gathered in the interviews. 

The researcher took field notes during the actual interview sessions. The field 

notes identified important comments made by each participant. The field notes were 

then reviewed and elaborated on immediately after each session was completed and 

prior to reviewing the tape recordings. 

At the start of each interview session, the researcher reminded each 

participant of the purpose of the study. The researcher then explained to the 

participants that their identities would be kept confidential and that the tape 

recordings would be erased one year after the conclusion of the study. 

The interview protocol included a series of questions designed to initiate the 

conversation among the participants. Information was gathered on the topics of 

expected alcohol use, actual alcohol use, influences on use, influences on changes in 

use, and the influence of type of residence hall. Initial questions were very broad with 

subsequent questions designed to gain more specific information. Instructions were 

given to the participants at the start of the group session. The same instructions were 

given at each of the interview sessions. The full interview protocol can be found in 

Appendix B. 

Interview sessions were conducted in the conference room of a residence hall 

located at a central point on campus. This location was selected because of its 
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convenient location and because it provided a neutral environment for all the group 

participants. The conference room provided an environment of limited distractions 

and aided in insuring the confidentiality of the interview participants. 

Data Analysis 

Marshall and Rossman (1995) describe data analysis as “a process of bringing 

order, structure, and meaning to a mass of collected data” (p.111). To make the most 

of data collected, the researcher followed a few data analysis steps recommended by 

Krueger (1994). The first step involved the taking of field notes by the researcher 

during each of the interview sessions. The field notes highlighted key words or 

concepts and indicated important quotes made by the participants. Immediately after 

the interview sessions, the researcher reviewed the field notes and expanded on the 

information taken when necessary. This was done while the information was still 

fresh in the researcher’s mind and prior to reviewing the tape recordings of the 

interview sessions. The researcher then reviewed the field notes and placed the 

information into categories. 

The second step required the researcher to listen to the audio tapes of the 

interview sessions. The researcher listened for aspects of the interview sessions that 

could be assigned to certain categories that were addressed in the study. The 

categories included expected use of alcohol, actual use of alcohol, influences on use, 

influences on changes in use, impact of living environment, residency status, and 

gender issues. The researcher transcribed only those aspects of the interview sessions 
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that provided information directly related to the categories addressed in the study and 

that provided particularly relevant or enlightening information. The researcher 

listened for recurring themes that appeared in the group sessions. 

After the field notes and audio tapes had been thoroughly reviewed, the 

researcher compared the two, looking for discrepancies between the two reported 

findings. The researcher also looked for similarities between both sets of information. 

The two categorized lists were then combined, identifying recurring themes and 

statements. 

The data were assigned to the different categories addressed in the study. The 

categories were tracked on separate sheets of paper which allowed the researcher to 

track the information more readily. This sorting process was done for each of the 

eight groups addressed in the study. Data also were grouped by gender, residency 

status, and living environment. A full record of the research findings is presented in 

the next chapter. The final step in the analysis process was to draw conclusions from 

the collected data. This process started early in the data collection process and 

continued throughout the interview sessions. Conclusions were drawn from the 

individual sessions, with consideration given to gender, residency status, and living 

environment. Overall conclusions were then drawn. A summary of these conclusions 

can be found in the final chapter of this report. 
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Chapter Four 

FINDINGS AND RESULTS 

Chapter four first describes the sample interview participants. The next 

section reviews the protocol that was followed in conducting the qualitative 

interviews. The results from the qualitative interviews are reported including selected 

statements from the group interviews. The forth section describes the cross-group 

findings. The chapter concludes with responses to the original research questions 

used in the study. 

Sample 

This section provides a description of the students who made up the eight 

groups. The study sample provided the research project with valuable information. 

While the students who participated were very willing to discuss their thoughts and 

feelings, a challenge for the researcher came in getting the students to attend the 

group interviews. 

Table 3 indicates the actual number of students who comprised the eight 

qualitative groups. The sample was composed of college freshmen, 18 to 19 years of 

age, who lived on campus within the university’s residence hall system. The sample 

was assigned to three groups: gender (male and female), residency status (in-state and 

out-of-state), and living environment (large residence hall and small residence hall). 
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Table 3 

Number of Students Interviewed 

  

Residence Halls 

  

    

  

Residency Status Large Small 

Gender Gender 

Male Female Male Female 

In-State 7 9 6 6 

Out-of-State 7 6 6 6 

Totals 14 15 12 12 

  

32



Overview of Procedures 

The study’s sample was selected from random lists of students assigned to six 

different residence halls on campus. These included three large residence halls and 

three small residence halls. To select the needed sample, the researcher called each 

student on the list until the needed sample was obtained in the eight groups. Twelve 

students were assigned to each of the groups plus one to three alternates whenever 

possible. The actual qualitative groups required a minimum of six and a maximum of 

12 students. 

During the initial phone call, the researcher asked each student for days and 

times of the week that would be most convenient for conducting the interviews. A 

follow-up letter was sent to each student who agreed to participate (Appendix A). 

The letter included the date, time, and location for the focus group interview. The 

letter also provided the student with a brief description of the research study. 

During the interview sessions the researcher took field notes that highlighted 

key points or topics raised by the students. The interviews were tape recorded to aid 

the researcher in the data collection process. Following each interview, the 

researcher reviewed the field notes and expanded on the notes when applicable. The 

researcher then listened and transcribed selected portions of the audio recording. The 

only portions transcribed were those that were directly related to the variables 

addressed in the study. 
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Following the initial interviews only one group out of the eight contained the 

minimum number of participants required for the group interviews. As a result of the 

low turn out, a second interview was scheduled. A second letter (Appendix C) was 

sent to the students who had agreed to participate in the interviews. The letter 

provided the students with another invitation to attend the interview and it 

emphasized the importance of their participation. The letter again included the date, 

time, and location of the interview. A phone mail message was then sent to the 

students on the evening prior to the group interview. The message served as a 

reminder for the students. 

Six of the students contacted said that they could not attend the second 

interview but that they would be willing to respond to the questions via e-mail. These 

students indicated that they were busy with other commitments but still wanted to 

help with the study. They felt that e-mail would be the most convenient way of 

responding to the interview questions. For various reasons they did not want to 

respond over the phone. E-mail turned out to be a very effective way of getting 

information from the students. The e-mail responses tended to be more thought 

provoking and seemed to better respond to the questions asked them in some of the 

interview sessions. 

The questions used in the interviews started with a broad, general question 

designed to initiate the group conversation and to help put the students at ease with 

the interview process. Subsequent questions were used to help gather information on 
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the topics of expectations and actual uses. Similar questions were used for the 

students who responded by e-mail. Areas addressed included: (1) expectations for 

alcohol on campus, (2) expectations for personal use of alcohol, (3) actual use of 

alcohol, (4) changes in use, and (5) influences on the use of alcohol. Changes in use 

referred to any differences the students reported in their use of alcohol from the time 

they started college until the time of the interview. The interview protocol (Appendix 

B) was followed in each interview session and additional probe questions were asked 

when necessary. 

Results 

The results from the qualitative interviews are described according to the 

structure of the interviews. The groups were formed according to the following 

variables: in-state or out-of-state, male or female, and large residence hall or small 

residence hall. The findings for each group are discussed in two domains: 

expectations for alcohol before starting college and actual uses of alcohol after 

coming to college. Examples of student comments are included to support the 

findings. 

Student expectations are reported in two categories: expectations for the use 

of alcohol on campus and expectations for the students personal use of alcohol. 

Actual uses of alcohol are reported in three categories: (1) student use of alcohol, (2) 

changes in the use of alcohol, and (3) influences on the student’s use of alcohol. The 

impact of living environment are also reported. 
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In-State Females From Large Residence Halls 

This group consisted of nine women of the 13 who had agreed to attend the 

interview. Five women were present for the initial interview, two others attended the 

second interview, and two responded by e-mail. The initial group interview provided 

a lively and energetic discussion which lasted just over one hour. The second 

interview was not as lively as the participants were much quieter and less willing to 

elaborate on their responses. The group size may have discouraged discussion. The 

responses given by e-mail were detailed and well thought out. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. Most of the individuals in this group 

expressed expectations that alcohol would be wide-spread on campus and would be 

easy to get. This is a major concern when one considers that all the individuals 

interviewed were well under the legal drinking age of 21. The group participants 

indicated that they came to the campus with some strong preconceived notions about 

the role alcohol would play on campus. The following statements are examples of 

these expectations: 

I expected alcohol was going to be a big part on campus and that I would be 
going to parties. I knew people, friends, who were older than me and would 

come back and tell me about parties and drinking, which made me believe 
alcohol was going to be a big thing. 

I expected alcohol to be easy to get on campus. 

I expected there to be a lot of alcohol use on campus and at parties. I expected 

there to be a lot of alcohol present at every party. 
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Although a majority of the participants expected alcohol to be widespread, a few 

students expressed expectations that alcohol use on campus was not what they had 

expected it to be. They indicated that they came to college not expecting there to be a 

lot of alcohol and for it to be difficult to get. These feelings are expressed in the 

following comments: 

I didn’t expect as many people to drink as they do, but it’s really just an every 
day thing. 

I didn’t expect it to be as accessible as it really is. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. A number of participants in the 

group said they did not have any expectations for their use of alcohol. Half of the 

students interviewed in this group indicated a concern that they would be pressured 

or tempted to use alcohol in college. These same students indicated that they were 

nondrinkers in high school and expected to remain nondrinkers in college; however, 

they were worried about the alcohol use they expected to find on the college campus. 

This view is reflected in the following comments: 

I expected there would be a lot of pressure to drink. I knew I would go to 
parties but I didn’t drink so J was really shocked at how a lot of people 
accepted that. 

I knew I would be faced with alcohol more and I was a little afraid that I 

would be tempted with alcohol more. 

The remaining responses from the group participants indicated that students expected 

to attend campus parties and to drink alcohol. This view is reflected in the following 

comments: 
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1 expected that I would be going to parties and alcohol would be a big part of 
it. 

I expected to drink a lot of alcohol. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. Six students in this group commented about their use of 

alcohol. Two of the six students were abstainers and the other four referred to 

themselves as occasional drinkers. The two participants who stated that they were 

abstainers were surprised at how accepting the campus was to their decision not to 

use alcohol. The following statements indicate the abstainers feelings about the use 

of alcohol on campus. 

I never drank in high school and I don’t drink here. It has been very hard but 
people have been accepting of my decision not to drink. 

It was different for me because I’Il go out partying with everybody but I don’t 
drink because I don’t like the taste of alcohol. I was shocked at how a lot of 

people just accepted that. I’ve had a lot of people say that it is real admirable 
and I was surprised at that. 

The four students who described themselves as drinkers did not feel that their use 

was heavy but more occasional. Of the four, two students said they started drinking 

alcohol when they came to college. The following statements reflect student use: 

I never drank in high school and I didn’t want to drink in college but my 
friends would be like, come on, and then I did once and said I never would 

again, but I did it again. I don’t drink very often but I do find myself doing it 
more and more. It’s easy to fall into that. 

I didn’t drink in high school but I started drinking after I came to college. I 
think it was mainly because I let my peers talk me into it. 
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Changes in use of alcohol. Three students in this group indicated that their 

use of alcohol diminished since starting college. They expressed that their use of 

alcohol tended to be greater when they first arrived on campus and were adjusting to 

college life. The students indicated that they used alcohol as a way of handling 

school-related stress and meeting people on campus. The students expressed that as 

they felt more comfortable in their new environment, their use of alcohol tended to 

level off or decrease. Statements reflecting this change in use include: 

My use has gone down because I can handle my stress better and I know what 

my priorities are and now I know enough people that I don’t have to go out all 
the time. 

Towards the end of this semester my use has gone down because drinking has 

gotten pretty boring. 

Two additional students indicated that their use of alcohol had not really changed 

over the course of the school year and that their use stayed fairly stable. 

Influences on the use of alcohol. The group participants indicated a wide 

range of areas that they feel influenced their use of alcohol. These influences ranged 

from the accessability of alcohol to the influence of their peers. The stress of college 

and the academic work also were identified as reasons why students drink alcohol. 

Social pressures played a large part in influencing students to use alcohol. The 

following were influences that were stated by the groups participants: 

Drinking really relaxes me and it helps to relieve all the stuff I’ve been 

through during the week. It also helps me to be more social so I can talk to 
everyone. 
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I drink to relax but mostly I drink to get drunk. 

I drink if it’s there and if] like it. 

It’s fun and an easy way to relieve stress, plus it helped me to be more social. 

Pressure from my peers. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Participants in this group did not believe that their living environment had any 

influence on their use of alcohol. They indicated that alcohol is widespread on 

campus and is not a result of living in a large residence hall. The following 

comments reflect the groups thoughts on living environment: 

It’s not the living environment, I think it’s everywhere. 

I don’t think drinking is a result of living in a large residence hall, but there 

may be more going on in a large residence hall. 

In-State Females From Small Residence Halls 

Twelve students from this category agreed to participate in the group 

interview. Of the 12, six attended the interview session. Three attended the initial 

interview, two more attended the second interview, and one responded by e-mail. 

Two participants from the initial interview were very talkative and were willing to 

openly discuss their use of alcohol. The third individual was very quiet and answered 

only when she was asked directly by the interviewer. The initial interview lasted 

approximately 45 minutes while the second interview lasted only about 25 minutes. 

The two participants in the second interview were not as talkative as the first group 
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and they answered most questions with direct responses without much detail. The 

individual who responded by e-mail provided responses that were very detailed. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol use on campus. This group expressed a wide range 

of expectations for the use of alcohol on campus. They ranged from the expectation 

that most people drink to the expectation that there would be pressured to drink. 

Although this group indicated that they came to college with various expectations, 

most came with the expectation that alcohol would play a major role in the campus 

community. Of the six participants, only one indicated that she did not expect there to 

be much alcohol on campus. The group’s expectations are reflected in the following 

Statements: 

I kind of expected alcohol to be on campus because most people in college 

drink. 

I expected there to be a lot of pressure to drink in college. 

] didn’t expect there to be so much alcohol. I guess I didn’t expect to see as 
many drunk people on Thursday nights and on weekends. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. This group’s personal expectations 

for the use of alcohol are based on the belief that alcohol would be very accessible on 

the college campus. Statements made by group participants reflecting the expectation 

regarding alcohol’s accessibility include: 

I expected alcohol to be easy to get and do in college. 
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There’s more alcohol than I expected there to be. It’s easier to do here than it 
would be in high school so it makes you drink more. 

Two students from the group indicated that they came to college as abstainers but 

begin drinking once they entered the college environment. One of the two indicated 

that she did not want to drink in college but ended up drinking after getting to the 

campus. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. Most of the responses from this group indicated that the 

students saw their use of alcohol as moderate. The group’s uses ranged from slight to 

occasional. One student indicated that her use of alcohol depended mainly on how 

accessible alcohol was, which she felt led to an increase in the use of alcohol. Two 

described their use of alcohol as occasional and one said her use was slight. The 

following statements reflect the range of uses the students described for the use of 

alcohol. 

I was always an abstainer. I never drank before I got here. I just started 
drinking this semester but I don’t think I’ve ever gotten drunk. 

I drink occasionally but I drink more at home than I do here because my 
boyfriend at home 1s over 21. 

Basically slim to none, sometimes I take sips to try new things but that’s 

basically all. 

Influence on use. One abstainer who started drinking in college said she was 

influenced mainly to start drinking by the people with whom she spent time. She said 
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her new boyfriend was 21 and that he always had alcohol in his room, which made 

drinking alcohol easy to do. 

Changes in use, Two students from this group made comments regarding 

changes in their use of alcohol since starting college. One student said she really did 

not drink until December. She said she then started drinking a little more each time 

she drank but she felt like she never drank a lot. The other student felt that her use of 

alcohol had not changed since coming to college and she credited that to the freedom 

she had at home prior to coming to college and 1s reflected in the following 

statement: 

My use of alcohol hasn’t really changed. I think it’s because my parents had 

been really cool about it and would let me try alcohol sometimes. I may drink 

a little more but basically I don’t drink as much because my parents let me do 
it before. I was able to find out early on that I really didn’t like the taste of 
alcohol. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Two participants from this group indicated that their living environment did 

not influence their use of alcohol. One other participant expressed the belief that 

there is more alcohol use in larger residence halls than in smaller. The following 

comments reflect the participants thoughts: 

I don’t think the residence hall has anything to do with your use of alcohol. 

I agree, I don’t think 1t influences you to drink 

I just moved into a smaller hall from a larger one so I don’t know many 
people, but I think there was more alcohol in the larger hall. 
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Out-of-State Females from Large Residence Halls 

Thirteen individuals were contacted and agreed to participate in the group 

interview. Five people actually participated in the group interview and one individual 

responded by e-mail. The group interview lasted approximately 50 minutes. The 

group was not very talkative but they were willing to respond to the questions. Some 

group participants seemed to agree with comments made by other group members but 

they did respond when they felt strongly about what they wanted to say. The 

individual who responded by e-mail did not provide much detail but the information 

was still helpful. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. This group indicated that their 

expectations for alcohol use in college were strongly influenced by peers or family 

members who were older and had experienced college life. The students developed 

ideas that alcohol was prominent on campus and was just a part of going to college. 

These expectations for alcohol use in college are reflected by the following 

statements: 

I expected there to be a lot of alcohol on campus. I guess I knew what to 
expect because I had family and friends who had been to college and had told 
me stories about parties and the use of alcohol so I knew alcohol would be 
everywhere and would be used a lot. 

I expected there to be several parties during the weekends and that alcohol 
would be at parties. 
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I expected a lot of people would be drinking alcohol but I think a lot of people 
do it because they think it’s what they should do when you go to college. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. The expectations the group gave for 

their personal use of alcohol followed closely with their expectations for alcohol on 

campus. Group participants expected their peers to play a role in their use of alcohol 

and they expected to attend parties. Statements include: 

I expected to feel pressure to drink from the people around me. 

Just as I expected there to be parties, I expected that I would go to the parties 
and drink. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. The participants from this group described their use of 

alcohol as moderate or occasional. The two students who admitted to using alcohol 

regularly said that their use of alcohol was not excessive. Several group participants 

agreed with the few comments made by other group members. Three of the 

participants agreed with the comment made by one individual, “I’m not a big drinker, 

but I drink occasionally.” Other statements reflecting student use of alcohol included: 

I drink moderately. If I feel like I want to go to a party and drink then I will, 
but sometimes I just want to have fun with my friends and stay sober. 

I must admit, I definitely drink a lot more than I did when I was at home. I 

guess the reason 1s because it 1s so easy to get alcohol. 

Changes in use, This group did not have much to say regarding changes in 

their use of alcohol. One comment was made, which indicated that this student did 

not feel their use of alcohol had changed since starting college. 
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Influences on use. This group indicated a wide range of influences on their 

use of alcohol but a few main areas stood out. Three main influences that students 

from the group mentioned were peer pressure, males, and stress relief. Group 

participants said they occasionally feel pressure from their peers to drink alcohol and 

that they drink alcohol in an attempt to be more social and to make it easier to meet 

people. They also feel like alcohol is a way to forget their problems and the stress of 

college life. These influences were indicated in the following statements: 

Guys influence me to drink sometimes. I feel pressure to drink because guys 

like to see girls totally drunk, but I always try not to get too drunk. 

I know this is not the correct way to handle your problems but I sometimes go 

to a party and drink just to relieve my stress and forget my problems for at 

least one night. 

Impact of Living Environment 

This group did not comment on any impact their living environment may have 

on their use of alcohol. 

t-of- males From Small Residence Hall 

Six individuals attended the group interview from the 12 who had agreed to 

participate. Four students attended the initial group interview which lasted 

approximately 45 minutes and one individual attended the second interview which 

lasted about 30 minutes. One other individual responded to the questions via e-mail. 

During the initial interview the group participants were very willing to discuss their 

thoughts and feelings. They were not very lively but were very businesslike in their 
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approach to the interview. The individual who attended the second interview was 

very energetic and willing to talk openly. She said she loved to talk and wanted the 

interview to last as long as possible. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. The group participants’ expectations for 

alcohol on campus seem to be centered around two main thoughts: alcohol’s 

accessibility and the amount of alcohol on campus. Participants indicated that they 

tended to believe that alcohol was going to be very easy to get on campus and that 

there would be plenty of alcohol at parties. This is reflected in the following 

Statements: 

I figured alcohol would be very easily accessible once I got to college. 

I expected there to be a lot of parties and I knew that partying and alcohol 
were going to be a big part of college life. 

] thought alcohol would be easy to get because there are so many people who 

are over 21. 

I expected there to be a lot of drinking on campus and off. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. The group’s personal expectations 

were mainly related to the idea that they would attend parties and drink some alcohol. 

For some group participants, this led to more drinking than they expected. These 

expectations can be seen in the following statements: 

I expected to drink a little but I didn’t expect to drink as much as | am. 

I knew I would go out to parties and drink. 
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One student from this group expressed a unique feeling about her expectations for 

alcohol use. She expected to have a lot more independence and freedom to try new 

things, like alcohol. She went on to say that she expected to have a lot of fun trying to 

figure out how to adjust to college. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol, Three students from this group described some inappropriate 

ways of using alcohol, which they themselves regarded as negative, like drinking too 

much or drinking to avoid stress or upset feelings. They talked about using alcohol as 

a means to forget their problems, which often leads to trouble. The following 

statements reflected some negative uses of alcohol: 

My use is not good. It’s not that I drink too much but when I drink it’s usually 

at a very bad time. Like the other day I was in a bad mood and I started 
drinking a little which ended up being a little bit too much. 

1 usually go out Friday and Saturday nights to drink and sometimes I drink too 

much and I pass my limit. I usually try not to get to the point that I can’t make 

it home or I get sick. 

I’ve found that I have trouble controlling my drinking when I’m depressed. I 
sometimes use alcohol as a way to turn off my feelings and forget the day. 

Not all of the students in the group indicated that they used alcohol in inappropriate 

ways. A few of the students indicated that they tried to be responsible in the way that 

they use alcohol and in what situations they used it. This can be seen in the following 

statements: 

I make a point of not drinking around people I don’t know. 
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T always make sure I go out with friends when I’m going to be drinking and 
we always make sure we take care of each other. 

I drink at social gatherings but I only drink a little. It’s mostly at parties and 

sometimes while just hanging out with my friends. 

One student made the observation that college students have the impression that it’s 

legal to drink even though they are not of legal drinking age. Students just have the 

impression that it is legal because there is so much of it and it is so easy to get. 

Changes in use. The overall impression given by this group is that the 

participants’ use of alcohol increases during their first semester in college but levels 

off or decreases during the second semester. Group participants also indicated that 

the availability of alcohol affected their use of alcohol. The following statements 

express these students’ thoughts on changes in the use of alcohol. 

I do drink more than I did in high school but I don’t drink as much as I did in 
the beginning of the school year. I don’t have any problem controlling it and I 

have learned how to set my limits. 

I think I drank more first semester than I do now. 

When I first started college I would only drink every once in a while and 
usually not too much but my use began to be a little more and more often. 

I didn’t drink in high school but I started drinking in college because of the 
change in the atmosphere and environment. Alcohol is more available here 

and at home there were other things to do but here there is not much else to 
do, especially since most of my friends drink. 

Influences on use. Participants from this group expressed a variety of 

influences on their use of alcohol. Peer and social pressures were the most prominent 

influences expressed by the group. Three individuals made some unique statements 
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about what they believe influences their use of alcohol. These influences are 

indicated in the following statements: 

The main thing that influences me is that I like the way it makes me feel and 
it helps me forget about things I need to get done so I can relax and just have 

fun. 

Peer pressure influences me. A lot of my drinking is social. You’re out there 

and everyone else is drinking so you’re usually going to do it. 

The things I wasn’t prepared for and the things I wasn’t expecting about 
college has influenced my use. I mean there’s a lot of growing up that is done 

just in the freshmen year. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Two students from this group commented on the impact their living 

environment had on their use of alcohol. They indicated the belief that their living 

environment did have an influence on their use of alcohol. This is reflected in the 

following comments: 

It definitely plays a role. I live in a small dorm so it’s a little more quiet, we 

don’t hear people going out and getting drunk all the time. It happens most 

every weekend but not as much as the large dorms on campus. 

Only one time this year have I gone to the bathroom and seen someone getting 
sick from drinking. For the most part everything is quiet and everyone looks 
out for each other. 

In-State Males from Large Residence Hall 

This group consisted of six men of the 13 students who had agreed to attend 

the group interview. Three men attended the initial interview and three others 

attended the second interview. The first group interview lasted approximately 45 
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minutes and provided an active discussion among the group participants. There was a 

productive exchange of information between the participants as well as between the 

participants and the interviewer. The second interview lasted approximately 30 

minutes. Students in the second interview were not as expressive as the first. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. Participants in this group indicated that 

they expected alcohol to be on campus and that there would be a lot of it. Two group 

participants reported that these expectations came mainly from friends and family 

members who are older and have already been to college. They described hearing 

stories about parties and alcohol, or visiting the college campus and experiencing 

parties and the amount of alcohol that is available on campus. Statements that 

express students’ expectations for alcohol on campus included: 

I expected alcohol to be widespread on campus. 

I expected alcohol to be widespread on campus. I had a lot of friends go here 

and they told me about it and I came down last year and partied a lot, so I 
pretty much knew what was going to happen on the weekends. 

I guess I’m the same way. I had a lot of friends go here and I’m the youngest 
of five kids so I just kind of knew what would go on. I knew that there would 

be a lot of alcohol. 

One student indicated that there was more alcohol on campus than he expected. 

I didn’t think it would be as prevalent as it really is, 1t’s everywhere and easy 
to get and I didn’t expect that. 
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Expectations for personal use of alcohol. Only two students commented on 

what expectations they had for their personal use of alcohol. The remaining group 

participants indicated that they really did not think much about their own use of 

alcohol. Comments that were made indicated that they expected to drink but not to 

drink frequently. The following statements reflect their expectations: 

I expected my use of alcohol to change a little bit but I didn’t expect to 

become a frequent user. 

I expected to drink some, depending on the amount of free time I would have. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. Participants in this group categorized their use of alcohol as 

anything from abstainer to frequent user, but when asked, most said they were 

occasional or social drinkers. The following statements reflect how group 

participants view their own use of alcohol. 

I’m a frequent user. When I first got here all I drank was liquor and I didn’t 

have very good experiences with it. Now beer 1s pretty prevalent. I think it’s 

okay as long as you don’t drink just to get drunk. 

I’m an occasional drinker. I may drink once a month then I only have a couple 

of beers. 

I’m more of a social drinker because I’ve cooled down a lot and I don’t really 

need that much to have fun so now it’s no big deal. My use was really heavy 

in the beginning and now it’s just a couple of drinks and that’s fine for the 
night. 

I'm a social drinker too. It’s a big weekend thing. I don’t usually drink 

during the weekend unless there’s something special going on. Compared to 
last semester when I went out a lot more, but I probably drank about the same 
amounts. It’s just not such a big thing anymore. 
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I’m an occasional drinker, I drink mainly when I have free time. 

Two students from this group indicated that they abstained from using alcohol in high 

school. One has continued to be an abstainer and the other started drinking in college. 

They were asked if they felt pressure to drink once they got to the college campus. 

They responded as follows: 

No, but I guess that’s because of the way I was raised. I’m a real individualist 
and | really don’t care what anyone else says or feels about what I do and all 

my friends don’t really care and I don’t mind being with people who are 

drinking and taking care of them. I have my fun doing things. 

I know what he means, because I didn’t drink in high school and I didn’t feel 

pressure to drink here. It’s just something I wanted to try in college. It was 
kind of like something I looked forward to and wanted to try when I got to 

college. 

Changes in use. Students in this group indicated that they started using 

alcohol after starting college. They also reported that their use of alcohol was greater 

during their first semester on campus and leveled off in the subsequent semester. 

My alcohol use was pretty high the first semester but second semester it has 
cooled off a lot. I had more free time first semester. 

I came from a religious background where I didn’t do any drinking before I 
came to school and IJ totally dropped my religion when I got to school. 
Alcohol was a lot more prevalent than I thought and a lot easier to get. 

Influences on use. Peer pressure and the need for acceptance are two of the 

greatest influences expressed by members of this group on their use of alcohol. They 

indicated that students new to the college environment felt a need to fit in and to 

make new friends. They described the social scene and the new-found freedoms of 
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college life as influences on their use of alcohol. The following statements reflect 

influences on use expressed by group participants. 

Your friends drinking around you, I think is a big influence. They don’t make 
you or anything, you just want to join in with them. 

A lot of people are like that, they drink because everybody else is and it looks 
fun so they try it and start doing it all the time. 

My mood and friends influence my use. 

Drinking games. I like playing games when I drink. 

Id say it’s just the whole college scene, the party scene and going out, 

especially on the weekends after a really hard week and you’re just hanging 
with your friends. 

I think a lot of people do it because they couldn’t do it before and now they 
can and don’t have to worry about being punished. 

The fact that there don’t seem to be any consequences, like at home you had 
to go home and face your parents, but here nobody cares. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Two participants from this group commented on the influence of their 

residence hall on their use of alcohol. Both participants felt that the residence hall 

environment does not influence them to use alcohol. They indicated that the use of 

alcohol is the same everywhere on campus and that alcohol use is a personal choice 

and not a result of where you live. This is reflected in the following comments: 

I don’t think the residence hall effects it because I’ve got friends in almost 

every dorm and it’s the same everywhere. 

It’s hard to say. I go to parties in my dorm but it doesn’t influence my use of 
alcohol. It’s basically my choice to drink or not. 
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In-State Males from Small Residence Halls 

This group consisted of six men of the 10 who had agreed to attend the 

interview. One man attended the initial interview but felt uncomfortable answering 

questions on his own so the interview was rescheduled. The second interview 

consisted of two men and lasted approximately 20 minutes. The men were willing to 

answer the questions but they did not elaborate on their responses very much. The 

remaining four men responded by phone or by e-mail. Their responses tended to be 

concise and direct. The group, as a whole, did not contribute much information. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. Members of this group came to the 

college campus with the expectation that alcohol would be on campus and would be 

a big part of campus life. One participant indicated that the study institution is 

commonly known as a school for drinking and partying. Expectations were reflected 

by the following statements: 

I expected it to be on campus and to be everywhere. 

I expected alcohol to be a big part of campus, and that’s how it 1s from 
Thursday to Sunday. 

I guess I expected it to be on campus. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. None of the participants in this 

group commented on their expectations for their personal use of alcohol in college. A 

few simply said they really did not think about it before they came to college. 
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Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. Participants in this group seemed comfortable referring to 

their use of alcohol as occasional or social. They believed that drinking alcohol only 

at parties classified them as social drinkers; however, they failed to comment on how 

much they drink at parties. The following statements reflected students and their use 

of alcohol: 

My use is social. I really only drink when I go out to parties. 

I’d say my use is occasional but not excessive. 

One student from this group indicated that he was an abstainer and when asked if he 

ever felt pressure to use alcohol he commented: 

No, not really. I can’t drink because I’m a diabetic. 

Changes in use, One student from this group indicated that he thought his use 

of alcohol had changed since starting college. He commented: 

] would say my use has increased. I drink more than I did in high school 
because it’s easier to find and get and to consume at college than it is at 
home. It’s almost like you don’t have to sneak around as much at college as 

you do when you’re at home, you don’t have anyone to come home to and act 

sober in front of. 

Influences on use. The group recognized two main influences on their use of 

alcohol. They believe that peers and academic stress can have the greatest influence 

on college students and their use of alcohol. The following statements reflect the 

students and their influences: 

Other students, you just want to be a part of the college crowd. 
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Other students but for me it’s not because everyone else is doing it, it’s 

because I want to do it and be part of the group. 

The work pressure, if I’m really stressed out from a bad week. I know it’s not 

the proper way to relax but it helps to calm your nerves and just forget the 
week and pick everything up again on Monday. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Only one participant from this group commented on the role his residence hall 

plays in his use of alcohol. He indicated that while he does not think it influences his 

use he does think there is more alcohol in the larger dorms on campus because there 

is more people in them. 

Out-of-State Males From Large Residence Halls 

A total of thirteen students were invited and agreed to participate in the group 

interview. Seven out of the 13 actually attended the interview session. The interview 

lasted approximately one hour and 15 minutes. The group as a whole was very 

talkative and seemed open and honest in their responses. There were two participants 

who emerged as dominant figures in the interview but they did not intentionally try to 

take over the conversation. The two seemed to take on leadership roles in the group. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. Several participants from this group 

expected alcohol to be very accessible on campus but they did not expect alcohol to 

be a problem. They expected alcohol use to be on campus, and one student indicated 

that he thought that alcohol is just something that goes with life on a college campus. 
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The following statements were expressed by group participants with regard to their 

expectations for alcohol on campus: 

[really didn’t think about it. It’s just one of those things that comes with 
going to college. Sure I knew it was going to be there and there would be a lot 
of it but it wasn’t something I was really concerned about. 

I knew pretty much it was going to be available cause in high school it was 
always available. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. This group indicated that they did 

not have any expectations for what their own use of alcohol would be in college. 

They just knew that alcohol would be available to them. One individual indicated that 

he was concerned about alcohol and how its use has affected his life. He stated: 

Alcohol was a concern. For me alcohol was very available to me when I was 
in high school and it took a lot of discipline to stay away from, plus you add 

the fact that your parents aren’t there and you have a problem. I had been at 
universities before for overnight visits and J had seen a lot. Alcohol is tough 
to stay away from. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol. One student in this group viewed his own use of alcohol as 

acceptable and appropriate. He seemed sure that he could control his use of alcohol 

and saw little or nothing wrong with students under the legal drinking age consuming 

alcohol. Two other students expressed that they try to take responsible approaches to 

their use of alcohol. Statements reflecting student uses of alcohol included: 

I go through times when I drink all the time and then I start to feel the effects 
overall, like being tired and not wanting to do work, so I stop for a while. 

I go out about once a month and have a really good time but that’s about it. 
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To me I don’t see anything wrong with drinking as long as you don’t let it get 
out of hand. And I think for the most part I am able to control my use. 

Changes in use of alcohol. Several members of this group indicated that their 

use of alcohol seemed to peak during the first semester in college when were are 

trying to settle into their new academic and social environment. They went on to 

indicate that the second semester is a time when they are more comfortable and 

confident in their new environment and their use of alcohol decreases and they are 

more in control of it. This belief is reflected in the following statements: 

There are some people who went a little crazy drinking during the first 
semester and never learn to control it but they usually end up dropping out of 

school or flunking out. 

I really didn’t drink a lot in high school but I drank a little more in college but 

I didn’t let it get out of control. 

First semester there was more pressure to drink but now people are more 
settled down. 

My use has changed but it hasn’t been a drastic change. I drink a little now 

and J never drank before college. 

First semester here a lot more people got drunk, a lot more because they are 
free. 

Influences on use. Members of this group described peers as having the 

biggest influence on their use of alcohol. Whether direct or indirect, they described 

the pressure to be accepted by one’s peers is especially great in the freshmen year. 

They indicated that the college environment provides students with a number of 
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settings (ie. parties) which can influence their use of alcohol. The following 

statements express students’ feelings regarding influences on their use of alcohol. 

I guess my friends pressure me sometimes but it’s a different kind of pressure. 
In high school it’s kind of like “come on have a drink”, but here the pressure 
you feel is in seeing other people having a good time. It’s not like people are 
sticking beer in your face. 

It’s a way to have a good time. You can control it and still have a good time 

The setting I’m in influences me, especially the people I’m with. 

When you see people having a good time. You get with a group of friends 
who may be drinking and you want to drink because it brings that close 
feeling. You try to get that bond when you’re in a group of guys. 

Three members of this group also indicated that grades can influence their use of 

alcohol. They said the first grade report can serve as a reality check for students who 

drink and party a lot. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Three students from this group commented on the role their residence hall 

played in their use of alcohol. Two of the three participants indicated that the 

residence hall staff affected their use of alcohol. One other student commented that 

his living environment influenced his use of alcohol. This is reflected in the 

following comments: 

Yes, I think my residence hall plays a role in my use of alcohol because I live 
in a suite style hall and we never see our Resident Advisor. Anything you can 

imagine has gone on inside our suite area. You kind of have our own little 
community inside our suite. There’s no pressure of getting caught so you can 

do whatever you want. 
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I live in a traditional style dorm where our R.A. is tough on some things like 

drinking, but it’s not that hard to get away with some things as long as you’re 
not real stupid about it. 

I agree, R.A.s don’t go looking for trouble, but if they catch it they will write 
you up. 

-of- les fr mall Residen | 

This group consisted of six men of the 12 who had agreed to attend the 

interview. Three men were present for the initial interview, two others attended the 

second interview and one responded by e-mail. The initial group interview lasted 

approximately 45 minutes. The interview started out slow with group members who 

were a little reluctant to talk, but as the interview progressed the group started to 

open up and were more talkative. The second interview lasted about 30 minutes and 

provided a discussion that was not very lively. The participants seemed hesitant to 

speak openly which may have been a result of the small group size. 

Expectations 

Expectations for alcohol on campus. 

According to this group, alcohol is just an expected part of the college 

environment. Members of this group expected 1t to be on campus, for there to be a lot 

of it, and for it to be used widely. Several group members indicated that they came to 

the college campus with low expectations for the use of alcohol. These expectations 

were expressed in the following statements: 
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I knew it was going to be there. Actually I thought there would be more than 
there 1s on campus. 

1 expected to see it a lot. I also expected to see people stumbling in all the 
time. I expected it to be a lot worse than it is. 

J expected most people to drink and for alcohol to be around. 

Expectations for personal use of alcohol. The expectations for most students 

in this group were that they would use alcohol in college. Two students entered 

college having never tried alcohol but they expected to try it in college. They said it 

was something that seemed to go hand in hand with college attendance. This is 

reflected in the following statements: 

I expected alcohol to be there and I knew I would do it in college. 

I expected that I would try alcohol in college. I figured it would be a good 
time to try it. 

One student from this group indicated that he did not think about this prior to starting 

college. 

Actual Uses 

Use of alcohol, Most students in this group described their use of alcohol as 

social or socially motivated. They described using alcohol as a way to have fun and 

relax at parties. They indicated that the use of alcohol is seen by some as a major part 

of college life. They described alcohol use as just something you do to fit in with the 

group. Some participants described the use of alcohol as follows: 
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In general, I guess you’d say it’s social. I drink mainly when I go to a party 

and that kind of stuff. I guess there’s a few times when I’ve had too much but 

it’s not too often. 

I go out and drink a little, meet some people, it’s just for fun. It’s not to go out 
there and damage things or hurt people. 

Drinking does become a major part of life from Thursday to Sunday but 

otherwise it’s not a big deal. 

One student in this group had an interesting perspective on the use of alcohol which 

is reflected in the following statement: 

Alcohol is more like an accessory at a party, like a girl would carry a purse. 

It’s like you’ve got to have a cup or can of beer or something. If you don’t 
have something, someone will ask why, you can’t just sit there all night, you 
have to have something with you, even if it’s the same can all night. I guess it 

makes you more social. 

Another student from this group indicated that he felt that it is acceptable on campus 

not to drink alcohol. 

Changes in use. Participants in this group indicated that their use of alcohol 

changed once they started college and over the course of their first year on campus. 

One student indicated that he came to campus having never used alcohol but started 

drinking after starting college. Two other students started drinking excessively once 

they started college but their use decreased over time. Changes expressed by group 

participants included: 

I drink more than I ever did in high school but I only drink on the weekends 
and I never drink to the point of getting drunk. 

When I first came here I drank all the time, like it was a new experience and I 

partied the first four weekends. I was like crazy and I went out with the 
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intention of getting trashed, but then I got all run down and I ended up with 
mono first semester. Now I drink just for fun and I haven’t been getting 

totally trashed. I know my limit now, which ts cool. 

] think at the beginning of the year I drank a lot more because | didn’t know 

anybody and I would go to parties and everyone would be drinking, so I 
figured I should too. I guess it seemed like the thing to do at the time. I don’t 
drink as much now because I feel more comfortable with the people and now 

] decide if I want to drink or not. 

Influences on use. The men in this group expressed some influences on their 

use of alcohol which were not expressed in any of the previous groups. The main 

influence given by the group was the need to escape and relax. They also indicated 

that peer pressure and status were strong influences on their use of alcohol. The 

following statements reflect influences expressed by the group: 

Girls. I mean I’m not going to lie to you, you go out there and sometimes you 

don’t feel as confident and you have a couple then you don’t think about it 
and you start talking. It’s like liquid confidence. 

Sometimes you have a hard week and you just want to unwind. 

Some people drink to try and increase their tolerance so they can drink as 
much as someone else to impress them or something. 

I drink to not care about anything and just let loose. Some people drink for the 
status with upperclassmen they think it brings them. 

You have more freedom which is an influence. You don’t have to worry about 

coming home and your parents catching you. You go out whenever you want, 

it’s great. 

Impact of Living Environment 

Three participants from this group indicated that the living environment and 

the residence hall staff play a role in their use of alcohol. One additional participant 
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indicated that he did not believe that the residence hall influenced his use of alcohol. 

He indicated that drinking alcohol goes on no matter where you live. These two 

beliefs are reflected in the following comments: 

I think it has influenced me. I live in a small dorm that has a lot of 
international students who don’t drink much and I think if I lived in a larger 

dorm I would probably be more into alcohol. 

My R.A. doesn’t go looking for it but I know others that do which I think 

detracts from drinking in the dorms. 

I know people drink in the dorms but I think there is less use in the dorms 

because students are afraid of getting caught. I think most of the drinking goes 

on off campus. 

I think if you’re going to drink then you’re going to drink no matter were you 
live. | 

Cross-Group Analysis 

A large amount of information was gathered through group interviews. After 

reviewing the comments made by these college freshmen regarding alcohol and its 

use, the researcher was able to identify four findings that stood out as being part of 

student alcohol use. A large number of students interviewed reported that their use of 

alcohol was greater during the first semester in college and decreases some over time. 

They attributed this change in part to a second finding about the students’ adjustment 

to college and the newfound freedoms that come with college life. Students come to 

college and have the freedom to come and go as they please, which led many to place 

socializing over academics. They indicated that their use of alcohol decreased as they 

learned to balance the freedom found in college and as they learned to set limits on 
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the use of alcohol. The third finding that contributes to student alcohol use is the 

accessibility of alcohol to college students. The students saw alcohol as widespread, 

easy to get, and an accepted part of college life. The final finding that stood out was 

the number of students who, after abstaining from the use of alcohol in high school, 

started drinking alcohol once they got to college. Many of these students see alcohol 

as something they wanted to experience in college and, for some, peer pressure to 

drink was so strong in college that they gave in, in an attempt to be accepted by their 

peers. 

Summary of Results 

The following were the research questions addressed to the study: 

1. What is the relationship between freshmen college students’ expectations for 

alcohol use and their actual use of alcohol? 

2. How do the following variables influence the students expectations for and 

actual use of alcohol during their first year in college: 

a) students’ residency status (in-state and out-of-state). 

b) gender (male and female). 

Cc) living environment (small residence hall and large residence hall). 

Expectations and Actual Use 

Most of the students involved in the qualitative interviews indicated that their 

actual use of alcohol was either met as they expected or was higher than they 

expected. Most came to come to college with the expectation that alcohol would play 
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a role on the college campus and in their personal lives. There was a relatively small 

number of students who indicated that their actual behaviors and experiences with 

alcohol were less than they had expected. A closer examination was taken of the 

eight groups to examine expectation’s role in the students actual use. 

In-State Females from Large Residence Halls. This group indicated that they 

came to college with varying expectations for alcohol. Two expressed concerns 

because they came to college as abstainers but they expected to be faced with alcohol 

on campus and to feel pressure to drink. Their actual experiences were just the 

opposite, they both indicated that they were shocked to find just how accepting 

people are of their decision not to drink and that they rarely felt pressure to try 

alcohol. One other participant indicated that she came to college as an abstainer and 

expected to remain so; however, she did start drinking alcohol and she indicated that 

her use has continued to increase over time. Other participants expressed contrasting 

views. One expected alcohol to be easy to get but found it to be difficult to come by, 

while another expected alcohol to not be easy to get but found it easily accessible. 

In-State Females from Small Residence Halls. As a whole, this group 

expected alcohol to play a major role in the campus community. Two participants 

indicated that they expected there to be a lot of alcohol on campus and they expected 

most people would use alcohol. Both individuals found their expectations to be 

consistent with their actual experiences. Another individual said she expected there 

to be some alcohol on campus but she found there to be a great deal more than she 
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expected. Two other individuals who came to college as abstainers expected to 

remain so; however, both began drinking some alcohol in college and one described 

herself as an occasional user of alcohol. 

Out-of-State Females from Large Residence Halls. Individuals in this group 

indicated that their expectations for alcohol had either been met or exceeded by their 

actual experiences. One student indicated that she expected to attend parties and to 

drink alcohol. She described her actual use of alcohol as moderate and she explained 

that she goes to parties just as she expected. Another student stated that she expected 

to drink some alcohol while in college; however, her actual experience with alcohol 

exceeded her expected use. 

Out-of-State Females from Small Residence Halls, Participants in this group 

indicated that their use of alcohol for the most part exceeded their expectations. One 

participant indicated that she expected alcohol to be very accessible on campus and 

she expected to drink some alcohol. She went on to express that her actual use of 

alcohol is greater than she expected it to be. Another individual stated that she 

expected to go to parties and drink alcohol but her actual use was also greater than 

she expected. 

In-State Males from Large Residence Halls. A majority of the participants in 

this group described their actual experiences as exceeding the expectations for 

alcohol. Two participants in this group indicated that they did not expect to see much 

alcohol on campus; however, their actual experiences far outweighed this 
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expectation. They found alcohol to be extremely prevalent on campus and that it was 

readily accessible. Two other individuals indicated that they expected to drink a little 

once they got to college but they described their actual use as frequent or occasional, 

which was greater than they expected. 

In-State Males from Small Residence Halls. Members of this group indicated 

that the amount of alcohol actually seen on campus met the expectations they had for 

alcohol. Two individuals stated that they expected alcohol to be on campus and one 

felt it would be a big part of campus life. Their actual experiences met their 

expectations because they said that alcohol was accessible on campus and that it was 

a big part of life, especially Thursday nights and on the weekends. 

Qut-of State Males from Large Residence Halls. Some group participants 

indicated that they really did not have any expectations for the use of alcohol. They 

stated that alcohol was just something they knew would be part of college life. One 

other individual came to college as an abstainer but he expected to use alcohol while 

in college. He expected to use alcohol occasionally but his actual use has been more 

than he planned. 

QOut-of- State Males from Small Residence Halls. This group’s actual 

experiences with alcohol either met or exceeded their expectations. One participant 

indicated that while he rarely used alcohol in high school he expected to try alcohol 

more in college. He went on to describe his current use of alcohol as social and that 

he does use alcohol more than he expected to. Two other participants stated that they 
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expected there to be some alcohol on campus but that there was much more than they 

thought there would be. 

Influence of Residency Status 

Residency status does not seem to influence college freshmen and their 

expectations for and actual use of alcohol. Similar expectations for the use of alcohol 

and actual use of alcohol were reported by both in-state and out-of-state students. 

One difference did appear in the two groups and that was in their expectations of 

college life in general. When asked, the out-of-state students tended to first talk about 

academic related expectations and the in-state students tended to talk more about 

social expectations. 

Influence of Gender 

Gender does not seem to influence students expectations for alcohol on 

campus or for their personal use. Men and women come to college with similar 

expectations. Gender does seem to influence students’ actual use of alcohol. They are 

influenced by each other. Men are influenced by women, in that they drink to help 

them socialize with women. Women are influenced by men because some women 

think men like to see them really drunk. 

Influence of Living Environment 

The influence of living environment was split among the group participants. 

Half the students said they felt that their residence hall played a role in their use of 

alcohol. Some indicated that it influenced them to drink less because of the fear of 
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being caught by the building staff. Others said they drank more because of the kind of 

residence hall they live in, stating that there is more alcohol available in large halls 

and that suite-style halls allow them to do whatever they want. The remaining 

students said they did not believe that their residence hall played any role in their use 

of alcohol. 

This chapter of findings and results provided a summary of the eight groups 

addressed in the study. It included an overview of the individual and group interviews 

as was supported by student comments. 
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Chapter 5 

SUMMARY 

The issue of college students and their use of alcohol is a broad topic with 

numerous areas for exploration. Although student alcohol use in general has been 

studied extensively, the specific area of expectations for the use of alcohol and the 

relationship to students’ actual behaviors with alcohol have not been thoroughly 

investigated. The purpose of this study was to examine college freshmen and their 

expectations for alcohol on the college campus and in their personal lives and also 

how these expectations related to students’ actual use of alcohol. It was the intent of 

this study to determine if residency status, gender, and living environment influenced 

students’ expected and actual use of alcohol. 

The findings of the study supported the proposal that expectations for the use 

of alcohol played a discernable role in college students’ actual behaviors with 

alcohol. This study obtained student expectations through the use of group and 

individual interviews in eight categories. The interviews were used to determine the 

relationship between expectations and actual behaviors. The results showed that to 

some degree, gender and living environment influenced students’ use of alcohol, but 

that residency status did not have an impact on their expectations or actual use. 
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Summary of Findings 

The following major findings emerged from the individual and group 

interviews in the eight categories: 

1. Students in this study came to college with varying expectations for the role 

alcohol would play in the college environment, however, a majority of the students 

interviewed stated that alcohol use is an expected part of college life. While a 

majority of the individuals expected alcohol to be prevalent on the college campus, a 

few individuals indicated that they did not expect alcohol to play a major role at 

college. Those individuals who expected to find alcohol indicated that they expected 

it to be widespread and easily accessible. The students who did not expect to find 

alcohol expressed the belief that alcohol would not be available and they did not 

expect to see a lot of it. 

2. Peers and family members play a major role in the development of these 

students’ expectations for alcohol and its use. Older friends and family members who 

have gone to college fostered the expectations that students already had for the use of 

alcohol. They were told stories of partying and drinking that supported their 

expectations that alcohol would be part of the college environment. 

3. For these students, alcohol is used as a way to settle into the new academic 

and social environment found in attending college. They indicated that they use 

alcohol as a way to cope with the increased academic pressures that came with 

college attendance. They also indicated that they use alcohol as a way to “fit in” with 
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their new social environment. The use of alcohol hetped the students adjust to their 

new environment. 

4, These students tended to use alcohol more when they first arrived on campus 

and its use decreased over time. A large number of the interview participants 

indicated that their use of alcohol greatly increased when they first started college. 

Some attributed this to finding number three, which was the need to adjust to their 

new environment. These participants went on to describe how their use decreased 

during their second semester. They attributed this to two main reasons: being able to 

better handle academic pressures and being more comfortable with their social 

environment. 

5. These students’ actual level of use of alcohol either equaled their expectations 

or was greater than they actually expected it to be. A large number of students 

indicated that they expected to use alcohol while in college. Others expected to 

attend parties and to drink alcohol. Most of the students who used alcohol indicated 

that they drink in a manner that met or exceeded their prior expectations. 

Commonalities Between Findings and Literature 

The results of this study can be tied to the available literature that has been 

done on college students and their use of alcohol. 

Expectations 

Results of the study indicated that the students interviewed in this study 

generally came to college with expectations for the role alcohol will play in their 
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lives. Prior to their arrival they have certain expectations for alcohol on campus and 

in their personal lives. This supports the research conducted by Christiansen, 

Goldman, and Inn (1982) that found that students expectations develop before 

adolescents ever begin drinking. 

Study findings indicate that students expect to feel peer pressure to drink and 

that they drink in an attempt to “fit in” and be accepted by their peers. This relates to 

Oetting and Beauvais’s (1987) peer cluster theory which states that adolescents often 

drink because they expect that they will be ostracized by their peers. They really may 

not want to drink but they do so simply to be accepted by their peers. 

Actual Behaviors 

Use of Alcohol 

A majority of the students who participated in the group interviews came to 

college with some previous experience with alcohol. This result supports Wechsler’s 

(1994) finding that a large number of students come to college with some experience 

with alcohol. 

Changes in Use 

A reoccurring theme that appeared in the results of the study was that alcohol 

use changes during the students’ first year in college. The findings indicate that a 

number of students drink more during their first semester in college and that their use 

of alcohol decreases over time. This finding parallels a finding from Wechsler and 

Isaac’s 1991 study that reported students’ drinking patterns change from high school 
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to college. This study found that about half of the students who participated drank 

more alcohol in college than they did in high school. 

Influences on Use 

The findings from the study support the work of Berkowitz and Perkins 

(1987), and Emery, Ritter-Randolph, Strozier, and McDermott (1993) that found the 

following as the most common reasons students drink: (a) to enhance social 

interactions, (b) to reduce anxiety or stress, and (c) to increase acceptance by peers. 

Other supported reasons included stress, depression, and other adjustment problems 

that freshmen face in their transition to college (Maney, 1990). 

Limitations 

This study focused on a very small group of students. The relatively small size 

of the sample indicates that the findings are not generalizable to other populations. 

The findings may have application for the on-campus population at the institution 

where the study was conducted, but the findings may not have application to the non- 

resident student population or to students on other campuses. 

The small number of students in the sample presented a second limitation to 

the study. The groups were relatively equal in men and women but there were only 

two African-American and one Hispanic individuals who participated. A more 

ethnically diverse group might provide a better understanding of student alcohol use. 

It might provide a clearer picture of how expectancies and actual behaviors relate to 

all populations. 
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The groups used in the study were only interviewed once. A number of 

students had trouble separating their expectations from their actual use. Some also 

had trouble thinking back to what there expectations were prior to starting college. 

Conducting group interviews at the beginning of the freshmen year and again during 

the second semester of the freshmen year would provide a better distinction between 

expectations and actual behaviors. 

At times the students seemed to have a difficult time articulating their 

thoughts. They struggled in separating their expectations for their personal use of 

alcohol with their actual use of alcohol. The age of the participants may have 

contributed to this as well as the time lapse between the time they started college the 

time of the interview. 

Recommendations 

The results of the study suggest several recommendations for future practice 

and for future research in the area of college student alcohol use. These 

recommendations are based on the conducting and results of the present study. 

Recommendations for Future Practice 

1. The study findings indicated that a large majority of the students felt like 

their use of alcohol was greater during their first semester in college and decreased 

over time. These results suggest front loading of alcohol education programming, 

which refers to the implementation of such programming when students first arrive 

on campus. 
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2. These findings also indicate that their may be a need to focus programs on 

the areas that students indicated as influences on their use of alcohol. These include 

coping with academic stress, adjusting to college and the new found freedoms that 

come with it, and coping with social pressures. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. Findings from the study indicated that there is a connection between 

expectations for and actual use of alcohol. This study fell short of exploring student 

expectations fully. Further research should be done in the area of expectancy and how 

it relates to all areas of student alcohol use. 

2. The study findings also indicated that transitional issues students 

experience in going to college can influence their use of alcohol. Future research can 

be done on these transitional issues and there influence on student alcohol use. 
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Appendix A 

Follow-up Letter 

Name 

Campus Address 

Dear Name, 

I would first like to thank you for agreeing to participate in a group interview as part 
of my Master’s thesis research. Your participation is greatly appreciated. 

I have taken the available times that each interested student provided and I have tried 
to come up with a time that seems to be convenient for a majority of you. I hope this 
time works into your schedule. The interview 1s scheduled for: date, time, and 

location. | hope you will be able to work this one time interview into your schedule. 
Please remember that the interview will last approximately one hour. 

This study is designed to look at your expectations of college life prior to starting 
school and your actual experiences in college during your first year. The study will 

concentrate on social aspects of college life as they relate to the use of alcohol on 
campus. You are encouraged to be completely open and honest 1n your responses. 

You will not be individually paid for your participation, however, I will be doing two 
cash drawings of $50.00 each. The drawings will be done from a list of those 
students who participate in the interviews. I will also be providing refreshments at 

the interviews. 

I really want to hear what you have to say and I would like to assure you that your 
identity will be kept as confidential as possible. If you have any questions please feel 

free to contact me at 232-1122. Thank you again! 

Sincerely; 

Katrina J. Pawvluk 

Graduate Student 

College of Education 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

“T will be asking you several questions over the next hour or so. The questions 

are designed to cover several areas related to student alcohol use. Several different 

areas will be addressed, please elaborate fully on your responses giving as much 

detail as possible. Some of the questions maybe probing; my intention with this is to 

get you to describe your experiences as much as possible. I want to assure you that 

everything you say will be kept confidential. The tape recording of our interview will 

be coded using fictitious names and will be erased as soon as the study is complete. If 

you do not understand a question or if you have any questions as we precede, please 

feel free to ask.” 

Expectations 

“Thinking back to the time when you made your decision to attend college, 

describe for me what your expectations were about life at Virginia Tech?” 

“Describe for me, as best you can recall, what your expectations were about 

college and the use of alcohol and what role did you expect alcohol to play in your 

own life?” 

“Up to now, do you feel your college experience has met your expectations?” 
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Actual Use 

“How are those expectations related to your actual/current use of alcohol?” 

“How would you describe your current use of alcohol?” 

Influences 

“Describe for me, being as specific as possible, some things that have 

influenced the development of your current drinking habits?” 

“On what occasion(s) do you tend to drink more frequently?” 

“How have your peers/friends influenced your use of alcohol?” 

“In what way has your living environment influenced your use of alcohol?” 
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Appendix C 

Second Letter 

Name 

Room # 

Dear Name; 

I really need your help!! I realize that you may be very busy and your time 1s 

valuable but successful completion of my master’s degree depends on your help. 

You agreed to participate in a focus group as part of my thesis research but 
scheduling conflicts or academic demands may have kept you from attending the 
original focus group so I have scheduled a second interview time. The interview will 
not take much of your time, only about an hour. I will still be doing the two cash 
drawings of $50.00 from those people who participate in the group interview. 

The interview 1s scheduled for: 

Date 

Time 

Location 

1 would greatly appreciate it if you could take the time out of your day to help 
this poor struggling graduate student. Thanks for your time and help! Please feel 
free to contact me if you have any questions 

Thank you, 

Katrina J. Pawvluk 
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