CHAPTER 10
Age and Alcohol and Other Drug Use
Summary
One’s first drink is a rite of passage from adolescence into adulthood. By the time we have our first opportunity to drink, we have already learned many expectations from adults and the media about the effects of alcohol as well as of other drugs. Early-onset drinkers differ from late-onset drinkers or abstainers even before the first drink. They are often more rebellious, under controlled, impulsive, and poorer in academic achievement. Because underage drinking itself is a mild form of social deviance, it is not surprising that many early-onset drinkers also engage in a number of other behaviors that violate social norms such as use of other drugs, sexual activity, delinquency, and even criminal activities.

Attempts by adults to restrict or prohibit underage drinking may backfire by providing the added challenge to some adolescents of defying parental controls. Adolescents who have important activities and goals that would be jeopardized by excessive use of alcohol seem better able to avoid alcohol-related problems. However, those adolescents with low self-esteem and little hope of being able to achieve success may be more likely to find excessive use of alcohol and other drugs a convenient means for coping with their frustrations and failures.

The trajectory of alcohol and drug use is not the same for all adolescents, and these patterns have been useful in predicting future problems. Age of the first experience is highly related to future drinking problems, for example. This relationship has led to alcohol being dubbed as a gateway drug, as if its use “causes” the user to move on to use of illicit drugs.

Many college students, living away from home for the first time, are exposed to more peer pressure and opportunities for drinking than they might be if they lived at home. The academic pressures are more demanding and may be related to alcohol abuse as either a cause or an effect of poor academic performance. After students leave college, many return to settings where heavy alcohol use is not expected or tolerated, and drinking levels may decline. Many students who engage in heavy drinking due to participation in fraternity and sorority life, for example, may revert to lighter drinking after graduation because they are in new environments that are not conducive to excessive drinking.

At the other end of the age distribution, one might expect the transition from full-time work schedules to retirement to affect drinking opportunities. But while the demands of employment might keep drinking in control for most people, the freedom of retirement may be boring and unstructured and allow more drinking to occur without adverse work consequences.

Older persons are underrepresented in alcohol and drug abuse treatment. The reasons for this situation are diverse. Elderly persons may not perceive themselves as having abuse problems. In addition, they may face social and economic barriers to treatment access.

Furthermore, societal beliefs and attitudes do not consider them to be problems for society.

Comparisons of age effects are complicated by the fact that most studies involve cross-sectional comparisons of groups of different-aged participants who also grew up with their own set of historical and cultural experiences. Since our attitudes and behaviors related to alcohol are formed by the norms that prevailed during our formative years, comparisons of the drinking of persons who differ in age are difficult to interpret because differences could be due to either physiological or sociological differences.

The majority of the findings, however, suggest that alcohol-related problems decline with age. Some of the decrease may reflect the medical complications created by drinking.

Thus, if alcohol is recognized as a threat to health, older samples may voluntarily— or be advised by physicians to—cut down consumption. In addition, if alcoholism is a self-limiting disease so that the worse cases die at an earlier age, part of the decline could be due to this attrition process.
