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Introduction
Background on College Drinking

On a Saturday night in April, as I finished up my work for the evening and prepared to go spend time with some friends, I heard the vague echo of “Chug! Chug! Chug!” coming from a room on the other end of my floor.  Slightly annoyed but also curious, I wandered down the hall to see four female acquaintances “waterfalling”
 beers with their door wide open.  They waved to me with beer dripping down their chins, and I forced a smile and returned to my room.  I sat down and read a few more pages, then put on a nicer pair of jeans and a tank top, ready now to go over to my friend’s dorm.  As I headed out the door, I almost collided with a six-foot tall varsity ice hockey player balancing two large icecube trays – one filled with red liquid and the other with blue.  “Jello shots!” he yelled as we passed each other.  “Nice!” I replied, and continued on my way.  
Later that night, my friends and I stopped by several different parties.  We started at another friend’s “pregame”
 and then headed to a dance party in her boyfriend’s suite.  Afterwards, we went to the baseball team’s formal once it “opened up”
 before deciding to call it a night.  I walked a friend home who had had a bit too much to drink, and then returned to my own room.  Lying in bed, slightly tipsy and very tired, I noted that it had been a typical Saturday night at Amherst – a night that completely revolved around drinking, even for people like my friend Rachel
 who hadn’t had one sip of liquor.  Still, “going out” meant getting drunk, and even if people like Rachel or myself chose not to go that far, alcohol flowed all around us from the moment we left our dorms to the walk home at 2am.  We didn’t think twice about it.

At Amherst, drinking is part of the culture.  It is normative, accepted, even expected in many scenarios.  Amherst, however, is not unique in its students’ drinking habits.  Alcohol is a ubiquitous aspect of the college student’s social life at universities across the country.  According to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, four out of every five college students drink, and about half of those report drinking heavily.  Of those students, nearly half (48 percent) are underage, and 23 percent report obtaining alcohol from a parent or other family member (Wechsler et al.).  

If so many students drink so much, college drinking cannot really be that bad, can it?  Even parents are giving their children alcohol, and college police are becoming more and more lenient in their punishments for underage drinkers (Lewis 2).  Here at Amherst, I can remember countless times when police officers have showed up at parties, responding to a noise complaint.  Generally they linger for a few moments, making sure no one is too drunk and asking the hosts to turn the music down.  After that, they usually wander out, only issuing official warnings if called back a second time or if illegal drugs (generally marijuana) are discovered.  Despite such leniency at Amherst and other schools nationwide, despite the fact that college drinking can be relatively benign under specific circumstances, drinking does often have consequences for students – both drinkers and nondrinkers.  Overwhelmingly, these consequences are negative.  Over 1700 college students die every year from alcohol-related injuries, and 599,000 are unintentionally injured while under the influence of alcohol (Hingson 259).  Alcohol often leads to unwise decisions as well.  More than 696,000 students under the influence of alcohol are involved in physical assaults, and over 97,000 are victims of alcohol-related sexual abuse or date-rape (Hingson).  Among those who do actively choose to have sex while under the influence, many do not use protection and regret it the next day, and over 100,000 students report having been too drunk to even remember whether or not they actually gave consent (Hingson).  
Alcohol can also have long-lasting consequences for college students.  More than 150,000 college students will develop an alcohol-related health problem before graduation, and over 6 percent have been diagnosed as alcohol-dependent (Hingson).  What’s more, according to drinking habit self-reports, if evaluated, nearly one-third of all college students would be given an alcohol abuse diagnosis under official psychiatric criteria, and approximately 44 percent of students report at least one symptom of either alcohol abuse or dependence (Knight 264-265).  Alcohol also affects academic performance.  Over a quarter of all college students admit to suffering from academic difficulties as a result of their drinking.  These include missing a class, doing poorly on an exam, and getting lower grades in general (Hingson).  This is not surprising when coupled with the fact that each additional drink consumed by a student on a single occasion is associated with about 15 minutes less of studying per day (Williams, Powell, and Wechsler).
Even nondrinkers are affected by the alcohol use of their colleagues.  According to a study by Henry Wechsler et al., students who attend colleges with high rates of binge drinking experience a greater number of secondhand effects from drinking, including disruption of sleep or studying, property damage, and verbal, physical, or sexual assault.  Thousands of nondrinkers also die every year in car accidents caused by a drunk driver behind the wheel.  In fact, almost 46 percent of the 4,553 people killed in 2001 in car accidents involving 18–24-year-old drinking drivers were people other than the drinker (Hingson).
Are students aware of all these potential negative consequences of alcohol use and abuse?  To a large extent, studies show that they are (Wechsler and Nelson).  If this is the case, then why do students continue to drink heavily? To have fun?  To relieve stress?  Simply because they can?  This paper will attempt to answer these questions, focusing specifically on the impact of socioeconomic class on college students’ reasons for drinking.  
Who drinks?
Numerous studies have shown that white, male college students from elite socioeconomic backgrounds are by far the most likely to drink and the heaviest drinkers.  This cannot be only due to the normativity of drinking among that population in the college environment because such trends start during the high school years.  Blum et al. found that white high school students are nearly 50% more likely to have had alcohol in the past year than black or Hispanic teens (1880).  Family structure is a factor too.  While controlling for income and race/ethnicity, sociologists found that students from single-parent homes tend to drink more than students from two-parent homes (Blum et al. 1881, Wechsler et al.).  Among high school and college students, males tend to drink slightly more frequently than females, and higher levels of family income are associated with higher levels of alcohol use by males and females, independent of family structure and race/ethnicity (Blum et al. 1881-1882, Wechsler et al.).  
The Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol Study found that although binge drinking rates nationwide have hovered around 44 percent for the past decade or so, the numbers vary greatly between institutions, ranging from 1 percent to 76 percent of student populations (Wechsler and Nelson 4).  Students who attend schools in northeastern and north-central states tend to drink more than students who go to universities in the west, and nationwide, students in fraternities and sororities or on varsity sports teams report the highest levels of drinking (Wechsler and Nelson 4-5).  
Theories: Why do these students drink?

Elliott Currie’s Concept of Darwinian Culture


In his book The Road to Whatever: Middle-Class Culture and the Crisis of Adolescence, Elliott Currie reports on two years worth of in-depth interviews he conducted with a self-selected group of troubled upper middle-class adolescents (those in drug treatment centers and those who approached him directly with their problems).  He does not just focus on alcohol abuse within this population; he also examines their issues of depression, suicidal thoughts, cutting, eating disorders, drug abuse, and other maladaptive coping mechanisms.  From his lengthy interviews, Currie formulates a theory based on his conclusion that the troubles of these upper middle-class teenagers do not merely stem from media influence and the permissiveness of American society, rather, the turmoil of this so-called “privileged” population is deeply rooted in the upper middle class’s “Darwinian cultural values.”  According to Currie, Darwinian culture is the “sink-or-swim individualism” of the middle class.  Teachers, parents, coaches, advisors, and other middle class authority figures and role models expect young privileged college students to make it on their own or else face punishment through chastisement or a socio-cultural version of “natural selection” (14).  Currie believes that it is not necessarily the individual home life of the student (i.e. parents’ income, family structure) nor is it the accessibility or normativity of alcohol use in college (i.e. cheap liquor stores, living away from one’s parents) that lead upper middle-class students to drink heavily.  Instead, he argues that it is middle-class culture itself that places enormous pressure on teens, expecting them to cope with their own problems and perpetually strive for perfection.  
Currie loosely breaks down his findings (the reasons why upper middle-class youth resort to maladaptive coping mechanisms) into four categories: the problem of contingent worth, the inversion of responsibility, the intolerance of transgression, and the rejection of nurturance.  The problem of contingent worth is the idea that upper middle-class youth are given the message that their self-worth is based on their external accomplishments.  Success in school, athleticism, and the job market leads to praise and support, but failure or struggles in these areas lead to debasement.  When young adults are given the impression that their individual worth is dependent on what they do, not who they are, this creates an immense amount of stress for them.  Transgression, errors, or missteps are not tolerated.  Thus, the intolerance of transgression is deeply intertwined with the concept of contingent worth.  Both expect perfection from young, upper middle-class adults, and both blame the individual for transgressions or anything short of perfection.  When young adults see that perfection is expected of them, they resort to maladaptive coping mechanisms like drinking to either alleviate that stress or directly rebel against the image of perfection that has been created as a model for them.

Currie describes the inversion of responsibility in more extreme terms.  He calls the inversion of responsibility the idea that: 

Life is, and perhaps should be, hard.  Your task, as an individual with a multitude of choices (even if you are, say, a fourteen year-old girl who has been abandoned by both parents and is scrambling for survival on the street), is to acquire the emotional tools to navigate a world whose fundamental harshness and absence of concern is a given.  It is certainly not our job to make things easy for you; if anything, that would hurt your chances in the future because it would raise expectations that the outside world will not, and perhaps should not, meet (166-167).

Thus, the inversion of responsibility is the idea that young adults from the middle class should be completely responsible for their own actions and should not be provided with help when they struggle.  This relates to Currie’s concept of the rejection of nurturance which is also conveyed in the above quote.  The rejection of nurturance is the concept that the world is a harsh place, but soothing from parents and authority figures will not eliminate this reality.  Thus, middle class culture rejects soothing for its youth altogether, and when troubled young adults cannot get any nurturing relief from others, they resort to getting it from a bottle of liquor.
“Drinking is fun and there’s nothing you can do about it”: The Hedonism/Boredom Theory


In 2002, Reginald Fennell asked her students at the University of Miami in Ohio to each write a paper responding to a comment she recently heard from another student: “Drinking is fun and there’s nothing you can do about it” (215).  In Fennell’s large lecture, only one or two students mentioned any of the negative consequences of drinking.  The rest seemed to be in agreement: drinking simply is an enjoyable pastime.  Thus, sociologists like Fennell argue that it is not the pressures of middle-class culture that lead college students from this class background to drink; rather, it is the fact that they have grown up with a sense of entitlement.  After having been handed so many advantages during their grammar school and high school years, by the time upper middle-class students reach college, they feel little sense of responsibility for their actions, while at the same time, they are jaded, tired of school and college counselors and the persistency of concerted cultivation
, and ready to let loose and just have fun (Lareau 3, Flacks and Thomas 48).  Drinking is seen by many as the best way of doing this.

In a study at the University of California at Santa Barbara, Richard Flacks and Scott L. Thomas developed an “adversity index” to measure how much difficulty students encountered in their process of getting into the university and actually attending it.  Students with low adversity scores were the more affluent students, predominantly white and with parents who had graduated from college.  Flacks and Thomas explain their results: 

Those [low adversity] students did not hold down time-consuming jobs while in college, and they faced relatively small debts for educational loans.  They could concentrate on their roles as students and, compared to their peers with high ‘adversity,’ had much more free time.  How did they use this freedom?  We found that students with low scores on our adversity index also had low scores on various measures of academic engagement and participation in cultural and volunteer activities.  But they had, by far, the highest rates of partying and binge drinking.  Those differences were as pronounced among the white students in our sample as they were for the sample as a whole.  Thus, even white students with high adversity scores partied less and were more engaged in academic and campus activities than the most economically secure white students (48).

Flacks and Thomas go on to attribute low adversity students’ partying habits to the lack of connection they see between the content of their academic work and their future potential for success and opportunity.  Many of them have family connections in high profile businesses and law firms.  Many will hold legacy status at major graduate institutions after getting their bachelor’s degrees.  If students from an upper middle-class background do not see the impact of their actions in the present as affecting their futures, they lose interest in their work and fall into a “culture of disengagement” – essentially, they grow bored with academics and pessimistic about their potential for moving beyond their parents on the social ladder.  Drinking, however, is a relatively novel activity that allows them to entertain themselves and disconnect from their academic lives.  
Environmental Factors: The Issue-of-Access Theory

A third group of sociologists attribute heavy drinking among white, upper middle-class college students to the college environment itself.  They believe that college is a place where students have much greater independence and access to alcohol, so it is unsurprising that they take advantage of this opportunity by drinking more heavily.  Although about half of all college-age binge drinkers begin drinking heavily before college, an equal number do not pick up the behavior until they set foot on campus (Wechsler and Nelson 4).  The heaviest drinkers on college campus are concentrated in the varsity athletic and Greek communities which are comprised of primarily white, upper middle-class students (West 374, “Greek Life Still Segregated at the University of Alabama” 17).  What’s more, the college students that drink the least are those that live at home with their parents and are thus least immersed in the campus environment.  A close second group of low-drinking students are those that live in housing designated as “substance-free” (5).  Clearly, living in an environment with other heavy drinkers and easy access to alcohol makes students more likely to drink.  This may also be a factor in why more affluent students are the heaviest drinkers.

Students from wealthier class background generally have more spending money in their pockets, and Wechsler and Nelson found that the price students pay for alcohol is a major factor in their drinking (5).  Drinking also tends to be higher at colleges with a high concentration of nearby liquor stores which offer low-price promotions and special deals for “buying in bulk” (5).  The concept of “nearby,” however, is relative.  For wealthy students with cars, a five minute drive up the highway to the discount liquor stores is no big deal, but for students without cars, their access to alcohol is much more limited.  


Finally, whether or not a college makes an effort to crack down on underage drinking has a major effect on the level of drinking at that institution.  Campus alcohol bans have been shown to strongly deter students from alcohol use, and “underage students in states with extensive laws restricting underage and high-volume drinking [are] less likely to drink and to binge drink” (Wechsler and Nelson 6).  This raises a question of causality in terms of the relationship between socioeconomic class and drinking patterns because the most elite, private institutions also tend to have the most lenient drinking policies and the most students from affluent backgrounds (Lewis).  This begs the question: is it the drinking policy of these institutions or the socioeconomic class of their students that lead to higher drinking rates?
Hypothesis
Predictions and Plans for Research
The general goal of my research when I set out was to examine the drinking behaviors of white, upper middle-class students at Amherst College.  Specifically, I wanted to look at the reasons why this population drinks – sometimes to excess – and see how these reasons are related to social pressures and other aspects of upper middle-class culture at Amherst.  Also, at what point does drinking go from a social pastime to a high-risk behavior?  Potential distinguishing characteristics of high-risk drinking include: drinking to the point of vomiting, blacking-out, doing something one regrets the next day (i.e. doing something illegal or having unprotected sex), feeling that one needs to drink to have a good time, etc.  If none of these criteria are met, is drinking really a problematic behavior?
Of the three previously articulated theories, the one that interested me the most was Currie’s theory of Darwinian Culture.  When I began my research, I expected to find that the high pressure environment at Amherst is the primary reason that students drink.  I predicted that students from an upper middle-class background would also face more of this pressure from external sources besides Amherst such as family and friends from home.  This would put them at an even greater risk for problem drinking and using drinking as a coping mechanism to deal with stresses they faced and nurturance they longed for but were not receiving.

Methodology and Sampling

Survey

The first step of my research was creating a survey
 and distributing it to approximately one fifth of the current Amherst student population online via Surveymonkey.  The response rate was about 50 percent (154 students).  This was a randomly-selected, highly representative sample chosen by emailing every fifth student alphabetically listed on a master list of Amherst students obtained from the Dean of Students’ Office.  Participants were 40.9 percent male and 59.1 percent female (the Amherst population is approximately 50 percent male and 50 percent female).  They were 65.6 percent white (non-Hispanic) and 34.4 percent nonwhite (approximately 39 percent of Amherst students self-identify as “students of color”) (Amherst College Office of Admissions).  I chose to start my research with a survey in order get a broad range of data on racial and socioeconomic backgrounds, student drinking habits, and their reasons for drinking.  As for the independent variables, students self-identified their race, gender, and class year, and three factors were used to measure socioeconomic background: whether or not students were on financial aid and the extent of each parents’ education.  To assess drinking patterns, the survey asked questions about frequency of drinking, the quantity students drank on an average night out, and the frequency of experiencing 12 different problems as a consequence of drinking.  These questions were taken directly from the Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol Study.  

Since I was primarily interested in whether or not students used drinking as a coping mechanism (as articulated in Currie’s theory), I also included a question assessing other coping mechanisms – both adaptive and maladaptive – as a dependent variable.  A question about whether students had family members or knew others who frequently experienced the 12 problems as a result of drinking allowed me to address questions of family history, patterns within certain circles of friends, etc.  Finally, the most important dependent variable I looked at was reason for drinking.  I had students rate 18 different reasons for drinking as never/hardly ever, rarely, sometimes, often, or always/nearly always.  The most important relationship I wanted to examine was between the independent variables assessing social class and the dependent variables assessing reasons for drinking.  
Interviews


The last question of my survey asked students whether they would be interested in coming in for a brief interview to further discuss the issues brought up by the survey.  Twenty-four students expressed interest and provided their email addresses.  I was able to conduct interviews with nine of them about their drinking behaviors, coping mechanisms, and stressors.  Five were female and four were male.  Six of the nine were white students from upper middle-class backgrounds who self-identified as heavy drinkers (this nonrandom sample was intentional – I wanted to focus on this subpopulation in particular in order to determine the reasons that lead to their heavy drinking).  The interviews ranged in length from 20 minutes to 45 minutes.  I recorded them with an electronic device and took notes while students spoke.  I later transcribed the interviews onto my computer to get a better sense of what students said and to listen to their responses at my own pace.  

The primary reason for conducting interviews in addition to distributing a survey was to supplement my survey’s quantitative data with human data – words that convey more meaning than numbers and further illuminate the reasons why students choose to drink and the troubles they face.  It is easy for a student to simply check off a list of reasons why he or she drinks on a survey without putting too much thought into it, but my interviews allowed me to probe students deeper, asking them to really describe in detail why they engage in certain behaviors.  When a student started to tell me a story, I went with it and asked lots of follow-up questions.  My interview guide was very flexible
.  I allowed interviewees to determine the direction of the interview while my questions simply prodded them along.  
The loose order that most interviews followed began with a series of questions about participants’ social backgrounds.  These included simple questions like, “Where were you born and raised?” but moved to more complicated questions like, “Did you feel like you and your family fit into your community where you lived as a child and adolescent?” and “How do your life and surroundings growing up compare to your life at Amherst (i.e. do Amherst students act the same, dress the same, share the same values as your family, etc.)?”  The second part of most interviews asked students about the types of pressures and stressors they face at Amherst.  In this part of the interview, I urged participants to try to describe where they think these pressures derive from.  After talking about these pressures, I asked students to briefly describe their drinking habits and typical night out.  Since I already had their survey data, I did not spend too much on this particular question.  I spent the most time speaking with interviewees during the last phase of my interviews.  This was the most important part in which I asked students if they could draw any connection between the pressures they face and their drinking habits.  I urged them to provide me with detailed descriptions of why they choose to drink and under which situations they drink the most.  I concluded the interview by asking them about any other coping mechanisms they use frequently and by asking them if they had any other pertinent personal information on the topic of my study that they would like to share.  Most students responded to the last question with an interesting anecdote or two which enhanced and humanized my quantitative survey data.
Results

Quantitative Results: General Trends


In an examination of my quantitative survey results, I noted that they could be broken down into two major groups: general trends, that is, developments in my data that apply to all survey participants, and trends among heavy drinkers, data patterns that only applied to the heaviest drinking subset of my sample.  What follows here is a discussion of simply the general trends.  The next section will cover specific findings that apply to heavier drinkers.

First, I will provide a summary of some noteworthy patterns that developed in my survey responses prior to my conduction of any cross-tabulations or probability analyses.  The first notable trend was that although 66.2 percent of Amherst students admitted to having had a drink in the last week and another 14.3 percent in the last month, 44.1 percent claimed never having engaged in binge-drinking
 in the past two weeks.  The majority of Amherst students also claimed that they never or hardly ever suffer from any of the 12 typical problems that arise as consequences of drinking
.  The four most popular reasons for drinking were “because I want to get drunk,” “to interact more easily/comfortably with others,” “because I enjoy the taste of alcohol,” and “because I am in a social situation where others are drinking”
.  The four least popular reasons for drinking were “because I am underage and it is illegal,” “because my parents don’t want me to,” “to feel powerful,” and “to deal with my responsibilities.”
Table 1:

	 Problem resulting from drinking
	Never/Hardly Ever (numerical value 1)
	Rarely (numerical value 2)
	Sometimes (numerical value 2)
	Often (numerical value 4)
	Always/Nearly Always

(numerical value 5)
	Rating
Average (of numerical values)

	Having a hangover
	39.4% (54)
	29.9% (41)
	22.6% (31)
	4.4% (6)
	3.6% (5)
	2.03

	Missing a class
	81.0% (111)
	10.9% (15)
	7.3% (10)
	0.7% (1)
	0.0% (0)
	1.28

	Getting behind in schoolwork
	69.3% (95)
	14.6% (20)
	13.9% (19)
	2.2% (3)
	0.0% (0)
	1.49

	Doing something you later regretted
	48.2% (66)
	27.0% (37)
	20.4% (28)
	4.4% (6)
	0.0% (0)
	1.81

	Forgetting where you were or what you did
	58.4% (80)
	24.8% (34)
	14.6% (20)
	2.2% (3)
	0.0% (0)
	1.61

	Arguing with friends
	72.3% (99)
	19.0% (26)
	7.3% (10)
	1.5% (2)
	0.0% (0)
	1.38

	Engaging in an unplanned sexual activity
	71.5% (98)
	16.8% (23)
	10.9% (15)
	0.0% (0)
	0.7% (1)
	1.42

	Not using protection during sex
	86.9% (119)
	7.3% (10)
	2.9% (4)
	2.2% (3)
	0.7% (1)
	1.23

	Damaging property
	88.2% (120)
	8.8% (12)
	2.9% (4)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.15

	Getting in trouble with campus or local police
	86.9% (119)
	10.2% (14)
	2.9% (4)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.16

	Getting hurt or injured
	80.9% (110)
	14.7% (20)
	4.4% (6)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.24

	Requiring medical treatment for an alcohol overdose
	97.7% (130)
	2.3% (3)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.02



The general trends among all drinkers that were identified as statistically significant (P<0.1) in cross-tabulations conducted using the data analysis program Microcase were as follows.  First, I found that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (regardless of which measure – financial aid, mother’s education, or father’s education – was used to determine social class) drank in lesser quantities and less frequently.  While 58.3 percent of students who receive financial aid reported having had at least one drink in the past week, 75.7 percent of students who do no receive financial aid reported the same.  Also, while only 19.3 percent of students who receive financial aid reported having engaged in binge drinking at least three times in the past two weeks, 33.3 percent of students who do not receive financial aid reported the same.  Race was also highly correlated with these same dependent variables.  This is likely because while 41.6 percent of white students receive financial aid and 58.4 percent do not, almost 80 percent of nonwhite students receive financial aid while only about 20 percent do not.
Table 2:

	 Reason for Drinking
	Never/Hardly Ever

(numerical value 1)
	Rarely

(numerical value 2)
	Sometimes

(numerical value 3)
	Often

(numerical value 4)
	Always/Nearly Always

(numerical value 5)
	Rating
Average (of numerical values)

	Because I want to get drunk.
	20.9% (29)
	10.8% (15)
	30.2% (42)
	29.5% (41)
	8.6% (12)
	2.94

	To feel more comfortable with myself.
	49.3% (69)
	21.4% (30)
	22.9% (32)
	4.3% (6)
	2.1% (3)
	1.89

	To interact more easily/comfortably with others.
	21.6% (30)
	13.7% (19)
	41.0% (57)
	18.7% (26)
	5.0% (7)
	2.72

	Because I enjoy the taste of alcohol.
	22.3% (31)
	17.3% (24)
	30.9% (43)
	23.0% (32)
	6.5% (9)
	2.74

	Because I am in a social situation where others are drinking.
	7.9% (11)
	12.1% (17)
	41.4% (58)
	28.6% (40)
	10.0% (14)
	3.21

	To impress someone.
	74.8% (104)
	20.1% (28)
	5.0% (7)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.30

	When I am bored.
	62.9% (88)
	15.0% (21)
	19.3% (27)
	2.1% (3)
	0.7% (1)
	1.63

	To forget a specific personal failure (i.e. a bad grade on a test, losing a sports game, etc.).
	63.3% (88)
	23.0% (32)
	12.9% (18)
	0.7% (1)
	0.0% (0)
	1.51

	To forget a relationship problem (i.e. a fight with a friend, significant other, or family member).
	65.7% (92)
	21.4% (30)
	10.7% (15)
	2.1% (3)
	0.0% (0)
	1.49

	To forget a feeling of generalized sadness, depression, or inadequacy.
	72.1% (101)
	15.0% (21)
	10.7% (15)
	2.1% (3)
	0.0% (0)
	1.43

	To forget about pressures placed on me by my family (i.e. to do well in school, get a good job, etc.).
	74.3% (104)
	15.0% (21)
	9.3% (13)
	1.4% (2)
	0.0% (0)
	1.38

	To forget about pressures placed on me by my college environment (i.e. competition with fellow students, high expectations of professors).
	67.9% (95)
	15.0% (21)
	14.3% (20)
	2.1% (3)
	0.7% (1)
	1.53

	To deal with my responsibilities.
	84.3% (118)
	11.4% (16)
	4.3% (6)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.20

	To distance myself from my emotions
	71.4% (100)
	20.0% (28)
	5.7% (8)
	1.4% (2)
	1.4% (2)
	1.41

	To get in touch with/express my emotions.
	72.9% (102)
	13.6% (19)
	10.7% (15)
	2.1% (3)
	0.7% (1)
	1.44

	Because my parents don’t want me to.
	97.9% (137)
	1.4% (2)
	0.7% (1)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.03

	Because I am underage, and it is illegal.
	95.0% (133)
	3.6% (5)
	1.4% (2)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.06

	To feel powerful.
	88.3% (121)
	7.3% (10)
	4.4% (6)
	0.0% (0)
	0.0% (0)
	1.16


Since students from wealthier socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to drink and drink heavily, it is not surprising that statistically significant results showed that they were more likely to have experienced two of the 12 negative consequences of drinking significantly more frequently than students from lower socioeconomic classes: more affluent students are more likely to report having a hangover and doing something when drunk that they end up regretting the next day.  Only one of the 18 potential reasons for drinking showed a statistically significant difference across social class when cross-tabulated with financial aid as the independent variable.  This was “drinking to feel more comfortable around others.”  Students who receive financial aid were less likely to say they drink to feel more comfortable around others than students who do not receive financial aid.
Quantitative Results: Trends Among Heaviest Drinkers

Among the heaviest drinkers, two more cross-tabulations comparing a measure of socioeconomic status and a reason for drinking were statistically significant (P<0.1).  These included “drinking to forget about pressures placed on me by my family (i.e. to do well in school, get a good job, etc.)” and “drinking to forget about pressures placed on me by my college environment (i.e. competition with fellow students, high expectations of professors, etc.).”  Both of these variables, among the subset of heaviest drinkers (when heavy drinkers were defined as those who reported binge drinking at least three times in the past two weeks), were more common reasons for drinking among students from wealthier socioeconomic backgrounds (regardless of which measure of socioeconomic background was used).  Specifically, 12.5 percent of heavy drinking students of lower socioeconomic status report drinking to alleviate family pressures at least “sometimes”; whereas 39.1 percent of students of higher socioeconomic status report drinking to alleviate family pressures at least “sometimes.”  As for drinking to alleviate pressures in the college environment, 25 percent of students of lower socioeconomic status report drinking for this reason at least “sometimes;” whereas 47.8 percent of students of higher socioeconomic status report drinking for the same reason at least “sometimes.”
Qualitative Results: Trends Among Heaviest Drinkers

With over four and a half hours of interview recordings, my qualitative results cover a broad range of information.  Still, since my interview sample only consisted of nine students, six of whom self-identified as heavy drinkers and met three or more of the Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol Study criteria for problem drinking, I will not attempt any broad generalizations based on my interviews.  Instead, I will highlight some notable trends and pertinent comments that arose.  The reader of these results should keep in mind that although I did not discard the three interviews with students from lower class backgrounds who did not identify as heavy drinkers, the present analysis focuses only on those six heavier drinkers simply because I am most interested in the reasons why this population chooses to drink.  The three interviews with other students were meant merely to serve as controls or points of contrast.  To include them in this analysis would be to attempt to generalize from too small a sample.

There were three particularly notable points that all six white, affluent, heavy drinking students brought up: 1 – they consistently feel a great deal of pressure at Amherst College; 2 – they see their drinking as simply a way of having fun, but upon further inspection, they recognize that the ulterior motive behind this sort of fun really is to “let off steam” and alleviate pressure; and 3 – they feel like the majority of their friends at Amherst are heavy drinkers as well, and they believe that this has an impact on their own decisions to drink heavily.  In my first interview with a sophomore named Lucy
, the first thing she did upon showing up five minutes late was apologize profusely.  The next thing she said to me was, “Okay, so how long is this going to take?  I have a paper due tomorrow that I really have to get an A on, so I really can’t give you much more than half an hour.”  This statement essentially sums up the pressures that the six heavy-drinking students I spoke with expressed to me.  Lack of time to get things done was by far their biggest stressor.  Four were varsity athletes, and all six were on the board of at least one club or a member of a singing group.  Several expressed feelings of inadequacy that resulted from not being able to get everything done on time.  Michael
 stated, “I sometimes feel like there’s just not enough hours in the day.  After practice, all I want to do is chill out for a little, but there’s homework and internships for apply for, you know?  And if I don’t get that stuff done, well then, I’m the one who’s gonna suffer.  It says something about me.”  While all six students did admit that some of these pressures stemmed from their parents’ expectations of them, most emphasized that the main source of pressure for them was the college environment.  They felt a persistent sense of being in competition with their peers to run faster, hit harder, read more, know more, get better grades, and have more friends.
Another common trend in the interviews was for students to initially say they really only drink to have fun but to admit after further prodding that “having fun” to them is often the same thing as relieving stress or escaping from pressures.  Michael commented: 
Sometimes it’s just like, what else am I going to do on a Friday night?  All my friends are drinking.  All my teammates are out drinking.  And it’s boring going to a party if you’re not there getting drunk, especially when everyone else is pretty wasted…If I don’t go to that party, what am I gonna do?  Sit at home and call my parents?  Have them nag me for a few hours?  Or should I just sit and do my homework?  I have enough stress as it is during the week.  The weekend is when I can blow off steam and drinking around here seems to be the best way of doing that.

All six interview subjects agreed that drinking is almost like a cathartic experience.  It allows them to let go of all of the tensions they hold during the week, and for this reason, drinking is enjoyable.  A few interviewees even commented that the reason they “do crazier things” when drinking is not really because they are drunk but because they are so “gleeful” and relieved to have a release for their tension and nervous energy.  As Lindsey
 put it, “It’s like, if I’m feeling good, I’m having fun, and I don’t have a care in the world, why not find someone to make out with?!”

The final common thread in my interview subjects’ discussions of their drinking patterns was that all heavy drinkers said that the majority of their friends are heavy drinkers as well.  While most insisted that they had rarely been explicitly pressured to drink, they all strongly believed that a lot of their relationships were founded on drinking, meaning, they related to each other through telling stories of “crazy things you did when you were blacked out” and through simply drinking together.  As a result, most said that they would probably not be able to keep the same group of friends, or at least they would not have been able to enter that circle of friends initially, if they did not drink heavily.  Michael, a varsity hockey player, explained, “Everyone on the team drinks, and everyone gets pretty trashed at all of our parties.  Obviously, I wouldn’t be kicked off the team if I didn’t drink, but I probably wouldn’t want to be on the team.”  When asked to elaborate on this last statement, Michael said that even if he were not actively alienated if he chose not to drink, he would feel a sense of alienation for not participating in a common team activity.  Plus, he said, “when everyone’s always drinking a lot, you realize it’s not such a huge deal.”
Conclusions and Implications of Research
Analysis of Results, Suggestions for Future Research, and Implications

The first important conclusion to draw from my results is that Amherst is no exception to the trend of white students from wealthier socioeconomic backgrounds drinking more frequently and in greater quantities than students of color and/or students from lower class backgrounds (see “Results” for details).  Most students – even the heaviest drinkers – do not see their drinking as problematic, although many admitted to at least “sometimes” experiencing one or more of the 12 typical negative consequences of drinking.  

The real question I set out to answer though was not who drinks the most at Amherst but why do some students (as predicted, white, upper middle-class students) choose to drink more than others.  Despite my extensive research, a single, concrete answer to this question is still difficult to provide.  Since I went into my research intending primarily to test Currie’s theory of Darwinian culture, I did not include as many questions about the other two theories on drinking as perhaps I should have.  I learned this when Currie’s theory did not pan out in my general quantitative analysis.  None of the explanations for drinking that tie directly to Currie’s theory
 showed statistically significant differences across race or class.  In fact, the only reason for drinking that showed a statistically significant difference across class lines was “drinking to feel more comfortable around others.”  Students from higher class backgrounds were more likely to drink for this reason than students from lower class backgrounds.  This statistically significant result when coupled with my lack of other statistically significant results can lead to the conclusion that among the general public, one’s environment (i.e. the people in one’s surroundings) contributes more to people’s decision to drink than stressors they face (that is, as Currie suggests, stressors stemming from the “sink or swim individualism” of upper middle-class culture) or their boredom and apathy (Flacks’ “the culture of disengagement”).  When students at Amherst are surrounded by other students who are drinking, they choose to drink in order to feel more comfortable and not look like outsiders.  This supports the environmental factors theory which explains that upper middle-class students drink the most heavily because they are most likely to be involved in athletics and Greek life, sites of “traditional” and preexisting heavy drinking, and because they have the easiest access to alcohol due to their financial security and greater resources for seeking out alcohol providers if they are underage (Wechsler et al.).  
Since I did not initially set-out to test this theory of environment, I did not include any questions about participation in varsity athletics or Greek life in my survey.  Thus, future research should examine these factors and look for statistically significant trends in the social class of participants in athletic and Greek life at Amherst specifically.  Future research should also inquire about students’ access to alcohol in terms of financial means and simply seeking out a provider.  Research in both of these areas would allow for a more conclusive endorsement of the theory of environmental factors and access as the primary reason why upper middle-class students are the heaviest drinkers at Amherst.  Right now, however, my lack of statistically significant results among the general population does indeed point to this largely untested theory as the explanation.  Thus, if Amherst would like to cut-down on drinking among the general population, it appears that the best way to do so would be to take Wechsler and Nelsons’ suggestions of limiting alcohol access, putting bans on drinking in the heaviest drinking environments (i.e. at sports team or fraternity parties), and fostering an environment where choosing not to drink is accepted as the norm, not the counter-norm.
Such a solution would not help all students though.  An important trend that developed in my quantitative data and was upheld in my in-depth interviews with upper middle-class, heavy-drinking students was that Currie’s theory is a factor explaining why the heaviest drinkers choose to drink at Amherst College.  Recall that among the subgroup of heaviest drinkers at Amherst, a statistically significant difference along lines of social class emerged for the variables of drinking due to family pressures and drinking due to pressures in the college environment – that is, students from wealthier socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to drink for these two reasons, both of which fit in with Currie’s theory of the intense stress created by aspects of Darwinian upper middle-class culture.  Why is it, then, that most students drink simply because they are in an environment of drinkers and/or have easy access to alcohol, but the heaviest drinkers drink for deeper-rooted issues of stress and discomfort with the pressures of their class-dictated culture?  
To answer this question, I look not to my survey data but my qualitative results.  It is worth noting here that the students I interviewed were a self-selected group, and many of them expressed extreme levels of stress to me.  Five of the six admitted to using other maladaptive coping mechanisms in addition to drinking.  For example, Lucy told me, “When I get stressed out, I don’t eat.  Then I at least know I’m thinner than everyone else even if they’re ahead of me in every other way.”  Thus, it seems that Currie’s theory is applicable only in extreme cases.  While perhaps Darwinian culture is experienced by many students from privileged backgrounds, only those who are most affected by stressors and pressures use drinking to cope with these pressures.  It is not surprising that the heaviest drinkers are drinking for the most deeply rooted issues.  While casual drinking can be simply “fun” or something one does to fit in, heavy binge drinking is more likely to be used as a coping mechanism because generally when people binge drink, they get so drunk that they lose a sense of connection to themselves and their problems (Williams and Clark 371).  If this is the case at Amherst, which it seems to be, it indicates that the most stressed group of students are the heaviest drinking students, and the heaviest drinking students are students from white, upper-middle class backgrounds.  What are the implications of this conclusion?
First, in line with Currie’s theory, this conclusion indicates that privileged young adults are in need of help too.  While much effort is placed on helping socioeconomically disadvantaged students or minority students fit in and feel comfortable in the college environment, there are much fewer resources that directly address problems and stressors that are more typical of privileged students.  While I am by no means advocating that we replace preexisting programs for disadvantaged students with support groups for privileged students, I am advocating that we supplement existing minority student support groups with support groups that address stressors of more privileged students.  For example, Amherst’s main eating disorder support group fizzled out a few years ago, and eating disorders are directly correlated with heavy drinking and are most common among white female students from upper middle-class backgrounds.  The problems of privileged students are often invisible.  They are easy to brush under the rug because often these students are seen as the most successful academically and socially.  Due to their wealth, it is assumed that they have the world at the their fingertips and face very few personal difficulties.  In fact, it may be this assumption itself that creates immense pressure for students from this background and leads to their heavier drinking.
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Appendix A: Survey Questions

1. When was the last time you had a drink (defined from this point forward as 12 oz. of beer, 4 oz. of wine, 12 oz. of wine cooler, or 1 shot of hard alcohol straight or in a mixed drink)?

-  Never

-  Not in the past year

-  Within the last year but more than 30 days ago

-  Within 30 days but more than 1 week ago

-  Within the past week

2. Think back over the last two weeks.  If you are a male, how many times have you had five or more drinks in a row, or if you are a female, how many times have you had four or more drinks in a row?

-  Never

-  1-2 times

-  3-4 times

-  4-5 times

-  5-6 times

-  7-8 times

-  More than 8 times

3. IF YOU DO NOT DRINK AT ALL, PLEASE SKIP TO QUESTION #6.  Indicate how often you have experienced each of the following 12 problems as a consequence of drinking since the beginning of this school year, choosing never/hardly ever, rarely, sometimes, often, or always/nearly always.

-  Having a hangover

-  Missing a class 

-  Getting behind in schoolwork 

-  Doing something you later regretted 

-  Forgetting where you were or what you did 

-  Arguing with friends

-  Engaging in an unplanned sexual activity

-  Not using protection during sex

-  Damaging property

-  Getting in trouble with campus or local police

-  Getting hurt or injured

-  Requiring medical treatment for an alcohol overdose

4. Who else do you know that frequently suffers from several of the drinking-related issues listed in question #3?  Check all that apply.

-  No one

-  Immediate family member(s)
-  Extended family member(s)

-  Friend(s)

-  Significant other

-  Other person(s) with whom you have a close relationships

5. Studies show that people drink for a variety of different reasons.  Indicate how frequently (never/hardly ever, rarely, sometimes, often, or always/nearly always) you choose to drink for the following reasons by finishing the statement: I drink…

-  Because I want to get drunk.

-  To feel more comfortable with myself.
-  To interact more easily/comfortably with others.

-  Because I enjoy the taste of alcohol.

-  Because I am in a social situation where others are drinking.

-  To impress someone. 

-  When I am bored.

-  To forget a specific personal failure (i.e. a bad grade on a test, losing a sports game,   

   etc.).

-  To forget a relationship problem (i.e. a fight with a friend, significant other, or 

   family member).

-  To forget a feeling of generalized sadness, depression, or inadequacy.

-  To forget about pressures placed on me by my family (i.e. to do well in school, get 
   a good job, etc.)

-  To forget about pressures placed on me by my college environment (i.e. 

   competition with fellow students, high expectations of professors, etc.).

-  To deal with my responsibilities.

-  To distance myself from my emotions.

-  To get in touch with my emotions. 
-  Because my parents don’t want me to.

-  Because I am underage, and it is illegal.

-  To feel powerful.

6. Everyone sometimes has personal problems, and people deal with these in a variety of ways.  How often (never/hardly ever, rarely, sometimes, often, or always/nearly always) do you deal with personal problems in each of the following ways?

-  Seeing a therapist, psychologist, or counselor.

-  Taking prescribed medications (i.e. anti-depressants, mood stabilizers).

-  Talking to a friend or peer.

-  Talking to a family member. 

-  Talking to a teacher, coach, clergy person, or other authority figure.

-  Writing in a journal.

-  Participating in an enjoyable/distracting activity (i.e. music, sports, TV, reading).

-  Meditation/yoga.

-  Using marijuana.

-  Using illegal drugs other than marijuana.

-  Restricting your diet, binging, purging, or over-exercising.

-  Cutting/Self-Injury.

7. What is your sex?
-  Male

-  Female

8. What year do you plan to graduate from Amherst College?

9. How do you identify your race (check all that apply)?

-  White (Non Hispanic)

-  African American

-  Hispanic/Latino

-  American Indian/Alaska Native

-  Native Hawiian or other Pacific Islander

-  Other

10. Do you receive financial aid? 

-  Yes

-  No

11. What is the extent of your mother’s education?

-  High school or less

-  2 year degree/trade school

-  Bachelor’s degree or further

-  Don’t know / Not applicable

12. What is the extent of your father’s education?

-  High school or less

-  2 year degree/trade school

-  Bachelor’s degree or further

-  Don’t know / Not applicable

13. Thank you for participating in my survey.  The next phase of my project will be to conduct short interviews with volunteers who would like to discuss some of the issues brought up by this survey in greater detail.  All information gleaned from these interviews will remain anonymous and confidential.  Snacks will be provided.  If you are interested in participating, please write your email address below, and I will contact you to set up an interview time.

� A “waterfall” is when a group of people chug beers at once, and no one can stop chugging until the starter stops, then the person to his or her left stops, then the person to his or her left, and so on (Fennell 214).


� A “pregame” is when a small group of friends gather to drink before going to a larger party.  The point is to be at least a little tipsy prior to mingling with the larger crowd.


� When an exclusive party (meaning, open only to specific group of people such as a sports team, fraternity, etc.) “opens up,” it means at a certain time (usually at least two hours after the party starts), anyone can attend.


� All names have been changed to protect confidentiality.


� In her book Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, Annette Lareau defines concerted cultivation as the child-rearing practice of upper middle-class families.  Its key aspects include parents actively fostering and assessing the child’s talents and opinions, signing the child up for myriad leisure activities orchestrated by adults, allowing the child to negotiate and reason with authorities, and criticisms and interventions by the parents on behalf of the child.  The result is an emerging sense of entitlement on the part of the child (31).


� See Appendix A for a full list of survey questions


� Since my interview guide was so loose and varied so much from participant to participant, I chose not to include it verbatim in an appendix so as to avoid unintentionally artificializing or streamlining the narrative of my interviews.  The truth is, the interviews went all over the place.  I largely allowed the interviewee to direct them, and ultimately, I think this allowed me to glean more information than if I had simply stuck to a strict list of questions.


� A binge was defined as having five or more drinks in a row for a male and four or more drinks in a row for a female.  A drink was defined as 12 oz. of beer, 4 oz. of wine, 12 oz. of wine cooler, or 1 shot of hard alcohol either straight or in a mixed drink.


� See Table 1, p.15.  Categories in bold indicate the highest response rate.


� See Table 2, p.16.  Categories in bold indicate the highest response rate.


� All names have been changed to protect confidentiality.


� All names have been changed to protect confidentiality.


� All names have been changed to protect confidentiality.


� These include, but are not necessarily limited to: drinking to forget a specific personal failure (i.e. a bad grade on a test, losing a sports game, etc.), drinking to forget a feeling of generalized sadness, depression, or inadequacy, drinking to forget about family pressures (i.e. to do well in school, get a good job, etc.), drinking to forget about pressures stemming from the college environment (i.e. competition with fellow students, high expectations of professors, etc.), and drinking to distance oneself from one’s emotions.
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