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Science, Kids, and Alcohol
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below. NIAAA funds more than 90 percent of the alcohol abuse and addiction (alcoholism) research

in the United States.
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Social norms are standards or guides that define
“correct and incorrect behavior in a given situation.
Norms embody sentiments that citizens within a

. given culture hold about what is proper and

.. appropriate. Although there is no law that says we
must shake hands when introduced to someone,

- most of us do because that is the norm in American
~ culture. In other cultures this same behavior is

~ considered rude.

Norms are reflected in our beliefs about what “most
people like us do,” and these beliefs have a strong
impact on our behavior. But what does this all have
to do with alcohol use among children and young
adolescents?

If you ask 6th-graders what proportion of 6th-
graders they believe drink, the average answer will
be approximately “one-half” — well above the actual
figure of 20 percent. Students who overestimate the
proportion of drinkers are more likely to drink
compared with those students who have correct or
low estimates of drinking levels. In other words,
students’ drinking behavior is shaped by their
normative beliefs — beliefs that are often wrong,

. If normative beliefs are important in shaping alcohol
. use, and if these beliefs are often incorrect and

o _"__..‘--exaggerated, then it follows that we can reduce

.“alcohol use through strategies that correct erroneous

“hormative beliefs.

“Consider a program that gathers data on actual

aleohol use rates from 7th graders, These data are

then fed back to students and used in debates and

.- discussions about the appropriateness of alcohol use
" among people their age. A study of the effects of
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such a program showed significant reductions in
alcohol use, drunkenness, and alcohol-related
problems, such as fights, and getting into trouble at
home or school, Youngsters in a comparison group
that received instruction in resisting peer pressure
increased their alcohol use as if there had been no
instruciion, It appears that the pressure to drink is
literally inside the young person’s head, stemming
from the pressure to conform to normative beliefs
about alcohol use.
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As a society, we do a fairly poor job of shaping
children’s normative beliefs about alcohol. When
we fail to make our expectations clear, when we
tolerate alcohol sales to minors, when we are
indifferent to the media messages children receive
about drinking, or when we ourselves use or serve
alcohol irresponsibly, we contribute to children's
erroneous beliefs about drinking. Current research
is exploring methods for altering normative beliefs
about alcohol both in the classroom and in the
larger community:
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