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The greatest 
increase in 
drinking rates 
during the first 
semester of 
college is seen 
in the students 
who were sexually 
assaulted during 
this time

Seeing Oneself as an Adult: 
The Impact on Drinking in the 
Freshmen Year 
SUMMARY OF RESEARCH

Most incoming first-year students enter college during a period of human development 
called “emerging adulthood.” This is a time when many young people between the ages 
of 18 and 25 years do not think of themselves as having fully attained adulthood even 
though they have reached the age of majority and can vote, join the military, and legally 
enter into contracts.1

Alcohol prevention experts have also identified the transition to college as a key risk 
period for substance abuse. Many emerging adults first begin to drink or move on  
to heavier and more frequent use of alcohol during their freshman year. In fact,  
escalated drinking at this time is so common that the phenomenon has been named  
“the college effect.”

The conjunction of these two facts raises an interesting question: Is this escalation in 
drinking during the freshman year influenced by student perceptions of their own adult status?

We explored this issue by comparing the drinking behaviors of students with varying 
perceptions of their own adult status. Our expectation was that, after arriving on campus, 
students who perceived themselves to be less “adult-like” prior to starting college would 
drink more alcohol, use fewer protective behavioral strategies while drinking, and 
experience greater alcohol-related negative consequences.

Establishing this association between perceived adulthood and reduced alcohol use could 
have important implications for how student affairs administrators frame the issue of 
campus drinking when addressing an entering class of first-year students. 

STUDY SAMPLE AND SURVEY QUESTIONS

When incoming first-year students take AlcoholEdu for College, EverFi’s alcohol education 
course, they first complete a pre-intervention survey to assess their alcohol-related 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. One month after they finish the course, students 
complete a similar post-intervention survey.

Data was collected from 8,230 incoming freshman (mean age = 18 years) representing 
148 colleges and universities. In addition to questions that assessed student’s alcohol 
consumption, we also asked, “Do you feel like you have reached adulthood?” The response 
options ranged from 1 = “Definitely No” to 7 = “Definitely Yes.”1

We also looked at students’ employment of actions that can help them moderate their 
drinking and keep their BAC in a safer range. Survey questions regarding the use of 
protective behavioral strategies2 fell into three categories:

�  Limit Drinking (pacing drinks, set limit on number of drinks, etc.)

�  Avoid Drinking and Driving (make plans to avoid driving, use designated driver, etc.)

�  Intent to Get Drunk (do shots, chug alcohol, etc.)
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Additionally, we asked questions to assess negative drinking consequences.2 These 
survey questions fell into four categories:

�  External Harms (missed work, injured yourself, etc.

�  Internal Harms (passed out, forgot what you did, etc.)

�  Relationship Harms (said things you didn’t mean, strained a relationship, etc.)

�  Impaired Driving (drove after 4+ drinks for females and 5+ drinks for males )

SELF-PERCEPTION OF ADULTHOOD

Surprisingly, the data from the pre-intervention survey revealed that large numbers of 
students did not agree that they had reached adulthood. The average rating was 4.2, 
very close to the middle of the 7-point scale. Approximately 43% of the students rated 
their agreement below 4 and about 13% of the students rated their agreement below 3. 
The flipside is that about 57% of the students rated their belief on the positive end of the 
scale, but only about 22% rated their agreement above 5.

SELF-PERCEPTION OF ADULTHOOD AND STUDENT DRINKING PATTERNS

We found that self-perception of adulthood (SPOA) was negatively associated with the 
number of heavy drinking episodes reported on the post-intervention survey, even 
after taking into account how many episodes they reported on the pre-intervention 
survey. This means that the lower a student’s SPOA rating (i.e., the less they felt they had 
reached adulthood), the greater the number of heavy drinking episodes that student 
reported during the previous two weeks. Likewise, the lower a student’s SPOA rating, the 
higher the estimated peak BAC level that student reached.

SPOA was not significantly associated with the average number of drinks per week or the 
greatest number of drinks consumed on a single day, nor was it significantly associated 
with any of the subscales for negative alcohol-related consequences.

Self-perception of adulthood was positively associated with two of the subscales for 
protective behavioral strategies: Limit Drinking and Intent to Get Drunk, which was 
reverse-scored and therefore could be labeled Intent Not to Get Drunk. Again, we took 
into account what the students reported on the pre-intervention survey. The lower 
a student’s SPOA rating, the less likely that student was to use protective behavioral 
strategies to limit alcohol consumption and the less likely that student was to avoid doing 
shots, chugging alcohol, or starting to drink before going out.

The lower a student’s rating for perceived adulthood:

 � The greater the number of heavy drinking episodes that student reported 
during the previous two weeks

 � The higher the estimated peak blood alcohol concentration (BAC) level that 
student reached

 � The less likely that student was to use protective behavioral strategies to limit 
alcohol consumption

 � The more likely that student was to do shots, chug alcohol, or start drinking 
before going out (pregaming)

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS

This study found that a lower SPOA rating before starting college was associated with 
riskier drinking behaviors and less frequent use of protective behavioral strategies to 
limit drinking once they arrived on campus. Stated differently, incoming first-year college 
students who considered themselves to be more adult-like before starting college drank 
more responsibly once they were on campus.

57%

43%

43% of students 
leaned towards 
“no” in response to 
whether they feel 
they have reached 
adulthood,

and 57% students 
leaned towards 
“yes.”
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Unfortunately, our investigation revealed that about 40% of incoming freshmen did not 
agree that they had reached adulthood, and that students who have this belief are more 
likely to engage in high-risk drinking once they are on campus. One implication of this 
finding is that alcohol prevention interventions might be more successful if they framed 
high-risk drinking as a sign of adolescent irresponsibility and immaturity.

Many students arrive at college expecting to drink heavily due to the influence of 
alcohol advertising, movies, television shows, pop songs, and news reports that 
inaccurately depict high-risk drinking as the campus norm.

These students may have the impression that heavy alcohol consumption and other 
irresponsible behavior is the norm on campus, but in fact the majority of students approach 
their time in college as a precious opportunity, not as a break from “real life.”

This message cannot stand alone, but instead should be delivered in the context of 
messaging that underscores the college’s expectations, rein forces students’ commitment 
to their educa tional goals, introduces them to the rich opportun  ities available to them, 
both academically and socially, and corrects their exaggerated misperceptions of campus 
drinking norms.

Campus officials also need to ensure that the college’s serious ness of purpose is 
consistently reinforced by how the school operates, demonstrating to students on a daily 
basis that they are part of a campus community that ascribes to certain values, maintains 
a sharp academic focus, and has high expectations for its adult students. There are several 
measures that campus administrators can take to accomplish this, all of which could serve 
to create a campus environment that further discourages underage and abusive drinking:

� Encourage students to take one or two “gap years” and delay enrollment

� Require more morning and Friday classes

� Work to enhance academic standards and reduce grade inflation

� Create and promote service learning and volunteer opportunities

� Require community service work as part of the academic curriculum

� Promote faculty-student contact

� Require regular meetings with the academic adviser

� Require first-year students to live on campus

� Provide segregated housing for first-year students

� Employ older resident assistants
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