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OVERVIEW 
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Young Adult Development 

Underage and Excessive 
Drinking Among College 
Students 

Spotlight on Parental Influences 

Implications for Prevention 
Professionals 



EMERGING  
ADULTHOOD  

is defined loosely by age  
and more so by 

instability. 
 

Steps are being taken toward independence. 
 
There is a high degree of exploration of one’s identity  
and role in relationships and larger society. 
 
It is highly variable depending on individual characteristics, 
circumstances, culture, and historical period. 



Major Milestones 

 

•

•
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•

Living independently 

Finishing school 

Getting a job 

Forming significant 
relationships 

Having children 
 



 

•

•

•
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•

Unique Features of the  
Transition from Adolescence  

to Young Adulthood 

Decrease in community-level 
supports 

Increase in social 
expectations… perceptions 
of independence 

More responsibilities 

Greater exposure to “threats”  

Ongoing neurodevelopment 
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Individual 

Peers and Caregivers 

Community 

What influences the balance of perceptions  
between risk and reward? 



Underage and 
Excessive  
Drinking Among 
College Students 



2.3% 2.7% 2.3% 

1.9% 

5.2% 
5.9% 

5.2% 

4.3% 

15.1% 

17.2% 

15.2% 

12.8% 

22.3% 

25.0% 

22.4% 

19.0% 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

Estimated 
probability 

 of 
developing 

alcohol 
dependence 

Non-
drinkers: 

12% 

Low-risk  
Drinkers: 

 22% 
(1-2 drinks/day) 

Medium-risk  
Drinkers: 

40% 
(3-5 drinks/day) 

High-risk 
Drinkers: 

26% 
(6+ drinks/day) 

Drinking level at 
college entry: 

Year of College 

Estimated probabilities of developing alcohol dependence  
based on drinking level at college entry (College Life Study) 



Drug Use in the First Four Years of College, by Year, CLS  
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Data weighted to adjust for both sampling bias and attrition.  



Conceptual Model  

Alcohol 
Use  

Mental 
Health 

Drug 
Use 

Intermediary 

Processes 

•Skipping Class 

• Studying Less 

•Decreased Motivation 

• Poor Quality/Less Sleep 

• Cognitive Problems 

•Declining GPA 

•Dropping Classes 

• Lost Opportunities 

(internships, work, 

special studies) 

• Fewer Interactions 

with Faculty 

Short-Term 
Manifestations 

Long-Term 
Outcomes 

•Delayed Graduation 

• Failure to Graduate 

• Attenuation of Goals 

• Lack of Readiness for 

Employment 

• Underemployment  



Why Does Substance Use Have a Negative 
Impact on Academic Performance? 

1. “Toxic” Effect on Cognition: 
 
Substance use is associated with 
attention problems, sleep 
disturbances, and other cognitive 
deficits, making classroom learning, 
studying, and homework more  
difficult. 



2. “Hijacking” of Brain  
    Reward Pathways 
 
Substance use “hijacks” reward 
pathways in the brain. 
 
Academic pursuits become less 
meaningful as drugs become more 
valued. 

Why Does Substance Use Have a Negative 
Impact on Academic Performance? 



Spotlight on Parental Influences 



Protective Factor: Parental Limit-Setting 

 

Percent of students with parents  who did not permit any alcohol 
consumption du ring high school 
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Parental Limit Setting 

Early onset of 

intoxication 

High-risk 

drinking 

during 

college 

Alcohol-

related 

consequences 

Parental 

acceptability of 

drinking 

during college 

Parental limit-
setting during 

high school 



 Parents who disapprove of early 
drinking and set zero-tolerance 
limits on alcohol use during 
adolescence reduce their child’s 
chances of alcohol problems 
later in life.  

 

 Parents set expectations, 
monitor whereabouts/activities, 
and academic performance. 

 

Parental Limit Setting 



Implications for Prevention 
Professionals 



High-Risk Students 

Design new individualized 
approaches to intervening 

with high-risk students 



Expand role of  
academic assistance  
center professionals. 

Monitor 

Intervene 

Identify 

Screen 



 
 

Pre vention efforts should incorporate 
messages that avoiding substance use  
promotes student achievement  
and making progress toward goals. 



Monitoring the Future, not published. 



Give a louder 
voice to 
students who 
don’t use. 



Environmental-level Strategies 
College alcohol problems are systems problems,  

and require a multi-level, multi-component response.  
Building campus-community collaborations is essential. 



For more information and a list of publications, 
please: 

•

•

Send an email: aarria@umd.edu. 

Thank you! 

Visit www.cyahd.umd.edu; or 

 

http://www.cyahd.umd.edu/
mailto:aarria@umd.edu
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