
Introduction
Among Americans there is a commonly held perception
that American young people drink more frequently and ex-
perience more alcohol-related problems than do their Euro-
pean counterparts. This perception, in turn, is often utilized
as argument for various changes in U.S. alcohol policies
and prevention initiatives, including elimination of mini-
mum drinking age laws and development of programs that
teach “responsible” drinking to young people.

Do European young people drink less and experience fewer
problems than their American counterparts? Until recently
data did not exist to easily answer this question, but new re-
search demonstrates that this is not the case. In fact, in com-
parison with young people in the United States,

� A greater percentage of young people from nearly
all European countries report drinking in the past
30 days;

� For a majority of these European countries, a
greater percentage of young people report having
five of more drinks in a row; and

� A great majority of the European countries have
higher intoxication rates among young people than
the United States and less than a quarter had lower
rates or equivalent rates to the United States.

Based on this analysis, the comparison of drinking rates and
alcohol-related problems among young people in the United
States and in European countries does not provide support
for elimination of U.S. minimum drinking age laws or for
the implementation of programs to teach responsible drink-
ing to young people.

Do young people from Europe
drink more responsibly than do
young people from the United
States? 
This question is important because it often is raised in the
context of the stricter minimum drinking age laws in the
United States. Although the implementation of the uniform
minimum drinking age of 21 and the more recent enactment
of zero tolerance laws have reduced drinking by young peo-
ple and saved thousands of lives (e.g., Hingson, Heeren, &
Levenson, 2002; Hingson, Heeren, & Winter, 1994; Voas,
Tippetts, & Fell, 1999; Wagenaar & Toomey, 2002; Har-
ford, Wechsler, & Muthén, 2002), these policies have come
under attack as contributing to irresponsible styles of drink-
ing (e.g., Hanson, 1990; Engs, 2001; Ford, 2002; Hanson,
2002; Hanson, 2004; NYRA, 2002). Commonly, European
countries are held up as examples of where more liberal
drinking age laws and attitudes, in turn, may foster more re-
sponsible styles of drinking by young people. It often is as-
serted that alcohol is more integrated into European,
especially southern European, culture and that young peo-
ple there learn to drink at younger ages within the context
of the family. As a result, it is further asserted that young
Europeans learn to drink more responsibly than do young
people from the United States. 

This report addresses the question of whether young people
in Europe actually drink more responsibly than those in the
United States. Data for this paper come from the 2003 Eu-
ropean School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs
(ESPAD) and the 2003 United States Monitoring the Future
Survey (MTF).
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1The representativeness of the survey in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, and the United Kingdom is somewhat uncertain be-
cause of a relatively large number of non-participating schools or classes, non-enrollment, or skewed gender distribution. However, the results of the
surveys from these countries are deemed to be sufficiently representative of students born in 1987 (Hibell et al., 2004).
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Figure 1. Prevalence of Drinking in the Past 30 Days:
United States and Europe

Sources: 2003 ESPAD Survey and 2003 Monitoring the Future Survey  

European School Survey Project on Alcohol and 
Other Drugs (ESPAD)

The ESPAD survey collected data in 2003 from 15- to 16-
year-old students (M=15.8) in 35 European countries. The
data were obtained using anonymous self-administered in-
school surveys. Sample sizes ranged from 555 (Greenland)
to 5,110 (Germany). The samples were designed to be na-
tionally representative in each case.1 Because not all ques-
tions were asked in all countries, the data reported here are
based on somewhat fewer than 35 countries. A detailed re-
port on the methods and findings from the ESPAD survey is
available (Hibell, Andersson, Bjarnason, Ahlström, Bal-
akireva, Kokkevi, & Morgan, 2004).

Monitoring the Future Survey (MTF)

The MTF survey is conducted annually among 8th, 10th,
and 12th graders in the United States. The samples are de-
signed to be nationally representative of students in those
grade levels. The data reported here are for the 10th grade
sample because it represents the same age group that was

included in the ESPAD surveys. The 10th grade MTF sur-
vey comprises an anonymous self-administered question-
naire given in the school setting. The 2003 MTF survey
included 18,500 10th graders. Detailed descriptions of the
MTF methods and findings may be found on the Internet
(http://monitoringthefuture.org/) or in a series of publica-
tions available from the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(e.g., Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2004).

Comparability

The questionnaire for the ESPAD survey was closely mod-
eled after the MTF survey. Most of the questions from the
two surveys map closely onto one another. One notable dif-
ference is in the heavy episodic or binge drinking question
(i.e., “how many times have you had five or more drinks in
a row?”). Specifically, the ESPAD survey asks this ques-
tion in terms of the last 30 days, whereas the MTF survey
asks about the previous 2 weeks.



creased risk for a number of problems including DUI, fight-
ing, truancy, and involvement in criminal activities such as
theft, burglary, and assault (e.g., Shaffer & Ruback, 2002;
Wechsler, Molnar, Davenport, & Baer, 1999). The preva-
lence of binge drinking from the ESPAD and MTF surveys
is shown in Figure 2. If the early socialization to drinking
that is assumed to be typical of Europe is such that it fosters
responsible drinking, then we would expect to see much
lower rates of binge drinking there than in the United States.
Contrary to these expectations, U.S. adolescents show
lower prevalence rates for drinking five or more drinks in a
row than most European countries in the ESPAD survey. In
many cases, the percentage of young people reporting
drinking five or more drinks in a row is considerably higher
than that for the United States. Only Turkey (15%) has a
substantially lower rate than is seen for the United States
(22%). It should be noted that the rates for the United States
are lower than those for Italy (34%) or Greece (39%), coun-
tries that could be considered typically southern European.
Data for Austria and Spain are missing.

Intoxication

Another measure of problematic drinking is intoxication.
Unlike the measures of binge drinking, the items addressing
intoxication were identical between the ESPAD and MTF
surveys. Thus, direct comparisons can be made with cer-

Results
Prevalence of Drinking in Past 30 Days

Figure 1 shows the percentage of young people in 35 Euro-
pean countries and the United States reporting that they had
at least one drink of any alcoholic beverage during the past
30 days. These 30-day prevalence rates are often used as an
indicator of the number of current or regular drinkers in a
population. In the 2003 MTF survey, 35 percent of 10th
graders reported that they had a drink in the past 30 days. It
is clear from Figure 1 that the United States is a low con-
sumption country by European standards. With the excep-
tion of Turkey (20%), every European country in the
ESPAD survey had higher prevalence rates. In most cases,
the rates of current drinking far exceeded those observed in
the United States. Iceland (37%) and the United States had
essentially equivalent prevalence rates on this measure.

Prevalence of Heavy Drinking (Having Five or More 
Drinks in a Row)

Although the data in Figure 1 show that fewer American
adolescents are current drinkers than is the case for a vast
majority of European countries, what is not clear is if the
patterns of drinking are such that European adolescents are
more at risk for problems. It may be, for example, that more
of them drink, but do so moderately in a family context.
Consuming five or more drinks in a row is one measure of
heavy episodic or “binge” drinking that is frequently used.
This style of drinking is known to be associated with in-
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Sources: 2003 ESPAD Survey and 2003 Monitoring the Future Survey  

Figure 2. Prevalence of Heavy Drinking in the Past 30 Days:
United States and Europe



tainty. As with binge drinking, intoxication is associated
with a wide variety of personal and social problems. To the
extent that the more liberal policies and attitudes toward
drinking in Europe contribute to a more responsible drink-
ing style among adolescents, one would expect to find
lower rates of intoxication among young Europeans.
Figure 3 displays the 30-day prevalence rates for self-
reported intoxication for European and American adoles-
cents. As with binge drinking, adolescents from the United
States show a moderate rate of intoxication (18%) com-
pared with their European peers. The United States is some-
what higher on this measure than some countries (e.g.,
Cyprus, France, Greece, Portugal, Romania, Turkey), sub-
stantially lower than others (e.g., Austria, Denmark, Fin-
land, Greenland, Ireland, Isle of Man, United Kingdom),
and essentially equivalent to still others (e.g., Italy, Malta).
Only for Turkey and Cyprus are the prevalence rates sub-
stantially lower than for the United States. There is no evi-
dence that the stricter laws and policies regarding drinking by
young people in the United States are associated with higher
rates of intoxication. Equally, there is no evidence that the
more liberal policies and drinking socialization practices in
Europe are associated with lower levels of intoxication.

Summary
Recent data from representative surveys provide no evi-
dence that young Europeans drink more responsibly than
their counterparts in the United States.

� A greater percentage of young people from nearly
all European countries in the survey report drink-
ing in the past 30 days.

� For a majority of these European countries, a
greater percentage of young people report having
five or more drinks in a row compared to U.S. 10th
graders. Only for Turkey did a lower percentage of
young people report this behavior.

� A great majority of the European countries in the
survey had higher prevalence rates for self-
reported intoxication than the United States, less
than a quarter had lower rates, and less than a
quarter had rates that were more or less the same
as the United States.
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Figure 3. Prevalence of Intoxication in the Past 30 Days:
United States and Europe

Sources: 2003 ESPAD Survey and 2003 Monitoring the Future Survey  



References
Engs, R. (2001). The drinking age should be lowered. [On-

line]. Available: http://www2.potsdam.edu/alcohol-
info/YouthIssues/1053520190.html

Ford, G. (2002). Why we should lower the legal drinking
age to 19. [Online]. Available: http://www2.potsdam.edu/
alcohol-info/YouthIssues/1046348192.html

Hanson, D. J. (1990). The drinking age should be lowered.
In R. C. Engs (Ed.), Controversies in the Addictions
Field: Volume 1 (pp. 85-95). Baltimore, MD: American
Council on Alcoholism.

Hanson, D. J. (2002). The legal drinking age: Science vs.
ideology. [Online]. Available: http://www2.potsdam.
edu/alcohol-info/YouthIssues/1046348726.html

Hanson, D. J. (2004). Minimum legal drinking age myth.
[Online]. Available: http://www2.potsdam.edu/alcohol-
info/YouthIssues/1107221178.html

Harford, T. C., Wechsler, H., and Muthén, B. O. (2002).
The impact of current residence and high school drink-
ing on alcohol problems among college students. Jour-
nal of Studies on Alcohol, 63, 271-279.

Hibell, B., Andersson, B., Bjarnason, T., Ahlström, S., Bal-
akireva, O., Kokkevi, A., and Morgan, M. (2004). The
ESPAD report 2003: Alcohol and other drug use among
students in 35 European countries. Stockholm: Swedish
Council for Information on Alcohol and Other Drugs.

Hingson, R., Heeren, T., and Levenson, S. (2002). Age of
drinking onset, driving after drinking, and involvement
in alcohol related motor-vehicle crashes. Accident
Analysis and Prevention, 34, 85-92.

Hingson, R., Heeren, T., and Winter, M. (1994). Effects of
lower legal blood alcohol limits for young and adult
drivers. Alcohol, Drugs and Driving, 10, 243-252.

Johnston, L. D., O'Malley, P. M., Bachman, J. G., and Schu-
lenberg, J. E. (2004). Overall teen drug use continues
gradual decline; but use of inhalants rises. Ann
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan News and Infor-
mation Services. [On-line]. Available: http://www.
monitoringthefuture.org

National Youth Rights Association. (2002). Position paper:
Drinking age. [Online]. Available: http://www.
youthrights.org/drinkingage.shtml

O’Malley, P. M., and Wagenaar, A. C. (1991). Effects of
minimum drinking age laws on alcohol use, related be-
haviors and traffic crash involvement among American
youth: 1976-1987. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 52(5),
478-491.

Shaffer, J. N., and Ruback, R. B. (2002). Violent victimiza-
tion as a risk factor for violent offending among juve-
niles. U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention: Juvenile Justice
Bulletin. [Online]. Available: http://ojjdp.ncjrs.org/
Publications

Voas, R. B., Tippetts, A. S., and Fell, J. (1999, September).
United States limits drinking by youth under age 21:
Does this reduce fatal crash involvements? Paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the Association for the
Advancement of Automotive Medicine, Barcelona,
Spain.

Wagenaar, A. C., and Toomey, T. L. (2002). Effects of
minimum drinking age laws: Review and analyses of
the literature from 1960 to 2000. Journal of Studies on
Alcohol, 14, 206-225.

Wechsler, H., Molnar, B. E., Davenport, A. E., and Baer, J.
S. (1999). College alcohol use: A full or empty glass?
Journal of American College Health, 47, 247-253.



The Underage Drinking Enforcement
Training Center

Pacific Institute
FOR RESEARCH AND EVALUATION

In support of the 
OJJDP Enforcing the 
Underage Drinking Laws Program

Prepared by

Other Publications Produced
by the Underage Drinking
Enforcement Training Center
Drinking in America: Myths, Realities, and Prevention Policy 

Environmental Strategies to Prevent Alcohol Problems on
College Campuses 

Guide to Evaluating Prevention Effectiveness

Guide to Responsible Alcohol Sales: Off Premise Clerk,
Licensee, and Manager Training

Guide to Zero Tolerance and Graduated Licensing: Two
Strategies that Work 

Preventing Sales of Alcohol to Minors: What You Should
Know About Merchant Education Programs

Regulatory Strategies for Preventing Youth Access to
Alcohol: Best Practices

Schools and the Community Alcohol, Tobacco and Other
Drug Environment

Strategic Media Advocacy for Enforcement of Underage
Drinking Law

Strategies to Reduce Underage Alcohol Use: Typology and
Brief Overview

Strategies to Reduce Underage Alcohol Use: Typology and
Brief Overview (Spanish)

Published May 2005
This guide was written by Joel Grube, Ph.D., Prevention Research Center, Pacific Institute for Re-
search and Evaluation, in response to a request from the Leadership to Keep Children Alcohol Free.


