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ASTRACT
 Underage drinking is integrated into the college culture and carries 
negative consequences such as underage drinking citations. A more criti-
cal look into this topic is important as the frequency of underage drinking 
remains high and current intervention methods have not been proven to be 
effective (Spoth, Greenburg & Turrisi, 2009). This nonrandom pilot study 
investigated attitudes about underage drinking by surveying 101 male and fe-
male college students living on a Midwestern college campus.  It was hypoth-
esized that males would be less likely than females to change their drinking 
behaviors if they received an underage drinking citation. We found support 
for our hypothesis in that males were approximately 20% less likely to see an 
underage drinking citation as a deterrent for them to continue drinking un-
derage than females.  Implications for practitioners include being attentive to 
the gender differences when designing alcohol prevention programs and not 
assuming that a citation will serve as a deterrent. Future research would ben-
efit from a large, randomized national sample and a mixed methods approach 
to include the qualitative lived experience of the participants.
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 Underage drinking is increasingly common among college students 
across the United States (Brown, Matousek & Radue, 2009). Consuming 
alcohol before the legal age of 21 is considered underage drinking (Windle 
& Zucker, 2010). There are some exceptions for consuming alcohol with 
your family or different locations. There are several negative consequences 
of consuming alcohol underage that have been supported through research. 
Many measures have been taken to prevent underage consumption, includ-
ing law enforcement issuing underage consumption or public intoxication 
citations. This nonrandom pilot study focused on underage drinking citations 
and the impact a citation may have on the underage drinking behaviors of 
college students. There is a need for this research because it is unclear if 
underage drinking laws have successfully caused a decrease in the prevalence 
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of underage drinking (Spoth, Greenburg & Turrisi, 2009). The purpose of this 
study was to examine the attitudes towards underage drinking and receiving 
an underage drinking citation, and to compare the attitudes between males 
and females. We hoped to provide insight and awareness to universities, law 
enforcement, and policy makers for future investigation and research on 
underage drinking citations and effective interventions. 
 The central research question in this study was: “How does receiving 
an underage drinking citation affect the future drinking behaviors related to 
gender in college students?” It was hypothesized that males would be more 
likely than females to not change their drinking behaviors after receiving 
a citation. This hypothesis was based on the Social Exchange Theory and 
societal norms. Males are more likely to go against society standards and 
underage drink before 12th grade (Windle & Zucker, 2010). 
 A review of the literature was conducted to explore how receiving 
an underage drinking citation would affect the future drinking behaviors of 
college students related to gender. The search engine, EBSCOhost, was used 
to find five best-practice articles that were selected to inform the study. All 
five studies reported the negative ramifications that resulted from drinking 
alcohol (Wardell & Read, 2012; Linowski & DiFulvio, 2011; Windle & Zucker, 
2010; Spoth et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2009). 
 Wardell and Read (2012) conducted a three-year longitudinal study 
to determine the reciprocal relationship between positive beliefs about 
alcohol and perceived norms of alcohol use in college, and how that rela-
tionship is associated with actual alcohol use amongst college students. The 
same sample of college students was surveyed upon entering their first year 
of college, again entering their second year, and finally in the fall semester of 
their third year. Results indicated that what an individual thinks is the norm 
can cause them to drink more over time in order to comply with those per-
ceived norms. This study suggested that the majority of students will follow 
perceived norms, and this could be related to the drinking-related choices a 
student makes after they have received a citation. 
 Linowski and Difulvio (2011) provided insight into college students’ 
binge drinking. They discovered that campus and community leaders have 
a significant influence on college student attitudes towards drinking. In their 
research they found that if a coalition is created within that community, the 
chances of changing attitudes towards drinking increases. This coalition was 
made of members throughout the college and local community. A four-step 
tier emerged in terms of what the best solution was to the problem. The 
four steps were campus coalition, environmental strategies, community level 
changes, and student outcomes. Changing attitudes towards binge drinking is 
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a multi-layered campus and community effort.
 Windle and Zucker (2010) researched how underage drinking 
affected individuals during the critical developmental period of adolescence. 
Underage drinkers were responsible for sixteen percent of alcohol sales. The 
likelihood of developing alcoholism is higher when a person binge drinks at 
a young age. Forty years prior to the study it was believed that alcoholism 
was considered only an adult disease that was driven by physiological factors. 
Underage drinking has increased, while at the same time alcohol dependence 
in late adolescence and young adulthood has declined over the years. It was 
also found that the oldest of young adult males were more likely to experi-
ence a dependence on alcohol than their female counterparts. The research-
ers found that early intervention can prevent alcohol dependency as well as 
future drinking behavior.
 Spoth et al. (2009) conducted an inclusive review of literature that 
considered the effectiveness of existing interventions on underage drinking. 
The authors analyzed several methods of preventative intervention to deter-
mine which methods were most effective. Of more than 400 different inter-
ventions, 127 were assessed for effectiveness. It was found that only about 
one-third of the assessed interventions had evidence of positive outcomes. 
Law-related intervention was assessed, particularly the passage of laws that 
raised the minimum drinking age. Although some research has indicated that 
the passage of these laws could reduce the rates of underage drinking, it was 
not clear whether the rates actually declined or if the individuals just started 
drinking in different settings. As a result of this study, raising the minimum 
drinking age was not considered a measure that was promising. This study 
suggested that although these laws are in place, people will not necessary 
follow them. It does not, however, look into the effectiveness of getting a 
citation from breaking these laws, and if adolescents are less likely to drink 
after getting caught. 
 Brown et al. (2009) explored the issue of legal-age students providing 
alcohol to underage college students. Using qualitative methodology, partic-
ipants ages 21 and older, were placed into 16 focus groups that were invited 
to discussions held on this topic. Topics discussed were the reasons, social ex-
pectations, risks, and attitudes about preventative methods for the provision 
of alcohol to underage students. The majority of participants agreed that the 
social rewards for providing alcohol outweighed the potential consequenc-
es. Many also agreed that the most effective methods of intervention would 
involve more strict law enforcement and higher legal penalties. Although this 
study focused on legal-age students, there was significant focus on underage 
students’ drinking behaviors and means of obtaining alcohol. The overall 
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consensus amongst the participants was that drinking is a part of the college 
culture and students were willing to take risks in order to adhere to the social 
expectations of college drinking.  
 After conducting this literature review, we believe that the current 
data supports that drinking in college is part of the “culture” and students 
are expected to conform to these norms. There is also data that determined 
the effectiveness of interventions and what methods are the most promising. 
However, there is limited research done on the specific effectiveness of cita-
tions and fines for underage drinkers that are apprehended by law enforce-
ment. Our objective is to determine if underage college students change their 
drinking behaviors after receiving a citation.

Theoretical Framework
 The theory used to guide this study was the Social Exchange Theory. 
The Exchange Theory can help explain how individuals make personal deci-
sions. This theory suggests that individuals make behavioral decisions based 
on a cost-benefit evaluation (Moore & Asay, 2013).  Benefits are the gratifica-
tions, satisfactions, and pleasures that a person receives from making a certain 
decision. Each benefit, tangible or intangible, can in turn be reinforcement if 
that individual achieves the outcome they are seeking. Reinforcements can 
increase the likelihood of a certain behavior or influence future decision-mak-
ing. Costs are exactly the opposite and involve the possible consequences 
of a behavior or decision. Consequences may prevent a person from making 
that decision again in the future. The overall assumption is that an individual’s 
main goal is to increase their benefits and decrease their costs to pursue their 
self-interest. 
 The Social Exchange Theory can be applied to our research question, 
“How does receiving an underage drinking citation affect the future drinking 
behaviors related to gender in college students?”  This theory assumes that 
the student will compare and contrast the costs and benefits of continuing 
to drink after receiving a drinking citation. Using Social Exchange Theory, 
it could be predicted that findings will show students who have received 
a drinking citation would choose to not drink or there would at least be a 
decrease in their future underage drinking behavior. Given the association 
between masculinity and drinking in this society, males may have more of a 
tendency to determine that there are more benefits than costs when making 
decisions about drinking. 
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Methods & Participants

 This study was conducted at a small public university in northwest-
ern Wisconsin. All of the participants lived in the residence halls on-campus; 
see demographic information, Table 1. 

Research Design
 We used a cross-sectional research design in order to evaluate the 
effect of underage drinking citations on students at one point in time. An 
anonymous online university secure survey instrument, Qualtrics, was used 
for data collection. The rationale for this method is that an online survey 
could be completed in private, due to the potential risks in disclosing infor-
mation about alcohol and convenience. 
 The sampling design used in the study was non-random, purposive, 
and snowball. We did not randomize given that we wanted to preserve every 
participant for our sample size. The snowball sampling involved networking 
through one of the investigators and his connections with University Hous-
ing. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). The 
ethical protection of human subjects was provided through the completion of 
the IRB’s Human Subjects training. 
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Data Collection Instrument
 The survey was designed to compare underage drinking behaviors 
between genders. A brief description of the study, definition of any terms 
not commonly known, risks and benefits, time commitment, confidentiality, 
voluntary participation, our contact information as well as our supervisor’s 
contact information, and instructions for completing the survey were includ-
ed on the instrument. Statements for the survey were created by reviewing 
the best practice literature. 

Procedure
 The Director of University Housing referred us to the Assistant Di-
rector whom we met with to confirm collaboration for data collection in the 
residence halls. We were advised that freshmen would not be included due to 
possible survey fatigue. We did not attempt to randomize our sample because 
we needed every participant. Data collection using the online secure survey 
program, Qualtrics, began October 28th, 2013 and ended on November 7th, 
2013. 

Data Analysis Plan
 The data was cleaned by the Qualtrics software and any incomplete 
surveys were automatically grouped into a separate category and were not 
used in the analysis. All completed surveys were then coded using acro-
nyms for each variable. All demographic questions were given a three-letter 
acronym: Gender of the participants (GEN); Age of the participants (AGE); 
Participation in underage drinking (PAR); Number of underage drinking 
citations received (NUM). Each survey statement was also given a three letter 
acronym: It is acceptable to consume alcohol prior to the age of 21 (ACC); 
Underage drinking is an important part of the college culture (CCD); Drink-
ing underage is necessary to fit in with peers (FIT); People I consider my 
friends drink underage (CFD); People I consider my friends drank underage 
(FDR); It is fairly easy to access alcohol while underage (AAC); Binge drink-
ing (5 or more drinks within a few hours) is common for underage drinkers 
(BDC); It is fair that underage drinking has consequences (CND); Citations 
are a fair penalty for underage drinkers (CPN); Receiving an underage drink-
ing citation would be a deterrent for me to stop consuming alcohol until I 
was 21 years of age (CDT); Drinking has a negative impact in the Residence 
Halls (NRH); Authorities (police, RA’s, Hall Directors, Security Assistants, 
etc.) play an important role in maintaining a safe environment on campus by 
enforcing laws and rules, including underage drinking citations (MSC).
 The data was analyzed by downloading the data from the Qualtrics 
software to the computer program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS). Groups were compared; the data analysis included cross-tabulations, 



122 Journal Student Research

frequencies, mean comparisons, and Independent T-tests. Cronbach’s Alpha 
reliability analysis was also conducted. 

RESULTS
 The research question investigated in this study was: “How does 
receiving an underage drinking citation affect the future drinking behaviors 
in college students related to gender?” 
 We predicted that males would be less likely to change their drinking 
behaviors after receiving an underage drinking citation. We did not find sta-
tistically significant differences between the genders but did find support for 
our hypothesis in the Cross tabulations--males were approximately 40% less 
likely (39% vs. 24% of females) to see an underage drinking citation as a de-
terrent for them to continue drinking underage when taking into account the 
SD/D responses (CDT) on the six point Likert scale. Please see Cross-Tabula-
tions, Table 1 below.

 

Note. (GEN)=Gender; (ACC)= It is acceptable to consume alcohol prior to the age of 21; (CCD)= Underage drinking is an important part of the college culture; (FIT)= 
Drinking underage is necessary to fit in with peers; (CFD)= People I consider my friends drink underage; (FDR)= People I consider my friends drank underage; (AAC)= 
It is fairly easy to access alcohol while underage; (BDC)= Binge drinking is common for underage drinkers; (CND)= It is fair that underage drinking has consequences; 
(CPN)= Citations are a fair penalty for underage drinkers; (CDT)= Receiving an underage drinking citation would be a deterrent for me to stop consuming alcohol until 
I was 21 years of age; (NRH)= Drinking has a negative impact on Residence Halls; (MSC)= Authorities (police, RA’s, Hall Directors, Security Assistants, etc.) play an 

important role in maintaining a safe environment on campus by enforcing laws and rules, including underage drinking citations.
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 A reliability analysis was run to indicate if the 12 variables (ACC, 
CCD, FIT, CFD, FDR, AAC, BDC, CND, CPN, CDT, NRH, & MSC) were 
a reliable index to measure the major concept: The impact of an underage 
drinking citation on underage drinking behaviors. Cronbach’s Alpha is a 
measure of reliability and in this analysis was 0.259. This low value indicated 
that the survey statements were not a reliable measure of the major concept. 
We speculate that since the majority of the students had not received a cita-
tion, they might have felt the survey statements did not apply to them when 
taking the survey. However, we also speculate that some of the participants 
might have thought they were “smarter drinkers” than their peers who have 
been caught underage drinking.
Qualitative comments were received at the end of 18 of our surveys and will 
be further analyzed in the Discussion section. 

DISCUSSION
 Underage drinking has become prevalent in colleges today (Wardell 
& Read, 2012). Since consuming alcohol before the legal age of 21 has been 
proven to have many negative effects on development, many preventative 
measures have been implemented to reduce the prevalence of underage 
drinking. Since the minimum legal drinking age was raised to 21 years, un-
derage drinking citations are issued by law enforcement officers to any person 
that consumes alcohol under the legal age. However, there is not substantial 
evidence that underage drinking citations have actually caused a decline in 
the rates of underage drinking (Spoth et al., 2009). There is very minimal re-
search comparing genders on this topic. We found support for our hypothesis 
that males would be more likely than females to not change their drinking 
behaviors after receiving a citation; cross tabulation results showed approxi-
mately a 40% difference between genders. The Social Exchange Theory also 
illustrated support for our hypothesis. According to this theory, individuals 
make decisions based on a cost-benefit analysis. It is also true that costs and 
benefits can be defined differently by each gender (Chadwick-Jones, 1976). 
Given the association between masculinity and drinking in this society, we 
predicted that males would find more benefits to drinking even after receiving 
a citation.   
 For both genders the majority slightly agreed that drinking is an im-
portant part of the college culture and that they have friends that drink/drank 
underage. This is consistent with the findings from a qualitative study on 
providing alcohol to minors, where all participants explained that drinking 
was a very important part of the college culture (Brown et al., 2009). Inter-
estingly enough, the majority for both groups then disagreed that drinking is 
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necessary to fit in with peers, which is not supportive of that same study that 
found providing alcohol to minors was important to fit in. 
Both males and females mutually agreed that it was easy to access alcohol 
while under the legal age. This is consistent with the qualitative study on 
providing alcohol to minors as mentioned earlier, in that the majority of par-
ticipants (all 21 and over) had provided alcohol to other underage students 
(Brown et al., 2009). In accordance with this same qualitative study, there was 
also agreement between both genders that it is acceptable to drink underage 
and that binge drinking (consuming five or more drinks within a few hours) is 
common for underage drinkers. 
 Although both genders overall agreed that it was fair for there to be 
consequences to underage drinking, there was a difference between genders 
when asked if they thought citations were a fair consequence for under-
age drinking. 63% of females agreed while only 42% of males agreed that 
citations are fair. This difference is reflective of the support found for our 
hypothesis and could suggest that since males do not agree that citations 
are fair, that is why they may be less likely than females to see a citation as a 
deterrent. Another difference between groups was found when asking if they 
believed that underage drinking has a negative impact on the residence halls 
in which they live. More males than females disagreed with this statement. 
There was no support found in the literature for why males may see drinking 
as not having a negative impact on living situations. We believe that applying 
the Social Exchange Theory can address why males might not believe that 
underage drinking has a negative impact. Males might view only the benefits 
in drinking versus the cost. 
 We were also curious as to what attitudes the students have about 
authority figures (police, resident advisors, hall directors, security assistants, 
etc.) on campus and if they have an important role in maintaining a safe envi-
ronment on campus by enforcing laws and rules, including underage drinking 
citations. It was found on our cross tabulation analysis that there was a 19% 
difference: that females agreed more so than males to this statement. This is 
partially consistent with the same study mentioned earlier in that the partic-
ipants suggested that law enforcement posed a threat to underage drinking, 
but it was mentioned that if police were more strict that law enforcement 
may have a bigger impact (Brown et al., 2009). 

Qualitative Comments
 There was one qualitative question at the end of the survey asking if 
there was anything the participants wanted us to know. We were intrigued 
by the 18 comments that were received. Six of the responses all touched on 
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the idea that underage drinking is acceptable and safe as long as it is done 
responsibly.   One representative comment from a participant:

“As a mature female, I drink underage, but I handle myself. There is a 
difference between getting drunk vs getting plastered. I got a citation as a 

freshman and it taught me to be more sneaky. It is not going to change my 
“habits”; I am not an alcoholic, but I enjoy drinking with my friends.”

      
 Some of the qualitative data suggested that peers and lack of other 
“fun” activities have influenced them to begin drinking underage. One partici-
pant stated:

“Before college I did not participate in drinking and I did not agree with 
it either. Since this school does not have a lot going on during the weekends it kind of became 
the only fun option. The first semester I think I drank once and that was because I received a 

lot of pressure from my so-called friends. If this school offered more and had more school spirit 
and a better college atmosphere I would participate in other things. This is somewhat why I 

am transferring. I need a school that offers more than sad parties and drinking.” 

 Overall, most of the qualitative responses included perspectives 
about “drinking smart” and that there are times when citations are not fair. 
Most implied that it all depends on the context of the situation and the expe-
rience of the drinker; however, comments did not focus on legal age. 
Limitations
 A limitation to this study dealt with the time deadline for the survey. 
If the survey could have been open longer, it would have allowed more time 
for participants to respond. Another limitation is that we did not randomize, 
which means we cannot generalize our findings to the larger population of 
college students. However, this was meant to be an exploratory pilot study. 
We also could have increased our sample size if the survey would have been 
sent to all of the residence halls. We could not send the survey to any of the 
freshmen residence halls because our collaborator was concerned that fresh-
men will get survey fatigue. The first year students had taken three surveys in 
the fall. An additional limitation was that we needed to exclude those stu-
dents who self-identified their gender from the analysis because of the small 
sample size of this gender category.
Implications for Practitioners 
 This study has multiple implications. It provides the chance to 
expand the knowledge of professionals working in the college environment 
and target interventions to focus on gender differences. This research may be 
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helpful for professionals who address underage drinking on college campuses 
such as Student Services, University Housing, and Counseling Centers. It 
could inspire professionals to assess the current intervention methods for un-
derage drinking and motivate more research on underage drinking behaviors.  
 The data from this study could also be used by educators and police 
to assess their intervention programs for underage drinking and reassess de-
terrents outside of issuing citations. 
Implications for Future Research
It is recommended that future research include a random, large, national 
sample to be able to generalize the results. Furthermore, future research could 
investigate the impact of family and social environments on attitudes and 
behaviors towards drinking. 
 We were curious if results would be different if the study was done in 
a different area, given that this Midwestern state is known for a high preva-
lence of alcoholism and binge drinking (Brown et al., 2009).  We also suggest 
that there should be research that focuses on the relationship between peer 
pressure and underage drinking. A mixed methods approach of both quan-
titative data supplemented by qualitative interviewing would provide much 
richer lived experience of the participants addressing issues of what actually 
would be real deterrents for underage drinking. 

CONCLUSION
 Conducting this research has contributed to the under-studied area 
relating to the impact of underage drinking citations. It has also been made 
apparent that there is little attention paid to the differences in gender when 
related to underage drinking and how that knowledge can be important when 
assessing preventative measures. The current intervention methods for un-
derage drinking are uncertain in their effectiveness; therefore, the first place 
to start is with the policies in place. The laws currently in place concerning 
underage drinking have not been proven to reduce frequency. This could 
suggest that there is a need for a new path to keeping teens and young adults 
safe and healthy when they are handed their first drink. Emphasis on in-
creasing knowledge and awareness about alcohol and its effect on health and 
development may be a good place to start. It is important for professionals in 
mental health and law enforcement to consider all factors when dealing with 
underage drinking. The current “one-size-fits-all” approach is not benefiting 
anyone involved.
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