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● The rates of past month, binge, 
and heavy alcohol use among 
full-time college students aged 
18 to 20 remained steady from 
2002 to 2005

● Based on 2002 to 2005 
combined data, 57.8 percent of 
full-time college students aged 
18 to 20 used alcohol in the past 
month, 40.1 percent engaged 
in binge alcohol use, and 16.6 
percent engaged in heavy 
alcohol use 

● Based on 2002 to 2005 
combined data, male full-time 
students in this age group were 
more likely to have used alcohol 
in the past month, engaged in 
binge alcohol use, and engaged 
in heavy alcohol use than their 
female counterparts

During the past decade, increased 
attention has been directed 
toward underage alcohol use and 

binge drinking among college students 
and the negative consequences related to 
these behaviors.1-5 Binge drinking refers 
to the “consumption of a suffi ciently large 
amount of alcohol to place the drinker 
at increased risk of experiencing alcohol-
related problems and to place others at 
increased risk of experiencing secondhand 
effects” (p. 287).2 

The National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health (NSDUH) asks respondents aged 
12 or older to report their frequency and 
quantity of alcohol use during the month 
before the survey. NSDUH defi nes binge 
alcohol use as drinking fi ve or more drinks 
on the same occasion (i.e., at the same 
time or within a couple of hours of each 
other) on at least 1 day in the past 30 days. 
NSDUH defi nes heavy alcohol use as 
drinking fi ve or more drinks on the same 
occasion on each of 5 or more days in the 
past 30 days. All heavy alcohol users are 
also binge alcohol users.
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Figure 1. Past Month, Binge, and Heavy Alcohol Use 
among Full-Time College Students Aged 18 to 20, by 
Year: 2002-2005

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2005 NSDUHs.
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Demographic Characteristics of Full-
Time College Students Aged 18 to 20

From 2002 to 2005, an average of 5.2 million 
young adults aged 18 to 20 were enrolled full 
time in college each year. This represents 41.3 
percent of young adults in this age range. Full-
time college students included an average of 2.8 
million women aged 18 to 20 (46.0 percent of 
women in this age group) and 2.4 million men 
aged 18 to 20 years (36.9 percent of men in this 
age group) each year. Over half of full-time col-
lege students aged 18 to 20 (58.2 percent) lived in 
the same household with a parent, grandparent, 
or parent-in-law, while 41.8 percent lived inde-
pendently of a parental relative.8

Past Month Alcohol Use 

From 2002 to 2005, the rates of past month 
alcohol use among full-time college students 
aged 18 to 20 remained steady (Figure 1), with 
an annual average of 57.8 percent (3.0 million 

Figure 2. Past Month, Binge, and Heavy Alcohol Use 
among Full-Time College Students Aged 18 to 20, by 
Gender: 2002-2005

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2005 NSDUHs.
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NSDUH also asks young adults aged 18 to 
22 about college attendance. For this analysis, 
respondents were classifi ed as college students 
if they reported that they were in their fi rst 
through fourth year (or higher) at a college or 
university and that they were a full-time student. 
Respondents who were on break from college 
were considered enrolled if they intended to 
return to college or university when the break 
ended.6 

Data from the 2005 survey indicate that 
young adults aged 18 to 22 enrolled full time 
in college were more likely than their peers not 
enrolled full time (i.e., part-time college students 
and persons not currently enrolled in college) to 
use alcohol in the past month, binge drink, and 
drink heavily.7

This report examines trends and patterns in 
the rates of alcohol use among full-time col-
lege students who have not yet reached the legal 
drinking age (i.e., college students aged 18 to 20) 
based on data from the 2002, 2003, 2004, and 
2005 NSDUHs. 



Figure 3. Past Month, Binge, and Heavy Alcohol Use 
among Full-Time College Students Aged 18 to 20, by 
Age: 2002-2005

Source: SAMHSA, 2002-2005 NSDUHs.
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students) using alcohol in the past month. Male 
full-time students in this age group were more 
likely to have used alcohol in the past month 
than their female counterparts (60.4 vs. 55.6 
percent) (Figure 2). Rates of past month alcohol 
use among this group increased with increasing 
age (Figure 3). Among full-time college students 
aged 18 to 20, those living with a parent, grand-
parent, or parent-in-law were less likely to have 
used alcohol in the past month than those who 
were not living with a parental relative (51.2 vs. 
67.0 percent).

Binge Alcohol Use

Rates of past month binge alcohol use among 
full-time college students aged 18 to 20 also 
remained steady from 2002 to 2005 (Figure 1), 
with an annual average of 40.1 percent (2.1 mil-
lion students) engaging in binge alcohol use. In 
this group of young adult students, males were 
more likely to have engaged in binge alcohol use 
than females (46.9 vs. 34.4 percent) (Figure 2). 

Rates of binge alcohol use among this group also 
increased with increasing age (Figure 3). Full-
time college students aged 18 to 20 living with a 
parent, grandparent, or parent-in-law were less 
likely to have engaged in binge alcohol use than 
full-time college students aged 18 to 20 who were 
not living with a parental relative (34.0 vs. 48.5 
percent).

Heavy Alcohol Use

From 2002 to 2005, rates of heavy alcohol use 
among full-time college students aged 18 to 20 
also remained steady (Figure 1), with an an-
nual average of 16.6 percent (866,000 students) 
engaging in heavy drinking. As is true for past 
month and binge alcohol use, rates of heavy al-
cohol use were higher among males than females 
and increased with increasing age (Figures 2 and 
3). Among full-time college students aged 18 to 
20, those living with a parent, grandparent, or 
parent-in-law were less likely to have engaged in 
heavy alcohol use than those who were not living 
with a parental relative (12.3 vs. 22.5 percent).
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Research fi ndings from the SAMHSA 2002-2005 National Surveys on Drug Use and Health (NSDUHs)

Underage Alcohol 
Use among Full-Time 
College Students
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●  The rates of past month, binge, and heavy alco-
hol use among full-time college students aged 
18 to 20 remained steady from 2002 to 2005

● Based on 2002 to 2005 combined data, 57.8 
percent of full-time college students aged 18 to 
20 used alcohol in the past month, 40.1 percent 
engaged in binge alcohol use, and 16.6 percent 
engaged in heavy alcohol use 

● Based on 2002 to 2005 combined data, male full-
time students in this age group were more likely 
to have used alcohol in the past month, engaged 
in binge alcohol use, and engaged in heavy 
alcohol use than their female counterparts 


