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In response to both internal and national findings
and concerns, the first Western Washington Uni-

versity Lifestyles Project Survey of alcohol and drug
usage among Western students was conducted in
1992 as part of the University’s on-going effort (a) to
investigate stu-
dents’ college expe-
rience both in and
out of the classroom;
(b) to enhance those
experiences which
lead to personal and
academic success;
and (c) to reduce
risk factors jeopar-
dizing student suc-
cess. The 1995 and
1998 Lifestyles
Project Surveys
have had the same
goals as their prede-
cessor, with the additional benefit of providing lon-
gitudinal findings. All three surveys were adminis-
tered to random samples of students across all years
in school (freshmen through senior). Demographi-
cally, the 1998 survey cohort of 638 respondents mir-
rored the overall population of 1998 Western students
by ethnicity and age, though was overrepresented

by males. (For the survey males made up 51.2% and
females 48.9%, while the fall, 1997, student body was
44.0% males and 56.0% females). This discrepancy
did not bother researchers, as past surveys have in-
dicated that males drink more than females and any

positive trends in-
dicated by the find-
ings would be that
much more impres-
sive with a nearly
equal gender bal-
ance.

As presented in Fig-
ure 1, the two most
important findings
from the 1998
Lifestyles Survey
were that (a) the
percentage de-
crease in students

who thought other students drank once a week or
more was 44%, indicating that students’ awareness
increased (since the 1998 figure is closer to the actual
percent of students who reported drinking once a
week or more); and (b) the percentage decrease in
students reporting binge drinking (5 drinks or more)
on typical occasions was 20%, indicating simply that
students drank less.

Figure 1: Two Outcome Measures: 1) Increased Perceptual 
Accuracy; and 2) Reduced High-Risk Drinking
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REASONS FOR DRINKING

From a list of ten items, respondents were asked to indicate which were a major, minor, or not a reason why
they chose to drink. The top three items listed as “major reasons” for drinking were: to get drunk or high
(29.4%), to relax (25.8%), and to feel at ease socially (19.5%). Yet a considerable number of students also
indicated that getting drunk or high was not a reason they drank (42.1%), while many students listed to relax
(47.5%) or to feel at ease (45.4%) as a “minor reason” they drank. In other words, while drinking to get drunk
might have been a specific reason for some students to drink, most students drank to relax or feel at ease
socially.

ALCOHOL USE: FREQUENCY OF CONSUMPTION

Overall, students reported drinking somewhat more often than they did in previous survey years (though as
will be shown, drank in less quantity). Slightly fewer drank once a month; slightly more drank 3-4 times a
week. Other frequency indicators remained, for practical purposes, unchanged.

Males reported drinking with more frequency than females, whose drinking patterns remained amazingly
consistent with previous survey administration findings. First- and second-year students reported drinking
with more frequency than third- and fourth-year students. Under-aged students reported drinking with more
frequency than in previous survey years. Respondents who played club sports reported drinking with more
frequency than respondents who volunteered or participated in intercollegiate athletics.

Additionally, some might find it interesting that not all substance-free hall residents were teetotalers. Nearly a
quarter of those living in substance-free halls reported they drank 2-3 times a month, though less than eight
percent reported drinking with any more frequency than that. Though it might surprise some that substance-
free hall residents drink occasionally, it should be noted that students also choose to live in substance-free
halls to cut down on noise and distraction.

ALCOHOL USE: QUANTITIES OF ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION DEFINED

Besides frequency, the Lifestyles Survey utilizes four measures of alcohol consumption: typical drinking, peak
drinking, binge drinking, and drinking to the point of alcohol poisoning. A typical quantity of alcohol is
defined as the amount a student would drink on any given Friday or Saturday night. This measure has been
used in a number of research studies and is considered a valid indication of the amount of alcohol students
generally drink. A peak quantity of alcohol, on the other hand, is defined as the “most” a student has con-
sumed in the past month. This measure yields an indication of the high-range amounts of alcohol students
consume.

Another measure of consumption frequently cited in the literature is binge drinking, operationally defined as
the consumption of five or more drinks in one sitting. Binge drinking is of particular concern to colleges and
universities because it is frequently associated with residence hall damage, sexual assault, poor academic
performance, and missed classes. Although drinking to the point of life-threatening alcohol poisoning differs
among individuals based on height, weight, speed of consumption, drinking history, gender, etc., for the
purpose of this study the threshold for alcohol poisoning will be considered drinking 7-8 drinks at one
sitting. Taking into account all the individual variables, drinking 7-8 drinks at one sitting generally will
produce an average blood alcohol level of 0.15%-0.20%. Blood alcohol levels in that range begin to put the
individual at risk for alcohol poisoning.

FOR THE REMAINING ANALYSES OF TYPICAL AND PEAK QUANTITY DRINKING, ONLY DRINKERS WERE INCLUDED.
IN OTHER WORDS, THOSE RESPONDENTS REPORTING THEY DID NOT DRINK WERE REMOVED FROM THE

ANALYSIS. THIS WAS DONE SO THAT THE TRENDS OF DRINKERS COULD BE ASSESSED, SINCE DRINKERS ARE THE

POPULATION THAT PUT THEMSELVES AT POTENTIAL RISK OF ALCOHOL-RELATED PROBLEMS.
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ALCOHOL USE: TYPICAL AND PEAK QUANTITIES

For those respondents who drank, patterns for typical alcohol consumption changed markedly between 1998
and previous survey years. The percentage of students reporting they typically had 1-2 drinks increased from
33.8% in 1995 to 49.2% in 1998. Conversely, the percentage reporting they typically had 3-4 drinks decreased
from 32.1% to 23.5%, and 5 drinks or more from 34.1% to 27.3%. Unfortunately, this good news is tempered
by the fact that the percentage of students reporting they drank to the point of alcohol poisoning decreased
only marginally, from 14.6% in 1995 to 14.2% in 1998, though it has remained down from the 1992 figure of
16.3%. (See Table 1.)

For those respondents who drank, patterns for peak alcohol consumption changed only slightly overall. For
instance, the percentage of students reporting they had 3-4 drinks on peak occasions increased from 19.6% in
1992 to 20.5% in 1995 to 23.0% in 1998, while the percentage of students reporting they had 5 or more drinks
on peak occasions decreased from 57.2% in 1992 to 55.8% in 1995 to 52.2% in 1998. Both categories have seen
slow but steady positive change. As with drinking on typical occasions, students appear to be having fewer
drinks on peak occasions. Unfortunately, the percentage of students reporting they had seven or more drinks
on peak occasions remained virtually unchanged: 35.1% in 1995 compared to 35.3% in 1998. (See Table 2.)

TYPICAL AND PEAK BY GENDER AND AGE CATEGORY

When Lifestyle Survey findings are categorized by both gender and age category, the issue of which subgroup
drinks the most amount of alcohol is made painfully clear: under-aged males. On typical occasions, 40.6% of
under-aged males reported having 7 drinks or more, compared to 12.9% of legal-aged males, 11.8% of under-
aged females, and only 3.5% of legal-aged females. On peak occasions, a staggering 64.4% of under-aged
males reported having 7 drinks or more, compared to 40.3% of legal-aged males, 33.3% of under-aged fe-
males, and only 14.5% of legal-aged females. (See Table 3.)

Table 3: Typical and Peak Alcohol Consumption
by Gender and Age Categories

Typical
Underaged 

Males
Legal-aged 

Males
Underaged 
Females

Legal-aged 
Females Peak

Underaged 
Males

Legal-aged 
Males

Underaged 
Females

Legal-aged 
Females

1-2 drinks 34.4 48.5 34.3 71.9 1-2 drinks 18.6 19.5 20.2 40.0
3-4 drinks 12.5 22.1 39.2 17.5 3-4 drinks 11.9 23.3 23.2 28.2
5-6 drinks 12.5 16.6 14.7 7.0 5-6 drinks 5.1 17.0 23.2 17.3
7+ drinks* 40.6 12.9 11.8 3.5 7+ drinks* 64.4 40.3 33.3 14.5
*Potential alcohol poisoning

Table 1: Typical Alcohol
Consumption (drinkers only)

Item ‘92 ‘95 ‘98
1-2 drinks 38.2 33.8 49.2
3-4 drinks 28.0 32.1 23.5
5+ drinks 33.8 34.1 27.3

7+ drinks* 16.3 14.6 14.2
*Potential alcohol poisoning

Overall

Table 2: Peak Alcohol
Consumption (drinkers only)

Item ‘92 ‘95 ‘98
1-2 drinks 21.9 23.7 24.7
3-4 drinks 19.6 20.5 23.0
5+ drinks 57.2 55.8 52.2

7+ drinks* 40.6 35.1 35.3
*Potential alcohol poisoning

Overall
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NEGATIVE EFFECTS DUE TO ALCOHOL USE

In order to quantify the occurrence of negative effects due to alcohol use, the Lifestyles Project Survey utilized
the Rutgers Alcohol Problem Inventory (RAPI). The RAPI contains a number of items measuring the negative
effects of alcohol use, ranging from hangovers, missed work or school, arguments with family or friends,
driving under the influence, etc. Survey respondents were asked to indicate how often, if at all, they had
experienced each incident in the last six months .

NEGATIVE EFFECTS: OCCURRENCE

From the seventeen prompts utilized from the RAPI on the Lifestyles Survey, the most common negative
occurrence among 1998 respondents was “caused shame or embarrassment to self or someone else,” followed
by “neglected responsibilities,” and “not able to do homework or study for a test.” It is important to note that
two of the top three most likely negative occurrences due to alcohol use appear to contribute directly to a
student’s academics.

Additionally, a few RAPI items can be tracked longitudinally (across all three Lifestyle Survey years). For
those items, an interesting trend emerges. In all cases the percentages increased. More students in 1998 than in
previous survey years indicated alcohol has influenced them to: neglect their responsibilities, not complete
homework or study for a test, miss a day of school or work, and drive shortly after having four or more
drinks. (See Table 4.)

NEGATIVE EFFECTS: SEVERITY

Each RAPI item asked survey respondents to indicate how often each negative effect occurred in the past six
months: never, 1-2 times, 3-5 times, 6-10 times, and over 10 times. This scale was then assigned a single digit
numerical value: never = 0; 1-2 times =1; 3-5times = 2; 6-10 times = 3; and over 10 times = 4. Scores for each
respondent were then tallied and an average was calculated, a synthesized figure used for comparison
purposes. If, for instance, the RAPI Mean were to rise or drop dramatically over a given period of time, one
could assume that survey respondents were experiencing an increasing or decreasing amount of negative
effects due to alcohol use.

The overall RAPI Mean for 1998 Lifestyles survey respondents was 4.1, down slightly from the 1995 finding
of 4.5, and from the 1992 finding of 4.3. For females in 1998 the RAPI Mean was 3.2, down from 3.9 in 1995
and 3.7 in 1992. For males the RAPI Mean was 5.0, down from the 1995 finding of 5.4, and equal to the 1992
finding, also 5.0. That the RAPI Mean decreased from 1995 is encouraging, especially considering that a RAPI
Mean of 5.0 or higher is often indicative of more troublesome alcohol problems, as it meets criteria for alcohol
abuse as outlined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders IIIR, American Psychiatric
Association, 1987. The 5.0 RAPI Mean for males adds a note of concern, but does at least demonstrate survey
consistency, as other survey findings indicated that males were heavier drinkers than females. (See Figure 2.)

Table 4: RAPI Measure of Negative Effects, Longitudinal Findings

Item 1992 1995 1998
Neglected your responsibilities 20.1 20.0 25.6
Not able to do your homework or study for a test 13.2 13.6 17.4
Missed a day (or part of a day) of school or work 14.5 13.4 15.3
Drove shortly after having 4 or more drinks 12.6 8.9 12.1
Tried to cut down or quit drinking 14.1 9.9 12.1

1-2 Occurrences

Yet do the findings mean that Western students are having more alcohol-related problems than in previous
years? Though that may be one possible interpretation, but it may also be that students are more aware of the
influence of alcohol on their lives than they were in previous years. The two trends highlighted in Figure 1
(presented on the front page) support this interpretation: A. students reported consuming less alcohol; and B.
students reported increased  awareness of alcohol-related issues.
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NEGATIVE EFFECTS: PERCEIVED RISKS VERSES ACTUAL OCCURRENCES

In an attempt to understand students’ perceptions of alcohol-related problems with actual occurrences of
alcohol-related problems, two sets of findings were utilized. One set was based on the Assessment of Per-
ceived Risks of Alcohol (APRA), which measures the personal perception of the likelihood of risks related to
alcohol use while in college. The other set was based on the Rutgers Alcohol Problem Inventory (RAPI),
which measures the number and severity of alcohol-related problem behaviors. Questions from these inde-
pendently-developed instruments were included on the Lifestyles Survey. Because they are separately
developed and administered instruments, only a few prompts matched up well enough to report in a com-
parative fashion, but those that did provided important insight, as well as raised some interesting questions.

In 1992, very few students felt they would have a problem with alcohol, while in fact many more actually had
problems. In 1998, more students anticipated they would have drinking problems or would miss class due to
drinking (or hangovers) than actually reported the problems, which would suggest a heightened awareness
of the negative effects of alcohol, at least in these two areas. On the other hand, students continue to exhibit a
blind spot regarding the effects of alcohol on their academics. In 1998, the percentage indicating they felt they
would have a problem “completing assignments due to drinking” was 9.2%, while the percentage of students
actually reporting they were “not able to do homework or study for tests due to drinking” was 20.2%. (See
Table 5.)

Figure 2: RAPI Measure of Negative Effects of Alcohol
Use (mean scores compared)
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Table 5: Perceived Risks vs. Actual Occurrences of Negative Alcohol Effects
RAPI and APRA Measures Compared (1992/1995/1998)

APRA: % indicating any 
likelihood of experiencing this 
effect in the next four years

RAPI: % indicating even 
one occurrence of effect 
during the past six months 1992 1995 1998 1992 1995 1998

Develop a drinking problem
Felt you had a drinking 
problem 3.1 3.7 11.0 10.6 8.4 9.2

Miss class due to hangover
Missed school or work 
because of drinking 12.0 17.7 24.2 19.6 18.1 20.4

Unable to complete 
assignments due to drinking

Not able to do homework or 
study for test due to 
drinking 4.3 3.1 9.2 16.7 18.1 20.2

APRA RAPI
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DRUG USE

According to 1998 survey findings, use of cocaine (or crack), and heroin among Western students was practi-
cally nonexistent, with less than 2% indicating they had ever used cocaine (or crack), and less than 1% indicat-
ing they had ever used heroin. Use of LSD was also minimal, with less than 7% indicating they had ever used
LSD. The percent of Western students indicating they had ever used marijuana decreased from 31.3% in 1995
to 28.7% in 1998, though it was still higher than the 25.4% in 1992.

PERCEPTIONS

Of particular importance to the alcohol and drug abuse prevention programs at Western are students’ percep-
tions of the alcohol and drug use of other students. Strategies utilized by such programs as WE CAN 2000 are
based on the concept of the “imaginary peer,” that mythical group often referred to as “everybody,” as in
“everybody smokes pot,” or “everybody drinks.” The problem with the imaginary peer is that he/she often
drinks more alcohol and smokes more marijuana than students actually report drinking and smoking. By
pointing out that the facts don’t support the perceptions, education programs sponsored through the Preven-
tion and Wellness Center attempt to debunk the drinking standards set by these imaginary peers. Students,
for instance, usually only have 1 or 2 drinks on a typical weekend, not 3 or 4. Such facts can help students
make better decisions regarding their own drinking patterns, basing them on facts, not myths.

Findings from the Lifestyles Survey indicated that positive strides have been made at Western in reducing the
amount of alcohol students consume, and that to some extent, students’ awareness has been increased.
However, evidence also exists that the power of the imaginary peer is still strong. Students still have a ten-
dency to overestimate, sometimes grossly, how often and how much other students drink or use marijuana.

STUDENTS ESTIMATE THE DRINKING FREQUENCY OF OTHER STUDENTS

Lifestyle Survey respondents were asked: “How often do you think students typically consume alcohol?”
Most respondents thought other students drank 1-2 times a week, followed by 2-3 times a month, and once a
month. No respondents thought that other students never drank. When compared to how often respondents
actually reported drinking, students’ estimations of how often other students drink weren’t close, but rather
grossly overestimated. (See Table 5.)

STUDENTS ESTIMATE THE FREQUENCY OF MARIJUANA USE OF OTHER STUDENTS

Lifestyle Survey respondents were asked: “How often do you think students typically use marijuana?” Most
respondents thought other students used marijuana once a month or less, followed by 2-3 times a month, and
more often than 2-3 times a month. Few respondents thought that other students never used marijuana.
Similar to drinking estimations, compared to how often respondents actually reported using marijuana,
students’ estimations of how often other students use marijuana weren’t close, but rather grossly overesti-
mated. Especially underestimated was the percent of students who do not use marijuana. (See Table 6.)

Table 6: How Often Students Actually Reported Drinking or 
Using Marijuana Contrasted to How Often Respondents
Thought Other Students Drank or Used Marijuana

Actually reported Estimated by peers Actually reported Estimated by peers
not at all 22.3 never 0.0 not at all 71.3 not used 2.6
once a month 12.5 once a month 7.9 once a mo. or < 18.0 once a mo. or < 55.0
2-3 times a mo. 29.4 2-3 times a mo. 41.9 2-3 times a mo. 3.8 2-3 times a mo. 26.9
1-2 times a wk. 24.7 1-2 times a wk. 47.3 more often 6.9 1-2 times a week 14.0
more often 11.0 everyday 2.3 - - everyday 1.5

Drinking Using Marijuana
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STUDENTS ESTIMATE THE AMOUNT OF ALCOHOL USED BY OTHER STUDENTS: NO USE

The actual percentage of Western students reporting they did not drink at all was 22.3%. Using this figure as
the standard, three groupings were established: 1) those survey respondents who estimated below 20%, thus
underestimating the actual figure; 2) those respondents who estimated between 20-25%, thus accurately
estimating the actual figure; and 3) those respondents who estimated above 25%, thus overestimating the
actual figure. Overall, most survey respondents underestimated the percentage of other students who con-
sumed no alcohol. Only just over a quarter of respondents accurately estimated the percentage. (See Figure 3.)

STUDENTS ESTIMATE THE AMOUNT OF ALCOHOL USED BY OTHER STUDENTS: 5 DRINKS OR MORE

The actual percentage of Western students reporting they consumed 5 or more drinks on a weekend night
(typical drinking pattern) was 27.3%. Using this figure as the standard, three groupings were established: 1)
those survey respondents who estimated below 25%, thus underestimating the actual figure; 2) those respon-
dents who estimated between 25-30%, thus accurately estimating the actual figure; and 3) those respondents
who estimated above 30%, thus overestimating the actual figure. Overall, again, most survey respondents
overestimated the percentage of other students who consumed 5 or more drinks on typical occasions. Very
few respondents estimated accurately the percentage (14.5%). (See Figure 3.)

STUDENTS’ PERSONAL ATTITUDES TOWARDS ALCOHOL AND MARIJUANA COMPARED TO THE

ATTITUDESTHEY PERCEIVE OTHER STUDENTS HAVE TOWARDS ALCOHOL AND MARIJUANA

Lifestyle Survey respondents were presented a 5-point scale representing various attitudes one might have
towards alcohol and asked which of the statements best represented their personal attitude. A majority of
respondents (55.3%) indicated that “occasionally getting drunk is okay as long as it doesn’t interfere with
academics or other responsibilities.” Many respondents (30.7%) indicated that “drinking is all right, but not
getting drunk.”

In contrast, nearly three-quarters of respondents (72.3%) thought other students thought that “occasionally
getting drunk is okay as long as it doesn’t interfere with academics or other responsibilities.” Few respon-
dents (4.8%) thought that other students thought “drinking is all right, but not getting drunk.” In other
words, students were likely to report relatively moderate personal attitudes regarding alcohol use, while
assuming indulgent attitudes on the part of other students. This pattern or perception was equally true for
attitudes toward marijuana use. Students were likely to report moderate personal attitudes while assuming
indulgent attitudes on the part of other students. (See Table 7.)

Figure 3: Accuracy of Students Estimating How Much 
Other Western Students Drink
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LIFESTYLES SURVEY, 1998

ABOUT WESTERN’S ALCOHOL AND DRUG ABUSE PROGRAMS

One of the most important aspects of the Lifestyles Survey is also one easy to overlook: that the survey is
being done at all. Most higher education alcohol prevention programs are reactive and event-based, re-

sponding to vandalism, drunken resident hall fracases, etc., as they happen, often mistaking the messages that
such events send. In contrast, Western’s alcohol prevention program is proactive and widely focused. It is data-
based and data-driven. From surveys and studies, administrators and prevention specialists form profiles of
drinkers and drinking patterns based on the slow, incremental assessment of large populations over time. These
profiles are used to “market” accurate campus drinking patterns, patterns that demonstrate the typical student at
Western does not abuse alcohol. Though an unusual approach, it is also the heart of Western’s alcohol and drug
abuse program, one that has already begun to produce results as well as receive national recognition. In 1995, the
Primary Prevention and Wellness Center was chosen by the Harvard School of Public Health (based on a nomina-
tion by the U.S. Department of Education) as one of the five best higher education alcohol abuse programs in the
nation.

There are reasons why the program has received positive attention. For instance: whereas the reactive approach to
student alcohol abuse often misconstrues the situation as better or worse than it is—because counselors see only
what they see—the proactive approach is based on real facts gathered through proven survey research method-
ologies. In the reactive system, students in trouble through alcohol may claim that “everybody is drinking.”
Prevention specialists at Western, however, can counter this allusion to the imaginary peer. Because Western’s
program is based on hard data, a prevention specialist at Western can indicate with great confidence that most
students at Western, if they drink at all, drink only in moderation.

Table 7: Personal Attitudes ("Which statement best represents YOUR attitude?")
vs. Perceived Attitudes ("Which statement best represents
the most common attitude among WESTERN STUDENTS IN GENERAL?")

Alcohol
Personal 
att i tude

Others' 
att i tude

1. Drinking is never a good thing to do 8.1 0.2
2. Drinking is all right but a person should not get drunk 30.7 4.8
3. Occasionally getting drunk is okay as long as it doesn't interfere with academics, etc. 55.3 72.3
4.Occasionally getting drunk is okay even if does interfere with academics or responsibilities 2.2 12.3
5. Frequently getting drunk is okay if that's what the individual wants to do 3.6 10.4

Marijuana
1. It is never a good thing to use marijuana 47.0 2.6
2.Trying it out one or two times is okay as long as it doesn't interfere with academics, etc. 18.8 26.8
3. Occasional use is okay as long as it doesn't interfere with academics or other responsibilities 26.3 56.3
4. Occasional use is okay even if it does interfere with academics or responsibilities 0.3 6.6
5. Frequent use is okay if that's what the individual wants to do 7.6 7.8
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