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Abstract

Underage drinking has been a behavior of concern in the United States for many years. However, since the passage of the National Minimum Drinking Age Act in 1984, teen alcohol consumption is on the rise.  Teens are participating in illegal alcohol-related activities and media image may be contributing to teen’s decision to drink and get drunk.  This study examines the portrayal of teen drinking in a random sample of 25 American Hollywood films over a range of 23 years. The findings indicate the gender differences in alcohol-related behaviors among females and males in American films, and this may relate to real life teen alcohol consumption.  

Underage drinking is undeniably a reality of American society.  CNN (2002) reported that “underage drinkers consumed as much as $27 billion worth of alcohol in 1998 -- $15 billion on beer alone.”  The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) reported, “In 2006, about 10.8 million persons aged 12 to 20 reported drinking alcohol in the past month” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2007).  Alcohol is a commodity readily available and desired by many teens. Today, the legal age to buy, possess, and consume alcohol in the United States is 21 years old.  In spite of this government regulation, many teens break the law.  According to Flynn (2007: 4), “Prohibition does not work.  Those [under 21] who are choosing to drink are drinking much more recklessly, and it’s gone behind closed doors and underground and off-campus."  Experimentation with alcohol during the teen years is not uncommon, and partying, alcohol consumption, and binge drinking are seen as a part of the typical college experience.  Unfortunately, the costs of underage drinking are substantial in the United States today.  Alcohol is a contributing factor in the top three causes of teen deaths: accidents, homicide, and suicide.  The National Institution of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (2006:1) found that “Each year, approximately 5,000 young people under the age of 21 die as a result of underage drinking; this includes about 1,900 deaths from motor vehicle crashes, 1,600 as a result of homicides, 300 from suicide, as well as hundreds from other injuries such as falls, burns, and drowning.” 

The destructive misuse of alcohol by inexperienced teenagers has drawn the attention of the public, and some see the media as blameworthy.  Media is a significant part of adolescent’s daily life and teens are likely affected by the impact of the media’s influence.  The omnipresent power of entertainment media increasingly glamorizes and sexualizes alcohol and its consumption.   From an early age, adolescents can observe advertising messages showing attractive people enjoying life with alcohol.  

Films that portray the teen characters as participating in underage drinking are socializing today’s youth, especially female youth.   Exposing adolescents to the social norms of party atmospheres and lifestyles revolving around alcohol is a staple of Hollywood films.  A 2002 study by Columbia’s National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse found that “America has an epidemic of underage drinking that germinates in elementary and middle schools” (CNN 2002:2).  The purpose of this paper is to examine the depiction of underage alcohol consumption in Hollywood films since the passage of the National Minimum Drinking Age Act in 1984.  The data gathered from this analysis examines media images, particularly regarding female teenage drinking, occurring in films over a period of 23 years. 
PREVIOUS LITERATURE
MacKay’s (1967:46) stated, “Considerable attention has been given to the subject of youthful drinking behavior by mass media, law enforcement agencies, educators, temperance workers, parents, and a host of others.  Young people in American society are obviously aware that there are various opinions as to whether or not to drink.” A variety of factors influence a teenager’s decision to engage in underage drinking including: family behavior, peer pressure, mass media, religious considerations, teachers and coaches, and other non-family related pressures.  
Drinking behavior among teenagers

Bank et al. (1985) summarizes different theories examining why teens are motivated to begin drinking alcohol at an early age.  Bank et al. (1985:165) says, “American studies concerned with the impact of modeling behavior have generally found peers to be more influential, but studies concerned with normative influence have often found that parents had greater influence.”   Bank et al. claims that adolescents are influenced for instrumental reasons, while others have argued that drinking is mainly a product of internalization.  Instrumental influence suggests that “adolescents will drink or refuse to drink when they believe that drinking behavior is sanctioned by parents or peers” (Bank 1985:165).  Internalization suggests that parents affect their children’s drinking habits more powerfully when the adolescent incorporates pressures from those others in the form of expectations for his own behavior. Parental and peer pressures are internalized as one’s own norms for conduct. 
Gender Differences


Robbins and Martin (1993) note that in American society men are assumed to have more alcohol problems than women because men drink more. However, when women drink at the same rate as men, women are more vulnerable to a loss of control and women are more likely to experience adverse interpersonal and psychological consequences.  Robbins and Martin (1993) argue that the foundation for exiting beliefs about alcohol’s harmful consequences on woman is based on: 1) biological differences, 2) societal norms against female intoxication, and 3) the integration/ambivalence hypothesis that women who ignore the social proscriptions against female intoxication are especially vulnerable to a loss of control over their drinking.  Robbins and Martin (1993) find insignificant empirical evidence that women experience more adverse behavioral or interpersonal consequences from their alcohol use.  Furthermore, Robbins and Martin (1993) state there is no evidence that women who drink excessively are more likely to be criticized and rejected than men.  


 Robbins and Martin (1993) expect less significant sex differences in drinking behavior among youth since adolescent girls, while socialized regarding sex roles and drinking, have yet to actually adopt the mature roles and responsibilities of an adult.  “Compared to adult women, girls’ drinking may be motivated by adolescent peer pressure in contexts in which they feel less control over the circumstances of drinking” (Robbins and Martin 1993:316).  They state, “This may be especially true since advertising images directed at youth and young adults emphasize the glamour and sexual allure associated with alcoholic beverages” (Robbins and Martin 1993:306).  Robbins and Martin (1993) notes that previous research has found that alcohol consumption causes greater psychological distress and depression for girls compared to boys.  


A 2001 news report by the Associated Press states that teenage girls tend to be pressured into drinking by their peers more than teenage boys.  The study sample included 4,200 teens in junior-high schools and was based on confidential surveys measuring teen’s drinking and smoking.  The main indicator of whether teens start drinking was whether they have friends who drink. The study concludes that girls are influenced by their friends more easily than boys due to their tremendous emotional and hormonal change.
Alcohol in the Media 

Bucholz and Robins (1989:175) explain that the literature on alcohol and the media can be separated into two subdivisions: 1) the portrayal of alcohol use in television dramas and the cinema, and 2) investigations of the effects of alcohol advertising on consumption.  In alcohol advertisements, Bucholz and Robins (1989:175) discover that “Human models are infrequently depicted, and when they are, they are usually male.  A higher concentration of alcohol advertisements are found in magazines aimed at the well-educated, men, and blacks than in those directed at women, young adults, or teens.” 


Bucholz and Robins (1989:175) discuss a study that was conducted by the Alcohol Research Group at Berkeley on the portrayal of alcohol in American films as a means of identifying drinking norms and changes in attitudes towards drinking.  “Films of the 1930’s and 1940’s (i.e. post-Prohibition) were considerably ‘wetter’ than earlier ones, reflecting the positive post-Prohibition-era attitude toward alcohol, as well as a less moralistic general climate” (Bucholz and Robins 1989:1976).  Contrasting portrayal of alcoholism and alcohol problems in two cinematic eras, 1921-1939 vs. 1961-1979, Herd (1986) found a more negative image of alcoholism in the more recent films including attention given to female alcoholics, sexual dysfunction, and other negative consequences of alcohol use (as noted in Bucholz and Robins 1989). 
After examining previous literature, this study sets out to answer questions such as, “How do American films since the passage of the National Minimum Drinking Age Act (1984) depict the use of alcohol by underage females?” “Is there a significant difference in the depiction of peer pressure among teenage males and teenage females?” “Has the amount of time spent displaying illegal teen alcohol consumption increased or decreased from year to year?”  Through an analysis of teen alcohol in films, my study adds depth to previous literature on alcohol consumption by teenagers. The purpose is to examine how the media portrays the clientele, consumption, and consequences of alcohol consumption among teens.

STRUCTURAL STRAIN THEORY

According to Robert Merton (1938:228), “no society lacks norms governing conduct.”  Deviance is the violation of everyday social norms.  Deviance refers to the norm violations that exceed the tolerance level of the community and result in negative sanctions.  Social norms are frequently broken in society even when formal and informal controls are in place to prevent or minimize deviance.  For example, underage alcohol consumption is considered deviant behavior by the larger American society.  Merton’s Structural Strain Theory identifies reasons why individuals or groups engage in deviance, and this theory can be applied to underage drinking.    

For sociologists the concept of “anomie” is related to deviance.  Anomie is understood as a situation in which the norms of society are weak, absent, or unclear or no longer applicable to the current conditions.  Anomie, as referred to by Durkheim (1902), is the failure of society to constrain excessive human wants.   Durkheim provided the framework upon which Merton bases his theory of anomie. 

Merton redefines the term anomie with regard to industrialized countries, specifically the United States.   Merton’s definition of anomie refers to a condition in which there is an evident inconsistency between the culture's norms about what constitutes success (socially defined goals) and the culture's norms about the proper ways to achieve those goals (means). Anomie results when societal goals and institutionalized means are emphasized at unequal or disproportionate levels.  
Merton (1938) developed an analytical typology of the five types of adaptations to explain what happens when there is an imbalance between goals and means: 1) conformity, 2) innovation, 3) ritualism, 4) retreatism, and 5) rebellion.  Conformity is the most common and widely diffused mode of adaptation.  According to Merton (1938:232), conformity is the acceptance of both cultural goals and institutional means.  This is a non-deviant adaptation where people engage in legitimate means to reach socially prescribed goals.  For example, in order for the conformist to gain rapport in the “popular” crowd in high-school, the socially legitimate means must be accepted, which may include participating in underage drinking in the party setting.

Innovation, the second form of adaptation, refers to the acceptance of cultural goals but the rejection of institutionalized means.   For example, the innovator accepts the goals of society to be a part of the “popular” crowd; however, she steals alcoholic beverages from the store in order to drink at a party.   Innovation receives the most attention from Merton likely because this mode of adaptation is most connected to crime and delinquency.  Merton believes that innovation is particularly found among the lower class because in this social location, access to legitimate means is limited and thus the strain toward anomie is most severe.

The third mode of adaptation, ritualism, is when the means to achieve cultural goals are obeyed even though the goals are out of an individual’s reach.   For example, the ritualist goes through the motions of participating in underage drinking, yet she is not committed to attaining “popular” status.  Retreatism, the forth mode of adaptation, is the rejection of both cultural goals and institutional means.  Retreatism, for example, involves rejecting both the dominant group’s norm of alcohol consumption as well as the attraction of constructing a popular image in the first place.   Lastly, rebellion as a form of adaptation is the rejection of current goals and means and the active attempt to substitute new goals and the means in society.  For example, a rebel might replace the goal of popularity and the use of alcohol as a means to become popular with a goal of social activism and the means as becoming the head of the local Students Against Drunk Driving (SADD) organization.
Merton emphasizes normative structures and views deviant behavior as a “normal” response to various social strains. Thus, Merton assumes the rates of deviant behavior will vary according to social class, ethnic and racial statuses, age, and other social factors.  For example, viewing alcohol consumption as a deviant behavior depends upon whether the consumer is of a socially defined “adult” age.  
According to Merton, if norms are unclear, absent, or constantly changing, people are more likely to break the norms and commit deviant acts.  The deviant behavior of teens, as Merton explains, is not best understood as willful intent or personal experiences. Instead, deviant behavior is a response to breakdowns between certain universal expectations and the availability of approved methods to achieve those goals/achievements.  Structural Strain theory examines what norms may be absent or unclear, which may cause an increase of alcohol consumption by adolescent females.  For this study, the role of films in depicting alcohol consumption by teens may be contributing to unclear social norms.  Teens are caught between laws prohibiting underage drinking and a popular culture that associated alcohol consumption with beautiful, successful adults. 

METHODOLOGY

For this study, a content analysis of a population of 25 well-known American Hollywood teenage films was conducted.  The films included were released between 1984, the year of the passage of the National Minimum Drinking Age Act, and 2007. 

The sample was selected from a list of films found on the Internet using Amazon.com and IMDb (the Internet Movie Database) using the following key words: “teen- movie,” “teen/party,” “underage-drinking,” and “teenage girl/teen.” A total of 275 titles were identified.   From this initial population of films, several types of films were excluded from the sample: television series and documentaries, non-American films, films not rated PG (Parental Guidance Suggested) or PG-13 (Parents Strongly Cautioned: Material May Be Inappropriate For Children Under 13), and movies released before 1984. This left a population of 50 movies.   From this population, a random sample was used to select 25 films to analyze for the study that included:  Sixteen Candles (1984), The Sure Thing (1985), Pretty in Pink (1986), Dirty Dancing (1987), License to Drive (1988), Dream a little Dream (1989), Now and Then (1995), Clueless (1995), Can’t Hardly Wait (1998), Never Been Kissed (1999), 10 Things I hate about You (1999), Drive Me Crazy (1999), She’s All That (1999), Down to You (2000), Whatever It Takes (2000), Summer Catch (2001), Get Over It (2001), Save The Last Dance (2001), Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen (2004), Mean Girls (2004), First Daughter (2004), 13 Going on 30 (2004), Dirty Deeds (2005), Just My Luck (2006), and Accepted (2007).

Each film was coded for the following: each alcohol encounter, party scenes, and illegal alcohol encounter.   For each incident of alcohol exposure, the start and end time of the alcohol exposure was recorded in minutes/seconds, the type of alcoholic substance shown, which characters were shown using the alcoholic substance, and the nature of the character that used the alcohol. 

One strength of this methodology includes the ability to analyze media trends taking place over time.  Additional advantages of a content analysis included: a relatively inexpensive research method, an easily replicated study, and flexibility to review films multiple times on an individually convenient schedule.  Potential weaknesses of this methodology includes the inability to precisely code each scene for all alcoholic beverages exposed, the accuracy or inaccuracy of the individual coding, and the possible inability to code alcohol brand names due to the researchers’ lack of familiarity regarding brand name alcoholic beverages.  

FINDINGS


Race and class are significant factors in this study.  Out of 66 main characters, 64 are white teenagers, only two of the main characters are black.    Of the main characters, 54 (81%) were middle class teenagers, nine (15%) of the main characters were classified as teens from a wealthy family, and only three (4%) were classified as lower-class or poor. 


Gender differences among these main characters regarding alcohol behavior is also important.  Table 1 illustrates the difference in female behavior versus male behavior.  In general, female alcohol-related behaviors outnumber male behaviors 133 to 114 occurrences.  However, specific behaviors varied.   For example, male alcohol use (38%) was portrayed more than female alcohol use (29%). In all other behaviors including drunkenness (35%), vomiting (8%), memory loss (4%), and unwanted sexual behavior (11%), females engaged in these behaviors more frequently than males.  Memory loss and unwanted sexual behavior are two critical categories where a distinct gender difference can be seen.

	Table 1: Female vs. Male Differences in Alcohol Related  Behaviors

	
	Female
	Male

	
	Frequency/ %
	Frequency/%

	Alcohol Abuse /Drunkenness
	47 (35%)
	37 (32%)

	Alcohol Use
	38 (29%)
	43 (38%)

	Passing Out
	17 (13%)
	17 (15%)

	(Unwanted) Sexual Behavior
	14 (11%)
	4 (3.5%)

	Vomiting
	11 (8%)
	10 (8%)

	Memory Loss
	6 (4%)
	3 (2.6%)

	Drunk Driving/ Attempt to drive
	0 (0%)
	1 (0.9%)

	Total
	133 (100%)
	114 (100%)


Table 2 displays the frequency of alcohol by type: beer, wine, and hard alcohol.  Beer was a prominent form of alcohol seen in 21 of the 25 films.  Hard alcohol was seen in 16 of the 25 films.  Wine was seen in 11 of the 25 films.  Overall, in the 25 films, alcohol was shown a total of 225 times.  Variation by gender can be seen in the types of alcohol consumed.  Male characters are more likely to drink beer (61%) compared to females (43%).  Female characters are more likely to drink hard alcohol and wine compared to males. The number of female characters (15%) outnumbers males (9%) in taking shots/shooters of alcohol.

	Table 2: Types of Alcohol Consumed

N=25

	
	Female
	Male
	Totals

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	Frequency
	# of films / %

	Beer
	47
	43%
	71
	61%
	118
	21/25 (84%)

	Hard Alcohol
	25
	23%
	21
	18%
	46
	16/25 (64%)

	Wine
	20
	19%
	11
	9%
	31
	11/25 (44%)

	Shots/Shooters
	16
	15%
	10
	9%
	26
	11/25 (44%)

	Kegs
	0
	N/A
	4
	3%
	4
	  3/25 (12%)

	Totals
	108
	100%
	117
	100%
	225
	      50%


Table 3 shows the various types of other alcohol-related activities found in the 25 films. The use of a flask occurred 11 times, followed by drinking games (5) and the use of fake ID’s (5), the display of a pyramid of [beer] cans (3) and beer bongs (3).  Other alcohol-related activities that came up during the sample of films were beer helmets and mention of the date rape drug, known as ‘Roofies’.  Variation by gender can be noted in the types of alcohol-related activities females and males involve themselves in.  Males participated in 22 alcohol-related activities, including every instance concerning pyramids of cans, beer bongs, and beer helmets.  Females utilized fake identification four times, where only one male was spotted using a fake ID.

	Table 3: Other Alcohol-Related Activities

	
	Females
	Males
	Totals

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	Frequency
	%

	Flask
	1
	12.5%
	10
	45%
	11
	37%

	Drinking games
	2
	25%
	3
	14%
	5
	16.5%

	Fake ID’s
	4
	50%
	1
	4%
	5
	16.5%

	Pyramid of Cans
	0
	N/A
	3
	14%
	3
	10%

	Beer Bong
	0
	N/A
	3
	14%
	3
	10%

	Beer Helmet
	0
	N/A
	2
	9%
	2
	7%

	Roofies (date rape drug)
	1
	12.5%
	0
	N/A
	1
	3%

	Total
	8
	100%
	22
	100%
	30
	100%


 
Table 4 illustrates the depiction of alcohol use and variation over a 23 year period.  Can’t Hardly Wait (1998) had the greatest amount of alcohol content, 42 minutes and 3 seconds.  Only one film, Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen (2004), contained no depictions of underage alcohol consumption/ activities.   A total of 3 hours, 42 minutes, and 21 seconds was devoted to alcohol content displayed in all 25 films.   The films with the most alcohol content occurred in the decade of the 1990’s.  By decade, the 1980’s films averaged approximately 8 minutes, the 1990’s films averaged approximately 13 minutes, and 2000’s averaged about 7 minutes.  The mean number of minutes of alcohol consumption/activities by underage teens is 9.3.
	Table 4: Total Time of Alcohol Content

               in Minutes/Seconds

	Year
	Time
	Decade
	Average

	1984
	10 min, 16 sec
	
	

	1985
	18 min, 29 sec
	1980s
	8 min

	1986
	3 min, 43 sec
	
	

	1987
	2 min, 32 sec
	
	

	1988
	6 min, 36 sec
	
	

	1989
	9 min, 10 sec
	
	

	1995
	20 sec
	
	

	1995
	10 min, 33 sec
	1990s
	13 min

	1998
	42 min, 3 sec
	
	

	1999
	7 min, 11 sec
	
	

	1999
	13 min, 28 sec
	
	

	1999
	11 min, 4 sec
	
	

	1999
	7 min, 2 sec
	
	

	2000
	14 min, 13 sec
	
	

	2000
	8 min, 17 sec
	2000s
	7 min

	2001
	13 min, 7 sec
	
	

	2001
	4 min, 21 sec
	
	

	2001
	14 min, 13 sec
	
	

	2004
	0 min
	
	

	2004
	6 min, 20 sec
	
	

	2004
	2 min, 41 sec
	
	

	2004
	23 sec
	
	

	2005
	6 min, 46 sec
	
	

	2006
	18 sec
	
	

	2007
	9 min, 15 sec
	
	

	Total Time = 3 hours, 42 min,

                             21 sec
	
	Mean =

9.3 min


Of the several forms of alcohol available, beer is the most prominent type of alcohol shown in the sample of movies whether it reveal generic beer bottles or brand name beer. In PG-13 rated film 10 Things I Hate About You (1999), party flyers advertising “FREE BEER” are distributed and dispersed throughout the hallways of the high school.  In The Sure Thing (1985), the male main character teaches the female character how to properly shotgun a beer.  In Summer Catch (2001), a female main character takes a beer bottle in between her legs and pours the beverage into the mouth of the male who is lying on the ground.

Alcohol paraphernalia can be seen throughout the study of films; Budweiser and Miller Genuine Draft are the two brand names seen most often.  Given that beer is cheaper than other forms of alcohol (wine and spirits), teens are more likely to be able to afford this kind of alcohol.  Teens using fake ID’s at a bar are seen ordering “beer” or generic drinks such as “rum and diet” or an “Old Fashioned.” In films, the use of product placement, both verbal and nonverbal, communicates to teens and familiarizes them with alcohol-related practices and educates them as future consumers of such products.  Such behavior insinuates that this normal conduct and this is how teens should act when under the influence of alcohol.  Alcohol-related activities and entertainment in teen films are mimicked in the larger society.

DISCUSSION

Findings indicate that the majority of the teen characters portrayed in the sample of PG and PG-13 rated American Hollywood teen films are middle-class, white, “popular” teenagers.  Media’s image of teen drinking illustrates that alcohol is favorably related to the lives and experiences of the dominant culture.  According to the sample of films in the study, the depiction of the ideal underage drinker is a high-school aged, white, middle-class male with plenty of friends, a football letter jacket, and a gorgeous girlfriend.  

 
Alcohol consumption in the films is portrayed as a normal, frequent, and exceedingly common aspect of teen social interaction and thus, is a “conformist” behavior in this subcultural group.  On numerous occasions, alcohol consumption is associated with good-natured fun, leading to carefree behavior and heightened self-confidence, and pleasurable drunkenness.  The representation of alcohol in teen settings symbolizes celebrations, accomplishments, romance and sexual relationships, and is a fundamental component of having a good time.   There was little portrayal of alcohol consumption as a problem.  Consequently, teen’s attitudes and behaviors about alcohol consumption may be shaped by the media images, leading to real life consumption as “normal.” In viewing teen films, adolescents may be socialized to accept using alcohol as social conformity.
Gender differences were observed by the distinctive alcohol-related behaviors portrayed by females versus males in the films.  Overall, there was more male underage alcohol consumption depicted in the films, where the motive to drink is mostly self-initiated.  However, portrayal of female alcohol consumption is shown as either peer pressured or influenced by problems within her personal life.  A reoccurring reason for females to drink and get drunk in the films results from a breakup with her boyfriend or similar relationship dilemma.  The image of female alcohol use in films implies the irresponsibility of an inexperienced drinker, shown as unable to handle alcohol.   Of the categories coded, memory loss and unwanted sexual behavior are highlighted as being reoccurring trends among underage female drinkers. These differences by gender suggest that alcohol consumption is a social norm for males, but less so for females.
Note that the amount of time given to alcohol related content in films varies over the years.   The 1990’s show the most alcohol-related content out of all three decades represented.  Perhaps this is due the increase of unregulated new technologies showing youth culture in the 1990’s such as MTV and the Internet.   Mass media that reaches a large number of people, such as films, is a key force in promoting the development of popular culture.  

Ultimately, American Hollywood films are socializing teens today by consistently exposing them to plots based on “normal” teen lives revolving around coming of age, first love, rebellion, parental conflict, teen angst and alienation.  Addressing the harmful increase of teen drinking viewed in a positive light, as seen in films, can help eradicate real life social problems, including teen deviance and death due to alcohol. 
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