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Introduction: Alcohol, Age, Generation
and the Life Course

Thomas Thurnell-Read and Laura Fenton

This book is about alcohol and its role in people’s lives. Lives which
unfold as we age and move in and out of different roles and responsibili-
ties and across which alcohol, drinking and drunkenness are likely to
offer different rewards, pose diverse risks and harms and mean different
things. Consistent with wider developments in social theory emphasising
temporality and dynamic processes of change over time (e.g. May, 2011),
the book explores how the centrality, or marginality, of alcohol to our
lives changes significantly as we age. From youthful initiation and experi-
mentation in adolescence, to the culturally expectations of the rituals and
rites of passage that punctuate the journey into and through adulthood,
alcohol is involved with both mundane daily routines and with special
occasions. Across many cultures, alcohol is often drunk at important

T. Thurnell-Read (=)
Loughborough University, Loughborough, UK
e-mail: t.thurnell-read@lboro.ac.uk

L. Fenton
University of Manchester, Manchester, UK
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2 T. Thurnell-Read and L. Fenton

occasions and significant moments in life: to celebrate a birth, to con-
gratulate a marriage and to console the bereaved. Indeed, in all cultures
where alcohol is widely consumed it appears to play some functional role
in marking out special events, festivities and ceremonies. Yet, it is often in
the minutia of daily life that the social and cultural uses of drinking alco-
hol are most keenly felt. As the chapters of this book illustrate, within
each specific cultural context alcohol means different things to different
people and, in being situated in biographical and generational time,
observable and often sticking differences characterise the use and purpose
of alcohol amongst different age groups and generation cohorts.
Existing understandings of age or cohort specific drinking tend to
stem almost exclusively from epidemiological approaches. Thus, statisti-
cal analyses demonstrate how rates of drinking and abstinence vary by
age, birth cohort and gender (Meng et al., 2014) and changing levels of
consumption are shown to be patterned across the life course and around
key moments such as early adulthood and middle age (Britton et al.,
2015; Leggat et al., 2022). Whilst such approaches are useful in illumi-
nating important patterns in the intersections of age, birth cohort and
alcohol consumption, not least in showing how incidence of alcohol-
related mortality is concentrated in particular birth cohorts (e.g. Walsh
et al., 2021), they are limited in their ability to tell us about the lived
meanings of drinking practices. Moreover, alcohol is not simply drunk,
and when people drink to get drunk they do not simply enact a physio-
logical process which alters their bodies, senses and perceptions. Rather,
alcohol and its consumption are woven into the social and cultural fabric
of everyday life (Douglas, 1987; Thurnell-Read, 2015) and serve an
important function in the creation and expression of identity (Wilson,
2005). As the sociologist Troy Duster is noted to have remarked, ‘alcohol
is to social science what dye is to microscopy’, meaning that the study of
it can reveal ‘the structures and relations of a society and the process of
stasis and change’ (Barrows & Room, 1991, 1). In this spirit, recent
scholarship in the social sciences and humanities has increasingly brought
to the fore a broader range of drinking practices across the life course,
with childhood (Jayne & Valentine, 2016), youth (Griffin et al., 2009;
MacLean, 2016), early adulthood (Smith, 2014), midlife (Emslie et al.,
2012) and old age (Haighton, 2016) subject to varying degrees of aca-

demic interest.
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Both long-running and newly emerged debates about the place of
alcohol, drinking and drunkenness in the lives of individuals, and in soci-
ety more generally, either directly or implicitly involve concerns about
age, generations and the life course. Indeed, these concerns are at the core
of some of the defining trends that shape the evolving field of alcohol
studies. This includes concerns about educating young drinkers (Bagnall,
1991) for whom alcohol is one of many harmful but enticing risks (Plant
& Plant, 1992) and the rise (Measham, 1996) and more recent decline
(Oldham et al., 2018) of a culture of hedonistic intoxication amongst
young people. Drinking in adolescence and young adulthood remains a
prominent interest amongst alcohol scholars (e.g. Conroy & Measham,
2019). We can also see a more recent emergence of studies of alcohol in
midlife (Hunt and Lyons 2012; 2013; Brierley-Jones et al., 2014) and the
emergence of home drinking as the dominant mode of alcohol consump-
tion in adulthood (Foster & Ferguson, 2012; Holloway et al., 2008;
MacLean et al., 2022).

This book is a timely contribution to these unfolding debates. The
chapters examine the intersections between biography, history and social
change. Foregrounding age, generation and the life course in the study of
alcohol and drinking therefore offers an important opportunity to under-
stand the centrality of alcohol to processes of ageing and to both life
course transitions relating to work, leisure and the family and wider
social, cultural and socioeconomic changes shaping generational shifts in
the meaning and function of alcohol for individuals, groups and society
in general. Given the recent expansion of interest in drinking beyond
youth to other periods of the life course, and ongoing re-evaluations of
youth drinking as well as investigations of increased drinking among gen-
erations now in later life, the book makes a timely intervention at an
important moment in the development of research and thinking about
alcohol. Importantly, life course and generational approaches involve get-
ting away from treating particular age groups of drinkers (or non-
drinkers)—especially ‘younger people’ and ‘older people’—as static
categories that are not subject to change over time, both individually and
collectively.
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The ‘Rites’ and Wrongs of Alcohol and Ageing

In many countries there is a culturally prescribed and socially reinforced
script or chronology of a person’s developing relationship with alcohol.
Children are aware of alcohol and its effects on adults, and their percep-
tions and attitudes to alcohol and drunkenness form over many years
before initial initiation might occur and, later still, legal purchase and
socially condoned consumption might take place (Fossey, 1994; Jayne &
Valentine, 2016). After childhood inexperience, some initiation into
alcohol and drunkenness is followed by increased experimentation and
(mis)adventure (Johnson, 2013; McKay et al., 2011). The association of
alcohol and intoxication with ‘coming of age’ is socially approved and
culturally reinforced (Loughran, 2010) and as one matures into adult-
hood, alcohol becomes an accepted and expected component of leisure
and friendships for many. As shown in the work of British criminologist
Oliver Smith (2014), drinking alcohol in the pubs, bars and night clubs
of the night-time economy is an integral part of the performance of
youthful adulthood but one that carries into the middle years of adult-
hood with less ease, with marriage, parenthood and work responsibilities
often prompting the need for a more responsible approach to be taken.
In later life, alcohol might retain its allure, particularly as what might be
seen as a well-earned pleasure in retirement and an opportunity to main-
tain or revive important social connections (Thurnell-Read, 2021).
However, with health a greater concern, drinking occasions diminish and
perhaps stop altogether, whilst any ongoing alcohol consumption must
be negotiated and justified (Gough et al., 2020).

Lately, however, this long-assumed patterning of a drinking ‘career’” or
‘biography’—from youthful experimentation and excess, a maturing out
in adulthood followed by a decline leading to eventual cessation, or at
least moderation, in older age—appears less certain. Importantly, while
population-level data may on the whole appear to present a uniform and
perhaps orderly transition, with some evidence of change over time,
closer examination of lived experience shows the tensions and ambigui-
ties involved in moving between stages of the drinking life course. The
normative and moral framing of alcohol consumption and drunkenness
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is dependent on the age, as well as other social characteristics, of those
doing the drinking, meaning that age-specific drinking practices have
come to define debates, discourses and representations of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
drinking. In particular, flashpoints in discussions about alcohol and age
relate to assumed appropriateness not just of drinking and drunkenness
but related concerns including how intoxication involves a loss of con-
trol, a loss of self and, by association, how that means our ideas and
responses to it are linked to how we view the selthood of individuals,
which changes over time and as we age (Hutton, 2020).

Academic and public debates have, however, for some time focused
rather narrowly on youth drinking, with the assumed heavy drinking
students and working-class youth receiving particular attention. This
concern or preoccupation with the drinking habits and misadventures of
adolescents and young adults gained pace from the 1990s onwards. Thus,
there was a repeated fascination with the emergence of ‘alcopops’ as being
cynically, yet highly profitably, marketed to young drinkers (McKeganey,
1998; Metzner & Kraus, 2008) and the media fascination with the night-
time economy settings of city centre bars and nightclubs. From this con-
text, as Nicholls (2009, 236) observes:

[A] visual language began to emerge in mass-media depictions of ‘binge
drinking’: photographs and CCTV footage seemed to reveal a nocturnal
pandemonium of violent young men, sexually vulnerable (or promiscuous)
young women, and harassed police in luminous jackets struggling to cope
with the disorder that explored on the streets as young binge drinkers stag-
gered from one garish venue to the next.

To some extent, scholarship on alcohol has shared this preoccupation
with youth drinking and with consumption which takes place in urban
settings on weekend nights with a focus on intoxication and excess. Yet,
much academic research in this area has provided a necessary rejoinder to
media sensationalism and moralising. The practice and meaning of youth
drinking varies between countries and changes over time within them
(see Jarvinen & Room, 2007), meaning caution must be urged when
making generalisations about youth drinking. Further, research has added
nuance to understandings of the motivations, pleasures and tensions of
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adolescents drinking by showing how many young people maintain
friendships and both perform and experiment with constructions of
identity (Demant & Jdrvinen, 2006) and important contributions are
made by Jayne et al. (2011) and Jayne and Valentine (2016) in their stud-
ies that focus on alcohol within the home and with the family unit.
Equally, there are notable changes in youth drinking cultures in the UK
and several other high-income countries, where those currently in their
mid-teens to mid-twenties are in fact both less likely to drink than any
other age group and are also increasingly more likely to be entirely absti-
nent (Oldham et al., 2018; ONS, 2018). Shaped by a complex and deep-
lying array of social, cultural, economic, policy and technological factors
(Pape et al. 2018), this is a trend that is beginning to counter many
assumptions about the long taken-for-granted character of youth
drinking.

Aligned with the preoccupation with youth drinking in marketing,
print and broadcast media, policy and academic scholarship is the relative
lack of visibility of both midlife and older drinkers. Indeed, in academic
research in general, and public health specifically, middle-aged drinkers
are ‘rarely regarded as inherently problematic in the same way that youth
drinkers are’ (Muhlack et al., 2018, 1). Similarly, while the assumed
decline in drinking in older age is supported by some longitudinal data
(e.g. Moos et al., 2009), but problematised elsewhere (Meng et al., 2014),
there is increasing concern that alcohol consumption is becoming more
widespread in older age groups (Tigerstedt & Bloomfield, 2020). With
this comes a belated but important emergence of academic concern with
the potentially harmful outcomes of continued alcohol consumption
into older age (O’Connell et al., 2003). This is perhaps best illustrated by
the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2011, 2018) noting specific concerns
about a generation cohort now entering older age with a prevalence of
substance use unseen in previous generations and, notably, who are
poorly understood and thinly provided for in terms of treatment and
support. Thus, these pressing public health concerns around alcohol
harms relates to ageing also speak to wider issues about the cultural poli-
tics and political economy of age and ageing (Bristow, 2016) and, more
generally, about the health of individuals and societies as they age.
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Why Age, Generation and the Life Course?

The book is organised around three related themes: age, generation and
the life course. Although each is closely interconnected to the others, it is
useful here to consider each separately and in turn reflect on its relevance
to advancing debates in alcohol studies and beyond. The first of these,
age, is deceptively complex in both its lay and academic uses. While age
commonly refers to chronological age (Pilcher, 1995) and ageing to the
chronological and biological processes by which individuals mature and
become older, passing designated milestones such as ‘turning 18’ and
‘hitting 40’, increasingly common are more fluid and multifaceted under-
standings that acknowledge the interplay of biological, social and cultural
factors (Gilleard & Higgs, 2014). ‘Age’ and ‘ageing’ are therefore terms
that reference a blend of physical, functional, social and societal elements
(Kunkel & Morgan, 2015). Ages or age groups, such as childhood, ado-
lescence and adulthood, are socially constructed in that they are catego-
ries defined through the social behaviour, interactions and discourses
which describe and characterise them.

In Western countries, childhood is generally seen as a particularly sig-
nificant time of life (Aries 1960), one that is critical for subsequent devel-
opment, with children viewed as requiring protection from influences
understood to be harmful, including alcohol. As such, few countries do
not place some sort of legal drinking age on the purchase and consump-
tion of alcohol. This assigning of a legal drinking age involves assump-
tions about rights, responsibilities and risks. Yet there remains considerable
variation in the informal social and cultural practices informing the pro-
cess of initiation into drinking. Mediterranean drinking cultures, for
example, typically demonstrate a different perspective on alcohol in
childhood, emphasising the gradual introduction in the form of small
amounts during meal times (see Beccaria in this book). So too in adult-
hood we see normative social expectations and cultural practices shaping
an individual’s experience of drinking alcohol. Thurnell-Read’s research
has shown that particular orientations to alcohol exist within specific age
groups, such as university students (Thurnell-Read et al., 2018), and
inform both practices and perceptions of what is, or is not, acceptable
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drinking amongst people of different ages (Thurnell-Read, 2017). For
example, alcohol and drunkenness play a role in shaping perceptions of
male bodies and behaviour, with perceptions of younger and older men
being framed as ‘out of control’ or ‘out of shape’, respectively (Thurnell-
Read, 2013). In middle or later life, alcohol takes on different functions,
meanings and tensions and the balance between pleasure and harm shifts
in various ways. Alcohol consumption, particularly pub-based beer
drinking in small all-male groups, helps middle-aged men maintain
friendships and both provide and receive social support (Emslie et al.,
2013). In midlife, women’s drinking is negotiated in relation to compet-
ing expectations of femininity, as is highlighted by a now growing body
of research in the UK and Australia in recent years (e.g. Emslie et al 2015a
and 2015b; Lyons et al. 2015; Foley et al., 2021; Kersey et al., 2022;
Nicholls, 2019; this book). Further still, amongst some older people in
the UK, pubs appear valued as important sites of social connection even
when they are often found to also be spaces containing varied physical,
social and economic barriers (Thurnell-Read, 2021).

The second theme, generation, is a concept with widespread everyday
usage but sporadic application within the social sciences (Pilcher, 1994).
Mannheim’s (1952) social-generation theory typically approaches birth
cohorts as groups who experience similar socio-historical conditions in
youth, with consequences for their forms of cultural expression and indi-
vidual subjectivities across their adult life. In other words, members of a
social generation are believed to be shaped, at least in part, by the socio-
historical conditions of their youth in relation to their perspectives, pref-
erences and so forth, and to carry these dispositions forward in time, into
adulthood and beyond. Prominent examples of generation cohorts
include the Baby Boomers, who in being born immediately after World
War II and coming of age during or soon after the progressive social
upheavals of the 1960s are said to have benefitted from a particular com-
bination of social and economic mobility, and Millennials born in
between the early 1980s and late 1990s, who experienced an upbringing
marked by rapid changes in relation to politics, technology, education
and the environment. With reference to these generations, in particular,
there is a revived concern with difference, inequalities and tensions both
within (Woodman and Wyn 2015) and between generations (Martin &
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Roberts, 2021), with the conflict and ‘deficits’ between generations lately
framing fierce debates. Additionally, in research on ageing and later life,
valuable contributions have examined how the Baby Boomer generation
may be ‘redefining’ ageing (Edmunds and Turner 2002; Biggs et al. 2007;
Gilleard and Higgs 2007; Phillipson, 2007). Nevertheless, the value of
the social generations approach has been contested, particularly in the
field of youth studies (e.g. Roberts & France, 2020). As critics point out,
biographical discontinuities between youth experiences and later points of
the life course may also be pertinent (Day, 2007; Tinkler, Fenton and
Cruz, in press).

With regard to drinking, a generational analysis would concern itself
with the patterns in where, how and why people buy and consume alco-
hol and how these may interact with both identity and belonging and
with wider socioeconomic transformations. For example, Fenton’s (2018)
research investigates the complex personal and collective drinking histo-
ries of three generations of British women born between the 1940s and
1990s. Examining their drinking biographies reveals both how their ways
of using and thinking about alcohol had shifted over time as they aged
and how noticeable variations existed between the three generations,
with the oldest generation having had less experience of alcohol in youth
but cohorts born in the 1970s and 1990s recalling pronounced interest
and investment in drinking during their adolescence. The shifting politi-
cal economies of alcohol policy, industry and culture meanings and prac-
tices of alcohol consumption are likely shaped by such events as the
so-called feminisation of alcohol, entailing the increased involvement of
women in both public and private drinking over several generations in
the second half of the twentieth century (Gutzke, 2016), and the emer-
gence of the night-time economy as post-industrial cities became recon-
figured around leisure, consumption and hedonism from the late 1980s
onwards (Hayward & Hobbs, 2007; Roberts, 2006). The Baby Boomers
and Generation X came of age at specific times where a growing accep-
tance of intoxication as both a personal and collective pleasure combined
with a seemingly never ending expansion of opportunities to buy and
consume alcohol, from overseas holidays to the increased availability of
low-cost alcohol in supermarkets. Thus, for those coming of age in high-
income countries during the second half of the twentieth
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century—decades characterised by rising consumption levels and reregu-
lation of markets—drink more than preceding cohorts of people in later
life did (Meng et al., 2014). Amongst this generation, then, it is hardly
surprising that the personal pleasures and social connections forged in
drinking spaces retain an appeal, even into older age (e.g. Smith, 2013;
Thurnell-Read, 2021). Meanwhile, as noted earlier, present generations
of teenagers and young adults are understood to be negotiating diverse
relationships with alcohol through new practices of abstinence and mod-
eration (see Yeomans, Fenton and Burgess, this book), giving rise to the
somewhat condescending label ‘Generation Sensible’ (BBC News, 2018)
being applied to a generation more risk averse and moderate that than
either their parents’ or grandparents’ generations.

The third theme, /ife course, encompasses a range of social identities
that ebb and flow in complex ways, the analysis of which requires consid-
eration of familial roles, work, leisure and consumption and gender and
embodiment (Hockey & James, 2003). The life course is therefore seen
to involve adopting social identities—the moving between which are
often marked by rites of passage and other social rules and processes that
discipline the progress between roles and identities—and having histories
told, both by ourselves and by others. There has also been a greater appre-
ciation of both the multiple and changing ways in which life course tran-
sitions are navigated and the agency with which, particularly, young
people make ‘active efforts to shape their biographies and the structured
set of opportunities and limitations that define pathways into adulthood’
(Shanahan, 2000, 668). Life course perspective studies have been made
of food (Sydner et al., 2007), leisure (Heikkinen, 2021) and sport
(Hirvensalo & Lintunen, 2011), but are only recently finding application
in studies of alcohol and other intoxicants.

Bringing a life course perspective to bear on alcohol, drinking and
drunkenness involves an awareness of the role played by alcohol in the
biographies of individuals, such as the transition to adulthood (Seaman
& lkegwuonu, 2011), while attending to the ways that alcohol and drink-
ing are often central to the biographical narratives used to tell the story of
our lives to ourselves and to others (e.g. Nicholl’s chapter). It also involves
acknowledging that the negotiation of one’s relationship with alcohol
and intoxication is, for many, interwoven with the changing roles and
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responsibilities where, as Jayne, Valentine and Holloway (2011, 53)
observe, ‘the life course, and particularly significant events such as mar-
riages/partnership and the arrival of children, often mark changes in
people’s drinking practices’. Thus, life course transitions often precipitate
changes in how and with whom the one spends one’s time and an associ-
ated shift in relational priorities, such as building and attending to rela-
tionships with friends, colleagues, partners and children, and shape the
nature and extent of drinking practices and their meanings (Fenton, 2018).

Examining key moments in the life course, such as getting married,
offers opportune moments to reflect on the role of alcohol in both per-
sonal identity and group belonging. For example, during the stag tour
pre-martial ritual, extreme intoxication marks the status transition of
becoming a married man (Thurnell-Read, 2012; also this book, Young
and Thurnell-Read). Away from these more overt celebrations and ritu-
als, the often tricky navigation through the life course, from one stage to
another, involves subtle and ongoing revaluations of one’s relationship
with drinking and with the times and spaces of alcohol consumption. As
Kersey et al. (2022) suggest, understanding the place of alcohol in the
lives of midlife women necessitates consideration of multifaceted experi-
ences relating to work, leisure and family life and a diversity of intersect-
ing social identities constituting the negotiation of parental, social and
economic roles. This is well demonstrated in recent research in Australia,
where Foley et al. (2021) examine the place of alcohol in the lives of
midlife women in Southern Australia to highlight the affective role played
by drinking in the navigation of life course transitions, with alcohol being
associated with complex emotions and ambiguous feelings of both free-
dom and constraint. Similarly, Ward et al. (2022) identify a telling inter-
section of class, gender and age, with midlife women from different class
backgrounds incorporating alcohol into their lives in different ways
depending on their past, present and future relationships with work, fam-
ily, leisure, health and wellbeing (Ward et al., 2022).

Roles such as ‘student’ or ‘parent’ come with associations and expecta-
tions in relation to alcohol. In this sense, ‘student’ has become viewed as
a life-stage specific status and identity, one that is closely associated with
excessive drinking, meaning that in many countries the association of
being a university student with things like freedom, sociability,
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experimentation and pleasure seeking mean that the student identity is,
for many, bound up with frequent and excessive alcohol consumption
(Piacentini et al., 2012). This is particularly true for young individuals
living independently for the first time with whilst cohabiting with other
students (Brown & Murphy, 2020); however, diverse relationships with
alcohol and, in particular, intoxication are revealed by research with a
more diverse mix of international students (Thurnell-Read et al., 2018).
Such is this association, in the UK at least, that abstinent students must
negotiate their identity relative to a social context in which excessive
drinking was normalised and use strategies to cope with pressure to drink
and findings ways to communicate to their peers that did not drink
(Conroy & de Visser, 2014). In contrast, the role of ‘parent’ comes with
a social expectation for moderation of drinking and greater pressures to
negotiate a renewed relationship with alcohol (Killingsworth, 2006).
Mother’s drinking, in particular, has received considerable attention in
public health research, with pregnant women often the intended recipi-
ents of public health messaging around alcohol (Dimova et al., 2021) and
with mothers having to undertake discursive work present themselves as
responsible drinkers in light of a strong awareness of the likelihood of
moral judgement (Vicario et al., 2021). However, other research has
highlighted the growing popularity of a ‘mummy wine culture’ in alcohol
marketing and social media in much of the English-speaking world
(Bosma et al., 2022), which may be read as both trivialising and normal-
ising a certain aesthetic and ethos of alcohol consumption as co-existing
with the role of mother. In contrast, but not surprisingly so, how father-
hood affects men’s drinking has received limited attention. Yet, there is
some suggestion that, for many men, becoming a father presents a
moment of reflection and change in relation to alcohol consumption
habits with some men reducing or ceasing drinking in support of a preg-
nant partner and, following birth, in response to shifting roles and duties
(Dimova et al., 2021).

Age, generation and the life course are interrelated but different terms
and each acts as a lens through which to view and understand the pres-
ence of alcohol in the social worlds of individuals, groups and communi-
ties. They share in common a sense of temporality in that they relate to
the passage of time and the journey that individuals and groups make
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through time. This book aims to highlight and analyse generational dif-
ferences in alcohol consumption practices, meanings and values, explore
biographical perspectives on alcohol, drinking and drunkenness, espe-
cially those examining the changing role of alcohol across the life course,
and the presence of alcohol in life course events, transitions and rituals.
One aim of the book is therefore an examination of the continuities and
changes in the frequency, form, location and meaning of alcohol con-
sumption between and within generations of drinkers.

Purpose and Scope of the Book

This book brings together work from an interdisciplinary team of schol-
ars whose research provides a nuanced examination of the role of alcohol
at different life course stages and explores differences between genera-
tions, either by direct comparison or by a close focus on specific age
groups. It adds to a burgeoning, though still somewhat fragmented,
interest in biographical and generational approaches to understanding
alcohol and drinking cultures. For readers already familiar with social and
cultural approaches to the study of alcohol, drinking and drunkenness,
the focus of this book will offer an invitation to explore, and appreciate
the significance of, temporality and change over time whilst showing how
drinking and drunkenness are both life-stage specific and also by turns
changing and enduring over time. The book encourages readers to see the
meaning and practice of alcohol consumption as being caught up with
the transitions and changes of ageing and as threaded through the biog-
raphies of individuals, groups and communities, meaning patterns and
practices developed at one point in life can shape those in later life. For
readers less familiar with drinking studies, but with an interest in age,
generation or life course approaches, the book represents an entrance into
investigating the sociological and cultural significance of alcohol as an
integral actor in many people’s lives as they unfold through coming of
age, building and maintaining relationships, balancing work, leisure and
family commitments, all whilst exploring and adapting a sense of self and
navigating one’s way through the various stages of the life course. Given
this, although alcohol policy is not a direct focus of the book, we hope



