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Preface

The phrase ‘young adult drinking’ conjures up evocative images, at least
until recently, of excess, anti-social behaviour and harm. More recently
the images of young adults on our screens have been of a more restrained,
and indeed often strained, ilk, associated with a prioritisation of health
and wellness in image and deed, plant-based diets (evident in the growing
popularity of vegan products marketed at young adults) and concerns
about their own future and the future of the planet, with movements like
Extinction Rebellion reflecting a shift from a culture of consumption to
a culture of restraint and sustainability.

At the close of the second decade of the twenty-first century, research
and scholarly discussion concerning young adult alcohol use increasingly
recognises the myriad ways in which alcohol can be understood and
researched. Evidence now consistently points to broad demographic
shifts in drinking behaviour among young adults. This is reflected in
changes in expectations and stereotypes around drinking styles and
behaviours among women and men and in the significant increase in the
number of non-drinkers found among young adults in many developed
countries. The rapid rise of social media use and mobile/smartphone
technology also hold significant implications for future trends in alcohol,
not just for drinkers but also for health promotion, and for alcohol indus-
try manufacturing, marketing and retail practices.
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Views on drinking behaviour and approaches to alcohol among young
adults continue to evolve. Accordingly, new research agendas and some
evidence of movement away from a purely ‘pathological’ model for think-
ing about drinking behaviour among young adults have occurred. This
new research climate is partly reflected in the great increase in qualitative
and mixed methods research and a growth in multi-disciplinary collabo-
rations involving anthropologists, epidemiologists, psychologists, crimi-
nologists and sociologists, to name but a few. This diversification of topic
focus and method application in the field of alcohol research is critically
important from both clinical and policy perspectives. Progressive, suc-
cessful modes of promoting more moderate drinking over the life course
among young adults seem likely to benefit from the ‘real world’ emphasis
of some contemporary alcohol research.

Why should the drinking practices among individuals whom we are
terming ‘young adults’ (those aged approximately 18-30 years) warrant
particular attention? Some authors consider that there are typical charac-
teristics and decisions involved in this life stage—for example, relating to
living arrangements; acquiring secure/meaningful employment; initia-
tion and experimentation with illicit drugs and altered states of intoxica-
tion; engaging with choices and meanings associated with identity and
sexuality—that qualitatively distinguish young adulthood from earlier or
later life stages. While early phases of experimentation may be behind
them, many young adults are leaving the protective influences of family
and local community for university, work and cohabiting with friends
and partners, and beginning to lay down particular understandings about
alcohol’s role in their life, which may form the basis for how alcohol is
used (or not) for the remainder of that individual’s life. Therefore, from
their late teens onwards, young adults are presented (in most cases) with
a relatively unfamiliar but considerable range of settings and occasions
which demand decisions and action relating to alcohol use (and non-use).

How might ‘drinking styles’ provide a useful shift of focus? The lexicon
for describing and understanding drinking behaviours and practices, and
for identifying particular ‘types’ of drinkers is vast but is also culturally
and historically situated. For example, we can think of drinking behav-
jour in terms of ‘social drinking’, ‘moderate drinking’, ‘problem drink-
ing’, ‘anti-social drinking’, ‘binge drinking’, ‘light drinking’ and the list
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continues. Given the constructive power of the terminology surrounding
alcohol consumption in the context of young adult drinking practices,
questions are raised about possible alternatives that manage to navigate a
route through these hard definitions to produce a more coherent appre-
ciation of young adult drinking practices, cultural and policy change sur-
rounding alcohol consumption, and new trends in research. The term
‘drinking styles’, which has appeared previously on occasions in the alco-
hol literature, helps guide the development of theory that accounts for
fluidity and inconsistency in drinking practices over time. In terms of
‘real world’ advantages, the term ‘drinking styles’ provides a term that
recognises that drinking behaviour is chosen and re-chosen between and
within events involving the potential for alcohol consumption. Put
another way, to discuss an individual’s (or group’s) drinking styles pro-
vides a way of acknowledging the multiple factors (and therefore multiple
sites) for pursuing a health promotion agenda to promote safe, sustain-
able drinking practices among young adults.

Whilst there is persistent coverage of alcohol-related issues in the
media, academic, policy and broader cultural settings, what is much less
clearly available is a space dedicated to a consideration of the trends,
nuances and contexts for young adult drinking linked with life stage tran-
sitions and identity/identities in the post-Internet world. In exploring the
complexities of drinking behaviour among young adults the contributors
to this collection avoid traditional understandings of young adult drink-
ing that pathologise and generalise. We advocate instead for an inclusive
approach evident in the wide range of disciplinary backgrounds, cultural
perspectives and international settings represented in this book, in order
to better understand the economic, cultural and pharmacological cross-
roads at which we now stand.

Never before has there been such a wide range of methods and
approaches to considering drinking behaviour and practices among
young adults. Our collection reflects this diversity with a range of meth-
odological traditions which help expose nuance and difference in young
adult drinking behaviour. Much of this is comprised of interview-based
data, but this book also contains research based on focus groups, on stud-
ies of policy documents and on analyses of large-scale survey data. We
think this variety has helped to produce a more engaging and stimulating



viii Preface

text but has also offered a collection that acknowledges the range of
methodological lenses that can be applied to alcohol research focused on
young adults and, as such, offers a more representative reflection of cur-
rent field research.

We have structured the book into five short but distinct sections. Part
I is organised around the theme of ‘Changing Trends in Young Adult
Drinking’ reflecting both growing interest in what appears to be a decline
in alcohol consumption among young people in recent years but also
how drinking practices in young adulthood may transition to different
drinking practices later in life. Part II is titled ‘Diversity in Young Adult
Drinking’ and presents a series of examples of the diversity of young adult
drinking behaviour with focus in the new edition on under-
represented groups.

Part III turns attention to non-drinkers and non-drinking in newly
titled section, ‘Young Adults Who Drink Little or No Alcohol” which is
designed to highlight and explore contemporary aspects of drinking prac-
tices among young adults (or, indeed, anyone) including focus on, illus-
tratively, participation in abstinence challenges, and experiences of sober
dating among young adults.

Part IV presents chapters under the section heading ‘Young Adult
Drinking Spaces: Staying Inside; Going Outside; Digital Spaces’ and sug-
gests how young adult drinking styles might be usefully framed in a con-
textualised sense involving specific places, time periods, online spaces or
particular groups of people. Part V titled “‘Young Adult Drinking Styles
Since COVID-19: Policy and Practice’ shifts attention to consider topic
areas with perhaps particular relevance to alcohol policy, with two final
book chapters which explore, respectively, violence associated with alco-
hol consumption and connections between alcohol consumption and
mental health and policy implications relevant to young adults.

London, UK Dom Conroy
Liverpool, UK Fiona Measham
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Book Introduction: Young Adult
Drinking Styles

Dom Conroy and Fiona Measham

Abstract Alcohol consumption among young adults conjures up images
of unrestrained, excessive consumption. However, alcohol use among
young adults is increasingly understood using different lenses and with
different emphases. This chapter introduces book aims and outlines con-
tributions that reflect this range of lenses and emphases. Contributions
cover alcohol’s role in initiating and maintaining friendship groups;
changes in alcohol use over time among young adults; links between
identity and alcohol use including online identities; and how alcohol
policy has responded to (and may be shaped by) young adults’ alcohol
consumption. The chapter emphases the inter-disciplinary, international
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2 D. Conroy and F. Measham

focus of the book and also the importance of a focus on young adults, as
a group of individuals at a distinctive life stage.

The phrase ‘young adult drinking’ has, historically at least, conjured up
evocative images of excess, anti-social behaviour and harm. These images
linking alcohol consumption by young adults with personal and social
harms remain readily available in mass media depictions of archetypal
leisure time activities involving drinking and drunkenness. The dangers
posed to young adults by alcohol as a substance that too readily leads to
over-indulgence, dependence and an array of other risks such as personal
injury and potentially higher risk sexual encounters are often closely
woven into the assumptions of empirical research in the social sciences.
More recently the images of young adults on our screens have been of a
more restrained, and indeed often strained, ilk, associated with a prioriti-
sation of health and wellness in image and deed, plant-based diets (evi-
dent in the growing popularity of vegan products marketed at young
adults), and concerns about their own future and the future of the planet,
with movements like Extinction Rebellion reflecting an apparent shift
from a culture of consumption to a culture of restraint and
sustainability.

At the close of the first quarter of the twenty-first century, research and
scholarly discussion concerning young adult alcohol use increasingly rec-
ognises the myriad ways in which alcohol can be understood and
researched. This more nuanced attitude towards alcohol research acknowl-
edges alcohol’s varied role within social rituals (such as pre-loading and
drinking games) and permits scope for increased recognition of alcohol’s
valued role in initiating and maintaining friendships among young adults.

Since the first edition of this collection was published six years ago, the
evidence base has increasingly consolidated around broad shifts in young
adult drinking behaviours previously, and more tentatively, explored
here. This is reflected in changes in expectations and stereotypes around
the gendering of drinking-related attitudes and behaviours and in the
significant increase in the number of non-drinkers found among young
adults, as well as the growth in the popularity of ‘sobriety’ or ‘mindful
drinking’ communities in many developed countries. The central role of
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