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Abstract

Despite the centrality of dating relationships for teens, it is unclear whether the influence of romantic partners’ alcohol use on
adolescents’ under-age drinking is distinct from the influence of peers and parents. To address this gap, this study used
longitudinal data from a population-based sample of 825 adolescents (49% male, 51% female), ages 12 to 19. Adolescents
completed a survey using laptops for privacy, and a parent completed a survey separately. Ordinary least squares and logistic
regression models assessed alcohol use frequency and alcohol problems and included dating partners’ drinking, adolescents’
prior drinking, peers’ drinking, parents’ substance use, parental monitoring, and sociodemographic background
characteristics. Alcohol use frequency and alcohol problems were influenced by dating partners’ alcohol use and dating
partners’ influence was stronger on older adolescents and male adolescents. The study results are useful for public health
messaging and prevention efforts by demonstrating the influence of parents, peers, and dating partners on teens’ alcohol use.
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Introduction

Parents and peers are important sources of influence for
adolescents. Especially with regard to the frequency of
adolescents’ alcohol use and the odds of alcohol-related
problems, both play critical roles (Beier, 2018). During
adolescence, however, romantic and dating relationships
increasingly become important sources of influence (Davila
et al., 2016). A gap in the substance use literature is that
researchers know relatively little about the influence of
romantic partners’ alcohol use and adolescents’ under-age
drinking, net of the influence of parents and peers.
Researchers have tended not to examine romantic partners
separately from peers because they conceptualize them to be
part of the larger friendship group. That is, friends and
dating partners often are viewed as interchangeable same-
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age peers who are both part of mixed-gender friendship
groups (e.g., Kreager et al., 2016). The purpose of this study
is to examine whether dating partners uniquely influence
adolescents’ alcohol use controlling for parental and peer
influences, prior alcohol use, and sociodemographic back-
ground characteristics known to be associated with teens’
alcohol use. A focus on romantic partners is important for
public health messaging that may need to target the health-
harming or health protective role of romantic partners in
addition to parental and peer influences. Data for this cur-
rent study are from the longitudinal population-based
Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS), which
included 825 male and female youth, ages 12-19, who
reported on current/recent dating relationships.

Adolescents’ Dating and Alcohol Consumption

Adolescence, which refers to the age group 12-19, typically
is the stage in the life course associated with individuals’
initial forays into dating. Based on population-based data
(National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health—Add
Health), estimates indicate that in the United States, about
36% of youth age 13, 53% of youth age 15, and 70% of
youth age 17 have had a dating or romantic relationship, and
the median duration of dating relationships is 5 months for


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10964-021-01486-0&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10964-021-01486-0&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10964-021-01486-0&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10964-021-01486-0&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8368-8928
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8368-8928
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8368-8928
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8368-8928
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8368-8928
mailto:mseff@bgsu.edu

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2022) 51:320-334

321

teens under age 14, 8 months for mid-teens, and 22 months
for teens age 16 and older (Carver et al., 2003). On average,
teens start dating about age 15, although about 30% of youth
have not dated during adolescence (Longmore et al., 2009).
Dating patterns differ by gender with adolescent boys being
more likely to start dating later and to date more spor-
adically, and adolescent girls being more likely to be in
longer-term relationships, more frequent relationships, and
more intense relationships (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016).

Further, findings from epidemiological studies confirm what
many parents already know: alcohol use often begins during
adolescence (CDC, 2018). In 2019, nearly 25% of 1415 year
old youth have reported having at least 1 drink in the past year;
moreover, youth ages 12-20 account for 4.1% of all alcohol
consumed in the United States (NIAAA, 2020). The median
age of initial alcohol use is 14; and although the legal age is 21,
about 78% of teens ages 13—18 have ever consumed alcohol
(Swendsen et al., 2012), and the teen age range most associated
with alcohol use is 16—-19 (Hutchinson et al., 2020).

Most teens who drink are binge drinkers (57%) meaning
that adolescent boys are consuming five or more drinks, and
adolescent girls are consuming four or more drinks in a two-
hour period (CDC, 2018). Importantly, a sizable proportion of
all teens’ drinking patterns reflect problem drinking (Kuntsche
et al., 2017). For example, about 15% of teens have reported
that they drank eight or more alcohol drinks most recently
(Esser et al., 2017). Regarding drinking patterns, researchers
have described distinct consumption patterns among high
school students including non-drinkers (44%), light drinkers
(41%), regular drinkers (11%), and heavy drinkers (2.9%) with
male students and older students more likely to be in the
higher alcohol use categories (Gohari et al., 2020). Moreover,
these patterns are largely stable by mid-adolescence, and both
family and peers affect heavy alcohol use. Summarizing,
alcohol use typically starts during adolescence, is common,
and the normative pattern is to binge drink.

Adolescence is also the stage in the life course in which
young people are developing health habits independent of
their parents (Aalsma et al., 2012). As such, these habits
may be concurrent with or distinct from parents’ health
habits including patterns of alcohol use. Poor health habits
include frequent and problem alcohol use. Adolescents’
frequent and problematic alcohol use is associated with a
range of detrimental outcomes, including vehicular acci-
dents and poorer well-being ranging from depressive
symptoms to suicidal ideation and suicide attempts (Ewing
et al., 2015). Especially for adolescent girls, their own or
their partners’ intoxication is a risk factor for unwanted or
regrettable sexual activity (Haas et al., 2017) as well as teen
dating violence (Edwards et al., 2020).

Importantly, a significant proportion of adults with alcohol
problems reported initially drinking heavily during early ado-
lescence (Richmond-Rakerd et al., 2017). That is, consumption

patterns that develop during adolescence often persist into
adulthood with high frequency patterns leading to life-long
alcohol-related problems including diminished work capacity
and early mortality (Marshall, 2014). From current studies,
however, it is unclear whether the influence of romantic part-
ners on adolescents’ alcohol consumption differs from that of
parents and peers. It is critical to assess the role that dating
partners may play in adolescents’ newly developing health
habits. Identifying whether dating partners act as a possible risk
or, conversely, a protective factor net of the influence of par-
ents’ and peers’ influences may aid in understanding, pre-
venting, and/or attenuating serious long-term alcohol problems.

Parents’, Peers’ and Adolescents’ Alcohol
Consumption

Parents’ influence

Scholarship based on theories of social control (e.g., Wright
& Beaver, 2005) emphasize the importance of parental sup-
port and control in promoting or discouraging adolescents’
risk behaviors and attitudes. These include pro-drinking atti-
tudes and behaviors. Social control refers to explicit attempts
to monitor, encourage, or pressure a person to adhere to
particular practices; yet parental efforts can backfire if control
attempts are perceived as overly intrusive (Thoits, 2011). For
example, adolescents’ perceptions of parents as intrusive in
early adolescence was associated with stronger peer orienta-
tion, which was then associated with problem behaviors
including alcohol use in late adolescence (Goldstein et al.,
2005). In addition to parents’ attempts to control and inhibit
adolescents’ risky behaviors. Parents attempt to express a
sense of caring and support, which leads adolescents to feel
that they matter to parents resulting in greater compliance
with parents’ views, attitudes, and behaviors (Li & Meier,
2017). In other words, adolescents are amenable to hearing
parents’ verbal and non-verbal messages and control attempts
when parents are perceived as supportive.

One way that parents attempt to control adolescents’
involvement in risky activities is by monitoring their
behavior. Monitoring refers to paying attention to, and
tracking, adolescents’ whereabouts and activities (Long-
more et al., 2013). Comprehensive reviews of the adoles-
cent risk behavior literature have emphasized the critical
importance of monitoring adolescents’ activities, more so
than providing support (Eaton & Urban, 2016). Key here is
restricting adolescents’ access to alcohol (Donaldson et al.,
2016). Studies have found that higher levels of parental
monitoring are associated with lower quantity and lower
frequency of alcohol consumption among adolescents
(O’Brien et al., 2016).

In addition to social control theory, social learning theory
also has contributed to understanding how parents’ attitudes
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and behaviors influence adolescents’ behaviors (Bandura,
1986). Individuals learn vicariously by observing behavioral
consequences of others’ actions and anticipating rewards and
costs if they act similarly. In addition to monitoring adoles-
cents’ behavior, a primary mechanism linking parents’ and
adolescents’ behaviors is adolescents observing parental beha-
viors (Withers et al., 2016). Researchers have shown that
parents’ modeling of moderate alcohol consumption, and dis-
cussions of potential problems that may arise from under-age
drinking are associated with adolescents’ lower frequency of
alcohol use (e.g., Rogers et al., 2018). Conversely, parents’
heavy alcohol and substance use is associated with adolescents’
higher frequency of alcohol consumption. In a meta-analysis of
131 longitudinal studies of parental risk and protective factors,
parents’ drinking was a risk factor and parental monitoring was
a protective factor for adolescents’ drinking (Yap et al., 2017).
Similarly, adolescents who reported substance use among
adults who mattered to them including parents, were more
likely to drink frequently, and to binge drink (Ewing et al.,
2015). Also reflecting the notion of modeling, drinking with
parents may have negative consequences for adolescents. In a
study of American and Australian youths, a higher prevalence
of drinking with parents was associated with higher frequency
of adolescents’ problem drinking (McMorris et al.,, 2011).
Further, permissive parental rules regarding underage drinking
were associated with drinking at earlier ages and a pattern of
heavy drinking (Janssen et al., 2014).

Thus, there is robust evidence of an association between
parents’ and adolescents’ drinking behavior, and the influ-
ence of parents primarily has been understood in terms of
parental monitoring, which restricts adolescents’ behavior,
and adolescents’ modeling of parental attitudes and beha-
vior regarding alcohol use. Although parenting practices
revolving around expressions of control and parents’ mod-
eling behavior are far from a comprehensive roster of ways
in which parents influence adolescents, these are critical
dimensions mentioned or implied in a vast range of con-
ceptual and empirical papers focused on parents’ influences
on adolescents’ risk behaviors (Buehler, 2020).

Peer influence

Social learning theory also can be used to understand peer
influence on adolescents’ behavior. Adolescents likely are
influenced by or model their behavior after peers who are like
them. Homophily, or similarity, is the result of both selection
and modeling. Adolescents tend to select their friends based on
attitudinal and behavioral similarity. That is, teens (a) choose
their friends based on relatable characteristics, and (b) model
friends’ attitudes and behaviors through frequent and intense
interaction, which leads to the likelihood of attitudinal and
behavioral similarity (Laursen, 2017). Researchers have found
high levels of homophily regarding adolescents’ and their
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perceptions of their friendship group’s alcohol consumption
(e.g., Boman & Mowen, 2018). Similarly, the friendship
group’s perceived positive attitude about drinking influences
adolescents’ own alcohol consumption (Leung et al., 2014;
Teunissen et al., 2016). Additionally, perceptions that best
friends drink is associated with alcohol consumption (Schuler
et al., 2019). In particular, close friends’ binge drinking, the
most common consumption pattern, is associated with ado-
lescents” own binge drinking (Kuntsche et al., 2017). Further,
peer deviant behavior, in general, is related to teens’ alcohol
use, as is parents’ alcohol consumption (Cambron et al., 2018).

Moreover, there is empirical evidence of both peer
selection and modeling effects (e.g., Leung et al., 2014). For
example, adolescents’ initial substance use is associated with
an increase in the number of friends who are substance users
over time reflecting a selection effect; and the initial number
of friends who use substances is associated with increases in
substance use reflecting a modeling effect (Simons-Morton
& Chen, 2006). Importantly, although young people have
tended to overestimate heavy drinking among their peers,
nevertheless, such perceptions are associated with more
frequent heavy drinking (Cox et al., 2019).

A limitation of some studies, however, is not examin-
ing gender differences (e.g., Schuler et al., 2019) or only
focusing on male (e.g., Kim et al., 2013; Zhang et al.,,
2012) or female respondents (e.g., Young & d’Arcy,
2005; Young et al., 2005) so comparisons between per-
ceptions of peers’ drinking on male and female adoles-
cents’ alcohol use cannot be easily made. Yet, research
has demonstrated gender differences with respect to peer
influence and timing of initial alcohol use. Time spent
with peers who drank prospectively predicted more fre-
quent alcohol use among adolescent girls and boys, with
peers’ influence on alcohol use occurring earlier for girls
than boys (i.e., early adolescence) (Boyd et al., 2018).
Moreover, positive attitudes toward drinking influenced
friendship selection for adolescent girls and boys,
although the influence on friendship selection occurred
earlier for boys than girls (i.e., mid-adolescence). These
findings suggest that limiting involvement with friends
who drink as well as discouraging positive attitudes
toward underage drinking may be important parental
interventions. Overall, then, researchers have concluded
that friends influence adolescents’ alcohol use, adoles-
cents’ alcohol use influences the type of friends selected,
and adolescents change their alcohol consumption to be
consistent with friends.

Romantic and Dating Relationships and Alcohol
Consumption

Although research has focused on young adult daters” moti-
vations for drinking alcohol and whether dating, as an activity,
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influences drinking patterns (e.g., Aalsma et al., 2012; Cor-
nelius et al., 2016), fewer studies have examined whether
adolescents’ dating partners influence drinking patterns. Thus,
the focus has been on whether dating, as a socializing activity,
is associated with delinquent behavior including under-age
drinking with much of this research demonstrating that teen
daters compared to non-daters drink more often. For example,
adolescents in dating relationships reported higher levels of
alcohol use than those who were not in dating relationships,
and that the greater the number of former dating partners, the
higher the level of alcohol use (Rouves & Poulin, 2016).
Moreover, serious versus casual dating relationships had a
much stronger association with drinking for male and
female adolescents with no statistical differences by gender
(Beckmeyer, 2015). Further, the significant effect of “rela-
tionship seriousness” was not found at age 20 suggesting that
adolescence may be a stage in the life course in which youth’s
alcohol consumption is influenced especially by dating and
romantic partners.

These findings are consistent with the more extensive
findings from the young adult relationships and the mar-
ried couples’ literatures, which in general has suggested
that romantic partners/spouses are sources of influence on
heavy drinking with women and men each influencing
their partners’ heavy episodic drinking (Bartel et al.,
2017). Even among high risk samples including indivi-
duals with criminal justice involvement, romantic part-
nerships were associated with greater alcohol use over
time (Angulski et al., 2018); yet this sample only focused
on males. A recent meta-analysis of 17 studies (n = 10,553
couples) using longitudinal data found support for the
partner influence hypothesis such that one partner’s
alcohol use influences the other partner’s use over time
with women compared to men exerting a statistically
stronger influence (Muyingo et al., 2020). Taken together,
these findings suggested that romantic relationships are
important sources for understanding alcohol consumption,
and that they can serve risk or protective roles. Moreover,
women’s alcohol use may have a stronger effect on their
partners’ use.

Further, like friendships, adolescents may select to date,
and to model their behavior after romantic and dating
partners who are relatively like themselves (Suleiman &
Deardoeff, 2015), and this likely holds with respect to
attitudes toward drinking and levels of alcohol consump-
tion (Osgood et al., 2013). For example, adolescents who
drink may tend to select dating partners who also drink
(Van der Zwaluw et al., 2009). In addition, similarity on
other characteristics, such as socioeconomic background
and physical proximity are important factors in the
development of dating relationships (McDonald et al.,
2013) and are important sources of influence on adoles-
cents’ alcohol use.

Comparing the Influence of Friends and Dating
Partners on Alcohol Use

Some studies have compared the influence of friends versus
dating partners on adolescents’ alcohol use. For example,
dating partners may introduce adolescents to new sets of
friends. Analysis of couple-level longitudinal data (449 cou-
ples) from the Add Health demonstrated support for a “liai-
son” hypothesis in which dating partners act as network
bridges by introducing adolescents to new friend networks
that, in turn, encourage changes in adolescents’ alcohol con-
sumption (Kreager & Haynie, 2011). There is longitudinal
evidence that male (n=574) and female (n=662) daters
were less like their friends with respect to alcohol abuse than
adolescents without romantic partners (DeLay et al., 2016).
Over time, the influence of friends’ alcohol use declined after
adolescents became involved with romantic partners to the
point at which their alcohol use resembled that of their dating
partners and not their friends. This suggests that over time,
that is, as adolescents get older, their alcohol consumption is
more like that of their dating partners. As such, it is important
to assess whether influences on adolescents’ alcohol use and
problems associated with alcohol are conditional on age.

Gender and the influence of dating partners

Because gender influences adolescents’ friendship networks
(Haynie et al., 2014), dating experiences (Meier et al., 2016;
Olson & Crosnoe, 2017), and levels of drinking (CDC, 2018;
NIAAA, 2020), whether the association between dating
partners’ alcohol consumption and adolescents’ consumption
differs for male and female adolescents is also examined in
the current study. Historically, adolescent boys, compared to
girls, were more likely to drink and to binge drink; yet there
is some evidence that in recent years, as adolescent boys’
frequency of use may be staying the same or declining,
adolescent girls may be drinking more frequently and more
frequently binge drinking (Chen et al., 2017; NIAAA, 2020).

Gender findings regarding the influence of dating partners,
however, are mixed. Research based on the TARS data have
found that adolescent boys, compared to adolescent girls,
report greater levels of influence from their dating partners
(Giordano et al., 20006), justifying the initial expectation that
dating partners’ alcohol use will have a stronger effect for
adolescent boys. Regarding alcohol use, more specifically,
some prior literature, albeit based on college samples, has
found that dating partners have a larger influence on women’s
drinking patterns (Young & d’Arcy, 2005). Additionally, in an
analysis of gender differences in alcohol consumption, ado-
lescent boys’ drinking was influenced more so by peers, and
adolescent girls’ drinking was influenced more so by romantic
partners (Kuhn, 2015). Yet, other studies did not find gender
differences in the influence of romantic partners on
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adolescents’ alcohol use (e.g., Cornelius et al., 2016), and
some studies only examined men (e.g., Angulski et al., 2018;
Kim et al., 2013). The current study allows an assessment of
whether the influence of romantic partners is stronger for
adolescent girls and whether adolescent boys’ drinking is
influenced more so by peers controlling for parental influence,
prior alcohol consumption and the other covariates.

Current Study

A critical gap in the literature is whether the influence of
romantic partners’ alcohol use on adolescents’ under-age
drinking is distinct from the influence of peers and parents In
the current investigation, a preliminary analysis examines
whether there are differences between daters and non-daters
with respect to alcohol consumption. Next, the study examines
whether dating partners’ frequency of alcohol consumption
contributes to adolescents’ own use, once the more heavily
investigated impact of parents and friends has been considered.
These associations also account for adolescents’ prior alcohol
use and demographic background. Consistent with the notion of
homophily, it is hypothesized that dating partners’ alcohol use
will be associated with adolescents’ frequency of alcohol use
and higher odds of experiencing alcohol-related problems.

The study examines age and gender as moderating influ-
ences on the association between dating partners’ alcohol use
and adolescents’ frequency of alcohol consumption and
experiencing alcohol-related problems. It is expected that
associations between dating partners’ alcohol use and adoles-
cents’ drinking will be stronger for older compared to younger
adolescents, since romantic relationships are described gen-
erally as becoming more important, longer in duration, and
more intimate with age. Yet, based on prior research on
alcohol use, it is unclear whether the influence of dating
partners will differ for male and female adolescents. Never-
theless, building on research suggesting that adolescent boys
perceive their partners to be more influential, it is expected that
adolescent girls will have a stronger influence on their dating
partners. In addition to prior alcohol use, all multivariate
models include known correlates of adolescents’ alcohol
consumption e.g., family structure, race/ethnicity, parental
education, parental monitoring, adolescents’ academic grades,
and mother’s education—a proxy for socioeconomic back-
ground (Donaldson et al., 2016).

Methods
Data and Sample

The investigation uses longitudinal survey data from the
Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (n =1316). The

@ Springer

sample was drawn from the 2000 enrollment records for all
youth in the 7th, 9th, and 11th grades residing in Lucas
County, Ohio, which included 62 schools across 7 school
districts. The sampling design, created by NORC, and made
available through Ohio’s Freedom of Information Act, included
oversamples of Black and Hispanic adolescents, and class
attendance was not required to be in the sample, allowing for
greater representation. Follow-up interviews were conducted in
2002/03, 2004/05, 2007, and 201 1. Most interviews took place
in adolescents’ homes using preloaded laptops to administer the
interviews. Separately, in the first interview, parents (generally
mothers) completed a questionnaire that included information
about their parenting practices and lifestyle factors including
monitoring of adolescents’ activities and their own substance
use. Although a regional sample, the TARS is demographically
similar to the national population, in terms of race/ethnicity and
gender compositions, and parents’ employment status, union
status, and education and educational, per the 2011 American
Community Survey (ACS). As this analysis is focused on
adolescents, we draw on data from the first and second inter-
views, as the average age in the second interview is 15.

The second adolescent interview was conducted approxi-
mately one year after the first (n = 1177, 89% of the first
interview). At the second interview, 971 (82%) adolescents
reported that they had either a current or most recent dating
partner, and 231(18%) had not yet dated. Apart from the
preliminary analysis that compared alcohol use among
daters and non-daters, the analyses focus on adolescents
who had dated and participated in both interviews (n = 878).
Adolescents who reported on same-sex relationships
(n = 19) or who reported a biracial identity or a race/ethnicity
other than Black, White, or Hispanic (n = 15) were excluded
due to small cell sizes. Adolescents with missing information
on their alcohol consumption (n =2), or who were missing
on perceptions of their partners’ alcohol consumption (n =
22), or whose parents did not report their alcohol consump-
tion (n = 12) were excluded from analyses. The final analytic
sample was n = 825. The sample descriptive statistics are
shown in Table 1 and reviewed in the Results.

Dependent Variables
Frequency of alcohol use in the past year

This measure was asked at interviews one and
two—approximately one year apart—and was assessed with
two questions: (1) “In the past 12 months, how often have
you drunk alcohol,” and (2) “In the past 12 months, how
often have you been drunk in a public place?” Response
categories included (0) never, (1) once or twice a year, (2)
once every 2-3 months, (3) once a month, (4) once every
2-3 weeks, (5) once a week, (6) 2-3 times a week, (6) 2-3
times a week, and (7) once a day, and (8) more than once a
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Table 1 Sample description for recent/currently dating respondents
(n=825)

Variables Mean/% SD  Range

Dependent Variables
Adolescent drinking - current 2.77 4 0-8
Adolescent alcohol problems - current 0.33 047 0-1
Independent Variables

Adolescent prior drinking 2.18 1.67 0-8
Adolescent prior alcohol problems 0.10 030 0-1
Dating partner alcohol use 0.96 512 0-8
Friend alcohol use 1.38 577 0-8
Parent substance use 0.95 312 0-6.25
Controls
Age (M) 15.37 5.65 12-19
Gender
Male 0.49
Female 0.51
Race/Ethnicity
White 0.70
Black 0.23
Hispanic 0.07
Respondent letter grades 6.18 6.76 1-9
Family structure
Two biological 0.49
Single 0.24
Step 0.15
Other 0.12
Parental Education
<12 Years 0.13
12 years 0.32
Some college 0.33
College + 0.22
Parental monitoring 341 038 14

Data from Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS)

day. The mean frequency of alcohol use is calculated
(interview 1 alpha = 0.69, interview 2 alpha = 0.72).

Alcohol-related problems

This measure was asked at interviews one and two, and is an
alcohol-specific adaptation of a self-report delinquency
scale, itself a modified variant of Elliott and Ageton’s (1980)
National Youth Survey delinquency scale. Respondents
were asked the following: “In the past 12 months, how often
have you experienced these things because of drinking”: (1)
“not felt so good”; (2) “unable to do job”; (3) “hit a family
member”; (4) “gotten into a fight”; (5) “had problems with
friends”; and (6) “had problems with romantic partners?”’
Responses ranged from O (never) to 7 (almost daily).

The summed scores were recoded to indicate either the (1)
presence or (0) absence of alcohol-related problems.

Independent Variables
Frequency of dating partner’s alcohol use

This measure was assessed with two questions asked at the
second interview that assessed perceived frequency of dat-
ing partner’s alcohol use: “To your knowledge, during the
last 12 months, how often has (dating partner’s name) drunk
alcohol,” and “How often has (dating partner’s name) been
drunk in a public place?” Items were scored similar to
respondent’s alcohol use (alpha = 0.80).

Frequency of friends’ alcohol use

Two questions with the same response format were used to
assess adolescent’s alcohol consumption and perceptions of
dating partner’s consumption: “Sometimes teens do things
that could get them into trouble. The next questions ask
how often your friends have done one of the following in
the last 12 months: ‘How often have your friends drank
alcohol,” and ‘Been drunk in a public place?’” Items are
scored in a manner similar to the adolescent’s alcohol use
(alpha =0.79).

Parent’s substance use. Four items were from the parent
questionnaire, asked at the first interview. Parents
answered a survey separately from adolescents. Parents
were asked about participation in the following behaviors:
(1) “used alcohol to get drunk”; (2) “gone out partying
with a spouse or partner”; (3) “gone out to party with
friends”; and (4) “used drugs to get high.” Responses
ranged from O (never) to 7 (almost daily). Responses were
averaged to create an index of parental alcohol and drug
use (alpha = 0.65).

Sociodemographic Variables
Age

This item is calculated from the adolescent’s self-reported
birth date, and is coded as a continuous variable.

Gender

This item is coded as female or male, with male as the
reference group in analyses.

Race/ethnicity

This measure is coded as three mutually exclusive cate-
gories: White, Black, and Hispanic.
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Adolescents’ letter grades

This is a measure of academic achievement, which is assessed
with the question: “What grades did you get in school this

year?” Responses ranged from 1 (mostly F’s) to 9 (mostly A’s).
Family structure

This item is the adolescent’s response to the question:
“During the past 12 months, who were you living with most
of the time?” Responses included single parents, biological
parents, stepparent, and other household types including
living with relatives and foster homes. Three dichotomous
variables were created with two biological parents as the
contrast category.

Mother’s education

This item is reported by the parent using three dichot-
omous variables with 12 years of education as the contrast
category.

Parental monitoring

This is a measure of adolescent’s perceptions of parenting,
which included the following prompt and items: “tell me
how often your parents let you make your own decisions
about (1) the time you must be home on weekend nights; (2)
the people you hang around with, what you wear; (3) your
social life; (4) who you can date, and (6) how often you can
date” (Longmore et al., 2009). Response categories were 1
(never), 2 (hardly ever), 3 (sometimes), 4 (often), and 5
(very often). Responses were averaged to create an index of
parental monitoring (alpha = 0.83).

Analysis Plan

Analyses rely on the first and second interviews of the
TARS, which were approximately one year apart. The
analyses were conducted in three stages: (1) comparison of
alcohol consumption among daters and non-daters; (2)
comparison of alcohol use among dating partners, peers,
and parents on daters alcohol use; and (3) comparison of
parents, peers, and romantic partners net of known corre-
lates of alcohol use that may be confounded with the key
socializing influences. Alcohol consumption among daters
and non-daters are compared to initially demonstrate that
daters may consume more alcohol. Table 1 included the
means, standard deviations, ranges, and frequencies for all
variables included in the multivariate analyses for the
total sample (Pearson correlation coefficients for all vari-
ables are shown in the appendix, Table 4). The study then
examined whether dating partners’ alcohol use is associated

@ Springer

significantly with adolescents’ own use (frequency and
drunkenness) net of parents’ and peers’ alcohol consump-
tion using OLS regression models (Table 2), followed by
the analysis of problem alcohol use relying on logistic
regression models (Table 3). In the multivariate models
(Table 2 and Table 3), the zero-order associations between
adolescents’ frequency and problem use, respectively, and
the dependent variables are shown. Model 1 included
measures of friends’ and romantic partners’ alcohol use
(frequency of alcohol use and drunkenness within the past
12 months) and an index of parents’ substance use within
the past 12 months, controlling for the influence of ado-
lescents’ drinking at the first interview. This modeling
strategy was chosen to permit an assessment of the relative
impact of parents’, peers’, and romantic partners’ influence
controlling for adolescents’ earlier alcohol consumption.
The full models (Model 2) are estimated that include the
following demographic characteristics: parents’ education,
family structure and parental monitoring, variables that may
confound the influence of the key independent variables on
alcohol consumption. These analyses allow determination
of whether dating partners’ alcohol use contributed to an
understanding of adolescents’ alcohol use once these known
correlates have been considered. Additionally, models are
estimated in which dating partners’ alcohol use is intro-
duced last in the sequence and a nested F test is calculated
to determine whether knowledge of dating partners’ alcohol
use added significantly to the explained variation in ado-
lescents’ alcohol use.

Results
Distribution of Variables

The first step in the analyses included examining the self-
reported alcohol use of non-daters at the first interview
compared to the daters. The analyses found a strong nega-
tive zero-order association (r=—0.19, p<0.001), with
non-daters reporting significantly lower alcohol frequency
(0.15) than current/recent daters (0.76) (available from
authors) suggesting that a focus on the effect of dating
partner’s alcohol use among daters is warranted.

Table 1 included the means, standard deviations, ranges,
and frequencies for the total sample. The average level of
adolescents’ alcohol use was relatively low (M =2.77, SD =
4.00). Approximately half the sample (51.1%) reported that
they had drunk alcohol in the past 12 months, but most of the
sample (76.2%) reported no instances of public drunkenness
during the same period (available from authors). Of the ado-
lescents who reported ever using alcohol or an incident of
public drunkenness within the past 12 months (n=409),
34.7% reported one or more alcohol-related problems.
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-rl:c?(;zlsz O?:é?;;:éﬁg?ssmn Parameter Zero-order Model 1 Model 2
frequency of alcohol use b se b se b se
(n=2825)
Partner drinking 0.559 0.03**%* 0.247 0.03%** 0.266 0.03%%*
Peer drinking 0.583 0.03*** 0.361 0.03%** 0.332 0.03%%*
Parent substance use 0.140 0.08 0.044 0.06 0.032 0.06
Prior drinking (Wave 1) 0.715 0.03%** 0.335 0.04%*% 0.323 0.04%**
Age 0.456 0.04#% 0.053 0.04
Female (male) —0.072 0.14 —0.408 0.1 1%
Race/Ethnicity (white)
Black -1.179 0.17 —0.123 0.14
Hispanic —0.400 0.22 -0.279 0.17
Grades 0.063 0.03 0.043 0.03
Family structure (two bio.)
Single parent —0.409 0.16* —0.181 0.13
Step parent —0.385 0.21* —0.13 0.16
Other —0.872 0.317%%* —0.178 0.25
Mother’s education (12 years)
<12 years —0.503 0.24* —0.15 0.18
Some college 0.094 0.17 0.029 0.13
College complete 0.344 0.19 —0.008 0.15
Parental monitoring —1.228 0.18%** 0.013 0.15
Intercept 0.086 0.16 —0.906 0.97
Contrast categories are in parentheses. Data from Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS)
*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001
;::C{ieczn;iﬁ:;ﬁ;gfﬁ;i:f; Parameter zero-order Model 1 Model 2
reporting an alcohol problem b OR b OR b OR
(n=2825)
Partner drinking 0.436%** 1.55 0.265%** 1.30 0.2837%%%* 1.33
Peer drinking 0.4927%%% 1.64 0.367%** 1.44 0.3747%%%* 1.45
Parent use 0.225%% 1.25 0.239* 1.27 0.242 1.27
Age 0.327%#%* 1.39 —0.044 0.96
Female —0.058 0.94 —0.259 0.77
Race (white) 1.00
Black —1.365%** 0.26 —0.988* 0.37
Hispanic —0.157 0.86 —0.774 0.46
Grades —0.010 0.99 —0.015 0.99
Family structure (two bio) 1.00
Single parent —0.502%* 0.61 —0.190 0.83
Step -0.212 0.81 0.354 1.43
Other —0.333 0.72 —0.277 0.76
Mother’s ed (12 years) 1.00
<12 years —0.259 0.77 0.244 1.28
Some college —0.043 0.96 —0.082 0.92
College complete 0.092 1.10 —0.100 0.91
Parental monitoring —0.810%** 0.44 —0.217 0.81
Prior drinking 2.235 9.35 1.695%%* 5.45 1.675%%% 5.34
Intercept —4.544 %% 0.418 —2.6637

Contrast categories are in parentheses. Data from Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study (TARS)
*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001
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About 65.5% of adolescents perceived that their peers drank
alcohol, and 51% perceived that their dating or romantic
partners drank alcohol. Nearly a third, that is, 32.15% of
parents reported some alcohol or drug use in the year prior to
their interview. Regarding demographic characteristics, the
average age of the sample was 15.37 years, and slightly over
50% was female. About 23% identified as Black, 7% as
Hispanic and 70% as White. Just under half the sample
(48.97%) reported living with both biological parents, while
nearly a quarter of the sample (23.55%) reported living with
one parent. The majority, 55%, of respondents’ mothers
reported some college education or higher. Adolescents
reported high levels of parental monitoring compared to
similar TARS subsamples (e.g., Johnson et al., 2011; Warner
et al.,, 2011), with over half of our sample reporting above
“sometimes” in the mean frequency scale. About 35% of the
sample reported grades as “mixed A’s and B’s” or above, 43%
reported Mostly C’s to Mostly B’s, while the rest of the
sample (22%) reported grades that were a mix of C’s and D’s
or lower on average.

Frequency of Alcohol Use

The association of dating partners’ alcohol use and other
covariates on adolescents’ self-reports of current levels of
alcohol use controlling for prior alcohol use are shown in
Table 2. These analyses are restricted to current/recent
daters from the first interview. Dating partners’ and peers’
alcohol use is associated significantly with adolescents’ own
level of alcohol use (Model 1). Teens who reported that
their dating partners frequently drink alcohol are themselves
more likely to report higher levels of alcohol use. Both
dating partners’ alcohol and friends’ alcohol use remained
significant when the demographic and other covariates (e.g.,
age, gender, race/ethnicity, family structure, parental edu-
cation, parental monitoring) were included in the model
(Model 2). The control variables operated in the expected
directions. Older adolescents reported higher levels of
alcohol use, and Black, compared to White and Hispanic,
adolescents reported lower levels of alcohol use. While
bivariate analyses (appendix) indicated that academic
grades, family structure, parental education, and parental
monitoring were related to adolescents’ alcohol use, these
variables were not significant in the multivariate model.
Finally, based on nested F tests, dating partner alcohol use
significantly contributed to the fit of the model for alcohol
use frequency (F =9.58, p<0.01) (1520).

Alcohol-related Problems
The next series of models (Table 3) presented logistic

regression coefficients predicting the odds that adolescents’
reports of having experienced one or more problems
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involving the use of alcohol. Bivariate regression results
(available from authors) suggested that adolescents who
reported higher levels of dating partners’ alcohol use, on
average, are more likely to have experienced alcohol-related
problems. The first model in Table 3, which included
friends’ alcohol use and dating partners’ alcohol use,
showed that net of prior drinking behavior, the association
between dating partners’ use and alcohol-related problems
was statistically significant. Friends’ and parents’ alcohol
use also were positively related to problematic alcohol use.
Model 2 added the control variables and partner alcohol use
was still significantly related to problematic alcohol use
(p <0.001, ¥2 = 348.65, 15). Friends’ alcohol use also was
associated with problem alcohol use. Parental substance
use, however, was no longer significantly associated with
problem alcohol use (p <0.06).

Consistent with results of the OLS model assessing the
frequency of alcohol use, older adolescents had sig-
nificantly higher odds of alcohol-related problems while
Black adolescents reported the lowest odds of experiencing
problems created by alcohol use. Male, compared to
female, adolescents were no more likely to report alcohol-
related problems. Letter grades were related negatively to
alcohol use. Family factors were not related to problem
alcohol use in model 2.

Effects of Age and Gender, and Partners’ Alcohol Use

Interaction terms of age and partner alcohol use were added
to Model 2 for both sets of outcomes (available from
authors). For both dependent variables, frequency of alco-
hol use and alcohol-related problems, results indicated a
significant age by partners’ alcohol effect. The effect of
partners’ alcohol use was greater for older adolescents. This
result was consistent with prior literature suggesting that
older adolescents’ romantic relationships are more intimate
and potentially more influential.

Interaction terms of gender and partners’ alcohol use were
added to model 2 for both outcomes (available from authors).
The effect of dating partners’ alcohol use on frequency of use
was significant for both male and female adolescents and the
magnitude of the association indicated a significantly greater
effect of partner alcohol use for male adolescents. For
alcohol-related problems, results indicated a significant effect
of partners’ alcohol use for both male and female adolescents
but did not indicate that this effect differed for male and
female adolescents. Overall, an interesting gender dynamic
was suggested: female adolescents in the sample reported
significantly greater mean levels of alcohol use by their
partner (1.28) than did male adolescents in the sample (0.71);
yet multivariate analyses suggested that female adolescents
influenced the alcohol use frequency of their dating partners
more strongly than did male adolescents.
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Discussion

A gap in the literature on adolescents’ alcohol use is whe-
ther the influence of romantic partners’ alcohol use is dis-
tinct from the well-known influence of peers and parents.
The results showed that adolescents’ alcohol use frequency
and alcohol problems were influenced by their perceptions
of dating partners’ alcohol use, and dating partners’ influ-
ence was stronger on older adolescents and male adoles-
cents. Exploring three sources of influence aligns with the
notion of homophily—individuals seek friends and partners
like themselves—and in this case regarding drinking
behavior. Consistent with the broader developmental lit-
erature on the heightened role of friends’ influence among
adolescents, the findings demonstrated the central impor-
tance of both friends and dating partners. Yet, dating part-
ners and friends have unique and positive influences on
alcohol use during this important developmental period.
Although drinking may occur outside the context of the
dating relationship, the current study is guided by theore-
tical insights emphasizing homophily and social interaction.

Results of the interaction analysis between age and partner
suggested that the use of alcohol by a dating partner may be an
especially salient influence on drinking behavior of older teens.
The finding that older teens are more strongly influenced by
their dating partners is consistent with Esser and colleagues
(2017) findings. Early influence by a dating partner may set the
stage for later high use patterns among dating individuals, with
or without the same partner. Unlike adult drinkers, teenage
drinkers have only recently begun drinking and are doing so
illegally, which suggests they may be drinking for very dif-
ferent reasons as compared to adults. Generalizing research
findings conducted among adult samples may be inappropriate
for drawing conclusions regarding the behavior of adolescents.

The results of the interaction analyses moderating partner
alcohol use by gender point to a unique context and struc-
ture of romantic relationships. The influence of a dating
partner on drinking is salient for both male and female
adolescents, but the effect on frequency of use is stronger
for male adolescents. The data indicated that the role of the
partners’ alcohol use is stronger for male than female ado-
lescents regarding the frequency of alcohol use, but not
regarding alcohol-related problems.

In other ways, however, these findings are consistent
with the more extensive findings from the young adult
relationships and the married couples’ literatures, which in
general have suggested that romantic partners/spouses are
sources of influence on drinking patterns for young adults
with women and men each influencing their partners’ heavy
drinking (Bartel et al., 2017). Angulski and colleagues
(2018), studying the influence of romantic partners’ alcohol
use during emerging adulthood, found significant long-
itudinal effects within high-risk samples. The findings are

also consistent with research on adolescent dating rela-
tionships demonstrating that adolescent boys perceive their
romantic partners as quite influential.

There are important implications of these findings
regarding the influence of adolescents’ romantic partners.
Alcohol consumption may reduce inhibitions, and therefore
may increase the likelihood that adolescents engage in risk
behaviors, with a host of negative potential outcomes
including drunk driving and risky sexual behaviors, which
are associated with a host of deleterious possible outcomes
(Edwards et al., 2020; Ewing et al., 2015; Haas et al.,
2017). Prevention programs targeting concurrent alcohol
use and risk behaviors among youth will benefit from an
increased understanding of the romantic context of alcohol
use. For some youth, a romantic partner’s drinking may set
the stage for the hazardous use of alcohol and other drugs
in adult relationships. The analyses presented here were
generated with the goal of being usable research for public
engagement with the study of youth behavior. Recognizing
the important joint influences of partners, family, and
friends on the drinking behavior of adolescents and young
adults can, and should, be communicated to the target
population. Reciprocally, this analysis is heavily informed
by the authors’ experiences and engagement with adoles-
cents and young adults and with youth advocates—a
necessary element in producing research that is relevant to
others and society collectively. Finally, dissemination of
the findings and implications of this study and those that
inform it is a necessary and often overlooked step in public
engagement with research (Morgan, 2019). In the present
case, part of the significance of this research is the need to
communicate—to the public—the understanding that
young people are influenced by the most important people
in their lives in the meanings they attach to drinking, and
the behaviors that follow.

The study is limited by the nature of self-reports. How-
ever, most studies of alcohol use are self-reports. Although
the alcohol use measure did tap frequency and severity of
respondent, and perceptions of dating partner’s alcohol use,
and perceptions of friend’s alcohol use, an item measuring
quantity of alcohol per episode was not available within this
sample of adolescents. Every effort was made to collect this
sensitive data in a confidential manner from both adolescent
and parent respondents; however, parents overly concerned
with promoting a socially acceptable image may have been
likely to underreport their own alcohol/drug use. Addi-
tionally, respondents were drawn from an urban Mid-
western cite and the surrounding area, and despite the
demographic similarities to the United States population
based on U.S. Census data, generalizations should be made
with caution. Although the study oversampled Hispanic and
Black youth, these findings may not generalize to popula-
tions vulnerable to high levels of alcohol-related problems
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(e.g., treatment populations) or residing outside the Mid-
west. Although a significant proportion of lesbian, gay, and
bisexual adults have reported early alcohol initiation
(Schuler et al., 2019), a third limitation of the current work
is that it only addressed relationships between male and
female adolescents and did not address relationships
between other groups. A fourth limitation of the current
study is that some participants may have been unaffected by
the level of alcohol use of their dating partner. Without
direct measures of multiple factors influencing drinking
behavior, detecting the extent of a specific dating partner’s
alcohol consumption on respondent’s self-reported drinking
behavior is not possible. Thus, it is possible that reports of
dating partners’ drinking are subject to distortion. However,
it is important to note that perceptions that others are heavy
drinkers is associated with adolescents’ heavy use (Cox
et al., 2019). Additionally, the initial analyses indicated that
daters compared with non-daters reported higher frequency
of drinking. The challenge of future work will be to identify
the dynamics influencing the context of alcohol use among
adolescent dating partners.

Conclusion

This work addresses a significant uncertainty in the
alcohol-use homophily literature: in proximity to parents
and peers, where do dating partners fit in as critical
influences on adolescent alcohol use? Overall, percep-
tions of dating partners’ alcohol use significantly influ-
enced drinking behavior and problems associated with
alcohol use above and beyond parents’ use and percep-
tions of peer alcohol use. In both direct and moderated
associations, the effect of homophilic influences on
alcohol use is contextualized by gender and age. Partner
drinking was significant for both male and female ado-
lescents, but was moderated by gender such that male
adolescents’ frequency of use wwas more heavily influ-
enced by partners drinking, though the same was not true
for alcohol-related problems. Initial associations by age
are noteworthy: older adolescents reported significantly
higher frequencies of both use and problem use, alongside
higher partner and peer drinking. These joint associations
(as well as the lack of significance when controlling for
partner and peer use) may be due to older adolescents (up
to age 19 in this sample) being connected to peers and/or
partners of legal drinking age in the US. The significant
interaction effect of dating partners’ use with age suggests
an additional effect consistent with the view that romantic
partners take on a greater weight in the transition to young
adulthood. Thus, research focused on how early alcohol
use across romantic contexts shapes the character and
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stability of adult intimate relationships is also likely to
inform prevention work. However, the findings have
documented that adolescents’ perceptions of romantic
partners affect alcohol use and the problem behaviors
associated with it. Future research should expand the
traditional focus on perceptions of peers and friends to
include more attention to the ways in which romantic
liaisons potentially influence a range of consequential
health related outcomes.
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