




Do some young people’s attitudes to alcohol 
make them more likely

to be violent when drinking?
The connection between drinking and disorder in Britain has long been established as a problem. 
But why is it that only some people behave violently when they drink? In fact, many people drink 
and cause no trouble at all: they seemingly become more relaxed, friendly and outgoing. Whilst, on 
the other hand, there are those who get in trouble, do things they regret or even end up in violent 
confrontations.

Here, Dr Carly Lightowlers, (link - http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/LAW/123590.htma)  lecturer in Criminal 
Justice at Liverpool John Moores University (School of Law), examines the issue.

Existing research 
suggests it is 
not drinking 
per se that is 

associated with violent 
behaviour. Rather, it’s 
factors such as people’s 
patterns of drinking, their 
stage in the l i fe course, 
and the wider social and 
cultural context that can 
inf luence the l ikel ihood 
of becoming violent 
when drinking alcohol. 
We also know that the 

Figure 1: Response probabilities for agreeing with the alcohol attitude survey items

strength of the alcohol-
violence relationship 
varies between different 
countries and cultures.

For these reasons it 
seemed important to 
consider att itudes held 
by young people about 
alcohol consumption 
when studying the 
alcohol-violence 
relationship amongst 
English and Welsh youth. 
Not only can att itudes 

ref lect wider cultural 
norms, but those we hold 
in late adolescence and 
early adulthood are l ikely 
to be distinct from those 
we hold in later l i fe: it is 
hypothesised that our 
att itudes change with 
increased maturity and 
l i fe experience.

My PhD investigates, 
amongst other things, 
whether there are groups 
of individuals who hold 

similar att itudes towards 
alcohol consumption, and 
whether these att itudes 
mediate the alcohol-
violence relationship 
amongst young people 
in England and Wales. I 
used longitudinal panel 
data from the Home 
Off ice’s Offending Crime 
and Justice Survey 
(OCJS) to explore self-
reported violent offending 
(assault offences), 
alcohol consumption 
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patterns, and att itudes 
towards drinking alcohol. 
The focus was on young 
people aged 16 to 29 as 
this was thought to be 
a group who were l ikely 
to be drinking frequently 
and doing so in public 
nightl i fe environments 
without parental 
supervision.

I thought it useful to 
assess whether there 
were distinct groupings 
of l ike-minded individuals 
with regards to their 
att itudes about drinking. 
Figure 1 distinguishes 
between ‘social drinkers’ 

Figure 2: Predicted probability of committing an assault offence by age and drinking attitude classification

(21% of the sample), 
‘posit ively motivated 
drinkers’ (56%) and 
‘problematic drinkers’ 
(23%). From Figure 1, we 
can see that ‘problematic 
drinkers’ were more 
l ikely to agree with al l 
f ive reasons for drinking, 
but are distinct in their 
stronger agreement 
with drinking to get 
drunk and to forget their 
problems, as well as 
experiencing adverse 
effects of drinking, such 
as doing things they 
regret. ‘Social drinkers’, 
on the other had, tend 
to disagree with these 

items suggesting their 
drinking makes them 
relaxed as well as fr iendly 
and outgoing. ‘Posit ively 
motivated drinkers’ tend 
to agree even more 
strongly that drinking 
makes them feel relaxed 
and makes them more 
fr iendly and outgoing.

I then used these 
classif ications to assess 
the role of att itudes in 
mediating the alcohol-
violence relationship. The 
probabil i t ies shown in 
Figure 2 below highl ight 
that whilst r isk tends 
to reduce with age, 

‘problematic drinkers’ are 
disproportional ly l ikely to 
commit an assault at any 
age, but especial ly when 
they’re young.

To my mind, these 
f indings suggest that 
we can’t just simply 
alert young people to 
recommended safe 
alcohol consumption 
l imits or the negative 
health implications of 
heavy drinking. Instead 
we need to work with 
them to tackle some 
of the problems and 
diff icult ies they face, for 
example by signposting 
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to or providing services 
to help them avoid 
turning to alcohol to 
‘cope’ or ‘forget’. My 
study, as well as the 
work of scholars in the 
US, provides evidence 
to support tai lored 
interventions targeted at 
dist inct groups of young 
people who have similar 
att itudes and motives for 
drinking.

Given these interesting 
f indings, I bel ieve we 
need to continue to 
explore both the cultural 
and developmental 
aspects of the alcohol-
violence relationship. 
However, with the 
OCJS decommissioned 
in 2006, the f irst 
step wil l  be to gain a 
commitment to col lect 
national ly representative 
longitudinal data on 
young people’s offending 
and drinking behaviour. 
Such efforts should 
consider routinely 
measuring att itudes, 
expectancies and 
motives for alcohol 
consumption. Such 
measures ought to ref lect 
exist ing social theory, 
and, where appropriate, 
be based on previously 
val idated measures to 
al low for more meaningful 
substantive analysis.

Underage drinkers Underage drinkers 
“turning to online retailers to buy alcohol”“turning to online retailers to buy alcohol”

Significant 
numbers of 
children and 
young people 

in Wales are turning to 
online supermarket grocery 
services in order to buy 
alcohol, according to 
Alcohol Concern Wales.

The report, called On your 
doorstep, highlights the 
findings from a Wales-
wide survey of minors 
aged between 14 and 
17 years old. 15% of the 
respondents who had 
previously bought or 
attempted to buy alcohol 
for themselves or someone 
else, had successfully 
purchased alcohol via 
the internet, the majority 
of whom regarded it as 
“easy” to do so and an 
effective way to bypass age 
verification checks.

Alongside the survey, in 
March 2013, South Wales 
Police undertook a test 
purchases operation in 
Cardiff with 15 year olds, to 
find out whether they were 
able to buy alcohol from 
major supermarket grocery 
websites.

It found that alcohol could 
be bought online from 
these sites with relative 
ease, by simply agreeing 
to the website terms and 
conditions, and being in 
possession of a debit card 

and email address. 
In 44% of the test 
cases, alcohol 
was then handed 
to the underage 
test purchasers 
in person without 
any requests for 
proof of age, 
despite published 
supermarket 
policies which 
state they will not 
deliver to under 
18s.

Mark Leyshon, 
Policy and Research Officer 
at Alcohol Concern, said:

“The process of purchasing 
alcohol online, for example 
via supermarket websites, 
is unique in that the sale 
is made in private and 
with relative anonymity, 
away from traditional retail 
premises. Young people 
have told us that these 
sites offer less robust 
age verification practices 
and provide a quick and 
easy way to get hold of 
alcohol, especially for 
younger teenagers who 
would likely have greater 
difficulty in buying alcohol 
in person from in-store at a 
supermarket or off-licence.”

Scott Lloyd, Licensing 
Sergeant with South Wales 
Police, who led the test 
purchases operation, said:

“South Wales Police are 
disappointed with the 
failure rate and will work 
with the supermarkets to 
ensure under 18s do not 
have access to alcohol in 
this way.”

Alcohol Concern is calling 
for supermarkets, and 
other off-trade retailers that 
provide an alcohol home 
delivery service, to review 
their existing age checking 
procedures to determine 
whether they are fit for 
purpose, and ensure in 
particular that delivery staff 
are given robust training 
in procedures relating to 
requesting and identifying 
proof of age. The charity 
also recommends more 
widespread test purchasing 
by police and trading 
standards to assess the 
true extent of the problem.



Continuing decline in drinking, smoking and 
drug taking in school-age children

The latest survey ‘Smoking, 
drinking and drug use 
among young people in 
England in 2012’, which 
surveyed 7,590 pupils in 
254 schools in the autumn 
term of 2012, documents a 
continuation in the long-
term reductions in the rates 
of school children drinking, 
smoking and taking illicit 
drugs and in their tolerance 
for peers doing so. 

However, there was an 
increase in the number of 
units of alcohol consumed 
by pupils who drink in 2012 
compared with 2011. 11 
to 15 year-olds who drank 
in the last week drank 
an average of 12.5 units 
(mean) in 2012, an increase 
of 2.1 units on the previous 
year, when 
an average of 
10.4 units was 
consumed.

In terms of 
region, the 
North East of 
England has 
the highest 
proportion of 
pupils who 
have ever 
drunk alcohol. 
Combined 
figures for 
2011 and 2012 
indicate that 
over half (51%) 
of pupils aged 
between 11 and 

15 in the region have ever 
drunk alcohol. The North 
East also tops the table for 
the highest proportion of 
pupils who drank alcohol in 
the last week (14%).

In terms of the national 
picture, the report shows 
that in 2012:

Less than half of pupils 
(43%) had ever drunk 
alcohol, compared to 
61% a decade ago in 
2002 

Around two in ten (23%) 
11 to 15 year olds had 
ever tried smoking 
compared to around four 
in ten (42%) ten years 
ago in 2002 

Fewer than one in five 
(17%) had ever tried 
drugs, compared to 27% 
in 2002
 
The proportions of pupils 
who have ever drunk, 
smoked and taken drugs 
increases with age. 
For instance, 12% of 
11 year olds have ever 
had an alcoholic drink, 
compared to 74% of 15 
year olds 

In 2012, 28% of pupils 
thought it was OK for 
someone of their age to 
drink once a week and 
13% to smoke once a 
week, compared to 46% 
and 25% respectively in 
2003

Half (50%) of pupils who 
had drunk alcohol in the 
last four weeks said that 
they had been drunk at 
least once during that 
time. Although 61% of 
them said that they had 
deliberately tried to get 
drunk, 39% said they 
had not.

Whether pupils drink 
or not was strongly 
influenced by the 
behaviour and attitudes 
of their families. Pupils 
were more likely to drink 
alcohol if someone they 
live with does: 83% of 
pupils whose households 
did not include anyone 
who drank had never 
themselves drunk 
alcohol, compared 
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with 30% of pupils 
who lived with three or 
more drinkers. Similarly, 
pupils who thought 
their families didn’t like 
them drinking were less 
likely to have drunk 
alcohol than those who 
thought their families 
didn’t mind if they drank. 
87% of pupils who felt 
that their parents would 
disapprove had never 
drunk alcohol, compared 
with 28% of those who 
thought that their parents 
wouldn’t mind as long 
as they didn’t drink too 
much.

The proportion of pupils 
who think it is OK for 
someone of their age 

to drink alcohol has 
fallen in recent years. 
In 2012, 28% of pupils 
thought that it was OK 
for someone of their age 
to drink once a week 
compared with 46% in 
2003.  

Pupils’ beliefs about why 
people of their age drink 
alcohol varied according 
to whether or not they 
have drunk alcohol 
themselves. Pupils who 
have never drunk alcohol 
were more likely than 
those who have to think 
that people of their age 
drink because of social 
pressures: to look cool 
in front of their friends 
or because their friends 

pressure them into it. 
Pupils who have drunk 
alcohol were more likely 
than non-drinkers to 
believe that people of 
their age drink to be 
sociable with friends or 
because it gives them a 
rush or buzz. 

The report does not 
analyse the findings in 
relation to religion or 
ethnicity and so it is 
impossible to gauge the 
impact of the growth in the 
numbers of schoolchildren 
from non-British indigenous 
backgrounds, some of 
which proscribe the use 
of alcohol. In 2011 the 
Department for Education 
announced that in England 

around 25% of children in 
state schools were from 
ethnic minorities, and 
the proportion is growing 
rapidly.

The full report can be 
accessed here:

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/
catalogue/PUB11334

The full report can be 
accessed here:

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/
catalogue/PUB11334
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