Adolescents Who Got Drunk
By Family Structure and Religious Practice
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This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family
structure (intact/non-intact).
The intact category comprises families with both biological parents,
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact
category comprises families without both biological parents,
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.
The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than
monthly religious attendance.

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I. Adolescents
Grades 7-12.

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12
who admitted to getting drunk in the year prior to being asked,
correlated with religious attendance and family structure.

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation.

Adolescents Who Got Drunk by Family Structure and Religious Practice
Family Structure: Children who lived with both biological parents were less likely to get drunk
(25.4 percent of those living with cohabiting biological parents and 26.6 percent of those living
with married parents).1 Nearly 33 percent of adolescents whose parents were divorced got
drunk in the year prior to being surveyed, and for those living with a step-parent or only one
biological cohabiting parent, the percentage increased to 38.7 and 39.6, respectively. Just 23.1
percent of adolescents whose parents never married admitted to getting drunk within that
timeframe.
Religious Practice: 19.1 percent of students in Grades 7-12 who attended religious services at
least weekly got drunk in the year prior to being asked. By contrast, 35.2 percent of adolescents
who never worshipped, 31.9 percent of those who worshipped one to three times a month, and
39.3 percent of those who attended religious services less than once a month admitted to
getting drunk within that timeframe.
Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 22.4 percent of adolescents who lived
with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had abused alcohol. By contrast,
41.2 percent of adolescents who worshipped less than monthly and came from single-parent or
reconstituted families had abused alcohol. In between were those in non-intact families who
worshipped at least monthly (24.5 percent) and those who lived with both biological parents
and worshipped less than monthly (33.4 percent).
Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these
findings. Roy Oman of the University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center and colleagues found
“a positive, significant relationship between [participation in church or religious activities] and
the nonuse of alcohol” and also that “[y]ouths from 2-parent households were significantly
more likely than those from 1-parent households to report nonuse of alcohol.”2
W. Alex Mason and Michael Windle of the University of Alabama at Birmingham reported that
adolescents who had close familial bonds “were more likely to be religiously committed and
involved” and that this religious commitment and familial support were both directly related to
less alcohol consumption over time.3
In a study of adolescent students in British schools, Ian Sutherland and Jonathan Shepherd of
the University of Wales College of Medicine found that 31.4 percent of students who frequently
attended religious services regularly used alcohol regularly, compared to 68.3 percent of
students who did not attend religious services, and that “[a]dolescents without religious
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convictions were…2.8 times as likely to drink alcohol.” They also noted that 59.4 percent of
students from intact families regularly used alcohol, compared to 65.9 percent of those from
non-intact families.4
The data indicate that the intact family that worships frequently is most protective against the
abuse of alcohol among minors.
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