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RISKS AND BENEFITS OF 
ALCOHOL USE OVER 
THE LIFE SPAN 

The risks and benefits of alcohol 
use vary across the life span. Even

a small amount of alcohol may place
a young driver at great risk behind
the wheel. The same amount, howev­
er, could have health benefits for a
middle­aged man by reducing his risk
of coronary heart disease. Dr. Mary
C. Dufour introduces the concept of a
“net outcome” of alcohol consump­
tion, which weighs both the potential
positive and negative consequences
of a person’s drinking pattern to ar­
rive at a net benefit or risk for that 
person. Several examples show how
this concept can be used to evaluate
alcohol­associated outcomes across 
the life span and how these assess­
ments can translate into behavioral 
recommendations for people based
on their specific drinking patterns and
risk factors. (pp. 145–151) 

THE NATURAL HISTORY 
OF ALCOHOLISM 

Alcoholism is a chronic disease 
that may strike at any age. Some

people develop the symptoms of al­
coholism after only months of heavy
drinking, whereas other, “late onset,”
a lc oh o l i cs m a y d r i n k h e avil y f or
years before developing the disease.
To track the course of this complex
disease over the life span, studies
must monitor the same subjects over
long periods of time. Dr. George E.
V a i l l a n t a n d A l c o h o l H e a l t h & 
Research World Science Editor Dr. 
Susanne Hiller­Sturmhöfel summa­
rize the findings of two such studies 

that have followed the evolution of 
alcoholism in several hundred men 
for the past 55 years. This research
has led to important findings, includ­
ing the fact that alcoholism may or
may not be progressive in nature.
(pp. 152–161) 

ALCOHOL’S ROLE IN 
WORK­FORCE ENTRY 
AND RETIREMENT 

Employment and drinking behavior
likely interact in a number of com­

plex ways. Dr. Paul M. Roman and J.
Aaron Johnson explore these links in
the context of two important life­
course junctures: work­force entry
and retirement. The authors review 
findings that teenagers who work are
actually more likely to drink than
their unemployed peers and describe
how early heavy drinking can chan­
nel young people into low­paying,
dead­end jobs. For older adults, the
association between work and alco­
hol use is less conclusive. The au­
thors discuss factors that may result
in increased or decreased alcohol 
consumption during retirement and
note that older adults who continue 
worki ng are m ore l ik el y to dri n k
heavily than retirees. (pp. 162–169) 

EFFECTS OF PRENATAL 
EXPOSURE TO ALCOHOL 
ACROSS THE LIFE SPAN 

Drinking alcohol during pregnancy
can adversely affect the develop­

ment of the fetus, resulting in lifelong
medical consequences. Only recently
have researchers begun to evaluate
how prenatal alcohol exposure can af­
fect a child’s school and, later, work 

performance. Drs. Paul D. Connor
and Ann P. Streissguth discuss the
changes occurring in the brain that
lead to impaired attention, intelli­
gence, memory, motor coordination,
complex problem­solving, and ab­
s t r a c t t h i n k i n g . T h e s e c o g n i t i v e
deficits create long­standing emotion­
al and physiological problems. The
authors conclude by discussing pre­
vention and treatment strategies to
counter the effects of prenatal alcohol
exposure. (pp. 170–174) 

DRINKING DURING 
ADOLESCENCE 

Experimenting with alcohol use is
common during adolescence and

can spawn serious problems for some
youth. These problems include ad­
verse medical consequences, health
risks associated with unsafe sexual 
b e h a v i o r , u n i n t e n t i o n a l i n j u r i e s ,
homicide, and suicide. Dr. Laurie
Chassin and Christian DeLucia re­
view the risk factors for adolescent 
alcohol use, categorizing them as so­
ciocultural, family related, peer re­
lated, or intrapersonal. The authors
note that adolescents’ beliefs about the 
effects of alcohol also influence drink­
ing behavior. These beliefs may be
shaped by information accumulated
from a range of sources, including
the mass media. The specific risk
factors that can predict problem drink­
ing among adolescents are not yet
known, however. (pp. 175–180) 

EFFECT OF PARENTAL 
DRINKING ON ADOLESCENTS 

Many biological, psychological,
and social changes occur during 
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adolescence, and parents continue to
play an important role in their chil­
dren’s development during this peri­
od. Dr. Michael Windle describes 
how alcohol abuse can interfere with 
parenting skills and marital relations,
thereby affecting adolescent develop­
ment and adjustment. Parents who
abuse alcohol place their children at
increased risk for alcohol and other 
drug use as well as for psychological
problems. The author also reviews
family (and nonfamily) factors that
may offset the negative effects of
parental drinking. (pp. 181–184) 

DRINKING AMONG 
YOUNG ADULTS 

Young adults ranging in age from
the mid­teens to the late twenties 

have a higher prevalence of alcohol
consumption and binge drinking than
any other age group. They also drink
more heavily than other age groups
and experience more negative conse­
quences, such as traffic crashes. Drs.
Lori A. Quigley and G. Alan Marlatt
review studies on the prevalence, pat­
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terns, and consequences of youthful
drinking. Patterns of binge drinking
change over time, and most heavy­
drinking youth appear to gradually
reduce consumption (i.e., they “ma­
ture out” of abusive drinking). Accord­
ing to the authors, programs designed
to reduce both the risks and conse­
quences of youthful drinking may help
accelerate this maturing­out process.
(pp. 185–191) 

ALCOHOL IN THE EARLY 
YEARS OF MARRIAGE 

Marriage is a major event in the
transition from youth to adult­

hood. Newlyweds face many changes,
inc l ud in g a d a p t i n g to n e w s o c i al
roles and adjusting to life within a
partnership. The transition from a
single to married lifestyle also may
generate shifts in alcohol use and al­
cohol consumption. Drs. Kenneth E.
Leonard and Linda J. Roberts discuss 
how alcohol influences marital quali­
ty in the early years of marriage.
They conclude th at one partner’s
abuse of alcohol does not necessarily 

lead to marital problems. Rather, the
inte rpl ay o f each sp ouse’s dri nk­
ing patterns may have the most ef­
fect on the health of a marriage. (pp.
192–196) 

LATE­LIFE DRINKING 
BEHAVIOR 

Between 2 and 4 percent of older
adults in the general population

either abuse or are dependent on al­
cohol. Drs. Penny L. Brennan and
Rudolf H. Moos review recent stud­
ies investigating the causes and con­
sequences of alcohol use in this age
gr o u p . A c c o rd i n g t o t he a u t ho r s ,
three prominent sets of factors appear
to shape a person’s drinking behavior
and related outcomes: the drinker’s 
personal characteristics, life context
(e.g., his or her access to a support
network and the frequency of stress­
ful life events), and treatment experi­
ences. The authors address the degree
to which each of these factors affects 
alcohol consumption and drinking
problems in this special population.
(pp. 197–204) 
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