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Abstract 
The prevalence of alcohol use of Irish post-primary schoolchildren has been reported on numerous occasions over the past five years. A study of 
drinking patterns in 294 schoolchildren aged 14 to 17 from single sex and mixed sex schools is presented. The age at first drink for boys was 11.7 
years, and for girls 12.3 years. Eighty percent of boys had ever drank compared to 66% of girls. 59% of boys were regular drinkers compared to 54% 
of girls. Both these parameters were equal for boys from single sex and mixed schools but girls from mixed sex schools had a higher prevalence of 
drinking than girls from single sex schools. Beer was by far the favourite drink of boys whereas wine was the favourite drink of girls. Girls were more 
likely to drink at home than boys. The results of the present study will be compared with other recent prevalence studies of teenage alcohol use in 
Ireland. Many findings are similar but the separate analysis of single and mixed sex schools is new. 
 
Introduction 
Over the past five years there have been numerous reports of surveys of 
alcohol use in post-primary school children. Some of these studies have 
appeared as published scientific reports but in other cases the results of the 
studies have been published as press releases. Despite differing 
methodologies there are many consistencies among the findings. These 
studies will be reviewed here and the results of a study carried out by the 
author in 1989 will be presented also. 
Background – In 1986 the Economic and Social Research Institute published 
a report by Grube and Morgan entitled “Smoking, drinking and other drug 
use among Dublin post-primary school pupils.1 This extensive report 
examined practice and attitudes to substance use in a sample of 2927 
children. The children’s ages ranged from 13 to 17 and the principal findings 
were that 66% had ever drank and 50% had consumed alcohol in the month 
prior to the study. The average age at first drink was 12.8. Beer was the 
favourite drink of boys and beer and wine jointly the favourite drink of girls. 
 The Grube and Morgan study stimulated other researchers to carry out 
prevalence studies in various parts of the country. Johnson in Galway studied 
14-17 year old senior cycle pupils in 1987.2 He found mean age at first drink 
of 12.4 for boys and 13.8 for girls. Johnson carried out another study in 1989, 
sampling 1359 junior cycle pupils, aged 12 to 15.3 Of these 26% had ever 
taken a drink. Of the 20% who were current drinkers one third were felt to be 
drinking to such an extent that it interfered with social functioning. In 1991 
Johnson published a report of alcohol use among a national sample of second 
year second level students.4 A total of 827 students from eight urban 
locations throughout the country were studied. 
 Fieldwork took place in 1990 and the age range was 12 to 15 years. The 
mean age at first drink was 12.2 for boys and 12.8 for girls. 39% had ever 
drank, 41 % of boys and 36% of girls. Beer was the most popular drink with 
both boys (68%) and girls (56%). 
 There were two other studies whose results were released to the press 
during October 1990. In one study carried out in South County Dublin 1000 
teenagers aged 14 to 17 were studied.5 Mean age at first drink was 13 years, 
12.7 for boys and 13.4 for girls. 86% had ever drank. The other study was 
carried out in Cork.6 The study subjects, of whom there were 787, ranged in 
age from 15 to 17. Of these, 78% had ever drank. Half of the respondents 
were classified as regular drinkers and beer was the most popular drink. 
 There has been one major study in Northern lreland.7 In 1988 1776 
post-primary school children aged 11 to 18 were studied. Of the total sample 
83% of boys had ever drank and 69% of girls. Beer was the most common 
drink for boys and spirits for girls. 
 The foregoing is a brief resume of the results of various studies carried 
out in Ireland over the past five years. The next 
 

section of the paper deals with the methods and results of a study carried out 
by the author in 1989. The results of the present study and those referred to 
above will be discussed jointly. 

Methods 
All second level schools in a defined community care area in South County 
Dublin were included in the sampling frame. These were stratified into boys 
only, girls only and mixed sex schools. Within each category two schools 
were chosen by random allocation and permission was sought and received 
from the principals of the six schools to carry out the study. Within each 
school two classes were chosen; one Intermediate Certificate year and one 
post Intermediate Certificate year. During a two week period in the Spring of 
1989 the author visited the six schools and administered questionnaires 
during classtime. Neither pupils nor teachers were forewarned that the study 
was to take place. 
 The questionnaire was self administered in the presence of the author. 
There were 11 questions (copies are available on request). Pupils were asked 
specifically about alcohol consumption in the preceding month. The timing of 
the fieldwork was such as to exclude the Christmas and Lenten periods. 

Results 
A total of 294 pupils completed the questionnaire, 127 boys and 167 girls. 
They ranged in age from 14 to 17. The age, sex and type of school 
distribution is given in Table 1. 
 Of the total 72% had ever had a whole drink of any alcoholic beverage, 
80% of boys and 66% of girls. The percentage of boys who had ever had a 
drink was independent of whether they attended a mixed sex or single sex 
school, but girls who 

Table 1 - Age, sex and type of school distribution of respondents
Boys Girls Age 

Single Mixed Total Single Mixed Total Total
14 20 13 33 31 22 53 86
15 28 15 43 62 7 69 112
16 30 16 46 13 27 40 86
17 3 2 5 0 5 5 10
Total 81 46 127 106 61 167 294
Ave age 15.7 15.7 15.7 15.3 15.7 15.5 15.6
 

Table 2 - % ever drinking and current drinking by school category
Boys Girls  

Single Mixed Total Single Mixed Total Total
Ever drank 80 83 NS 80 59 77 x2=5.3

df=1
p<0.5

66 72

Regular   x2=10.6
Current 59 59 NS 59 44 70df=1 54 56
Drinkers   p<0.1
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Table 3 - % Current drinkers 

Boys Girls 
Age Single (%) Mixed (%) Total (%) Single (%) Mixed (%) Total (%) Total (%)
14 9/20(45) 5/13(38) 14/33(42) 10/31(32) 13/22(59) 25/53(43) 37/86(43)
15 19/28(68) 6/15(40) 25/43(58) 26/62(42) 3/4(42) 29/69(42) 54/112(46)
16 17/30(57) 14/16(88) 31/46(67) 10/13(77) 24/27(89) 34/40(85) 65/86(76)
17 3/3(100) 2/2(100) 5/5(100) 0/0(0) 3/5(60) 3/5(60) 8/10(80)
 
Table 4 - % of each sex consuming each type of alcohol in preceeding 
month 

 Boys Girls Total 

Beer 52 31 40 
Wine 26 35 31 
Spirits 22 29 26 
Cider 9 16 13 
 

Table 5 -Favourite venue for drinking (%) 

 Boys Girls Total 
Home 23 33 29 
Outdoor 34 22 27 
Public House 30 27 28 
Others 13 18 16 

attended a mixed sex school were more likely (77%) than girls who attended 
a single sex school (59%) to have ever taken a drink (p<.05). When 
questioned about current drinking, defined as having taken alcohol in the 
preceding month, 59% of boys had and 54% of girls. Again, current drinking 
was independent of which type of school boys attended but girls in mixed 
schools were much more likely to be current drinkers (p<0l). The average age 
of girls from mixed sex schools was 0.4 years greater than for single sex 
schools. These results are summarised in Table 2. Of those who had ever 
taken alcohol, the average age at first drink was 11.7 years for boys and 12.3 
years for girls. Just over 40% of 14 year olds of each sex in the study were 
current drinkers, rising to 80% by age 17. (Table 3) 
 Of the total sample 165 had taken alcoholic drink in the preceding 
month. Beer was the most common drink for boys and wine for girls (Table 
4). For boys outdoors was the favourite venue, followed by a public house. 
For girls home was the favourite venue (Table 5). 

Discussion 
It is a consistent finding in the studies reviewed and the present study that 
boys begin drinking at an earlier age than girls, usually about half a year 
earlier. There is also a downward trend observable over the past five years in 
the age at which both sexes begin drinking. Beer has always been shown to 
be the favourite drink of boys, whereas girls have a more even spread of 
preferences, with beer, wine and spirits all featuring as favourite drinks. 
Interestingly, cider has never featured as a favourite drink of teenagers, 
although the popular perception is otherwise. There has also been a steady 
increase over the past five years in the proportion of teenagers in the 14 to 17 
age band who have ever taken alcohol. 
 In the present study 40% of 14 years olds had ever drank, rising to 80% 
for 17 year olds. Cider was the least common alcoholic drink in the study 
period, although this may be partly explained by the fact that the study took 
place in early spring when outdoor “cider parties” would have been unlikely. 
 The higher prevalence of alcohol use in girls who attend mixed sex as 
opposed to single sex schools is a new finding. This is not explained by the 
fact that girls in mixed sex schools were almost half a year older on average 
than girls from single sex schools as analysis by each year of age showed that 
at no age was drinking prevalence higher in single sex schools. 
 

 The interpretation of this finding is problematic. While the schools were 
randomly allocated, there were only two in each category, with only two 
classes in each school. Thus, one class with lots of female drinkers could 
explain the results. The result should be corroborated or otherwise by 
repeating this analysis on a larger sample. Even if it is shown that girls in 
mixed sex schools drink more than girls in single sex schools there is a 
difficulty in establishing cause and effect. It could be that contact with boys 
at school encourages girls to lake alcohol. Another explanation could be that 
girls who attend mixed sex schools get exposed to alcohol at home at an 
earlier age. There is evidence in the present study that girls’ favourite drink is 
wine and that their favourite drinking venue is home. This may represent a 
desire to expose daughters to alcohol in the controlled environment of home 
in the belief that this will lead to responsible drinking in the later teenage 
years and in adult life. 
 Whatever the explanation for this and the other findings the results of 
the present study add to the growing body of evidence that substantial 
proportions of young Irish teenagers are consuming alcohol, many in 
excessive quantities. A national policy on alcohol is currently being prepared 
and evidence from these studies will be used by policy makers. Sociological 
studies which will investigate in depth motivation and attitudes of young 
people towards alcohol and its use need to be carried out also to inform 
decision making and enable practical educational programmes to be 
developed and implemented so that the rise in teenage alcohol use can be 
slowed down and reversed. 
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