
Adolescents who live in an intact 
family are less likely to get drunk 
than those living in step-families, 
those whose parents have divorced, 
or those raised by a cohabiting 
biological parent.

According to the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health, Waves I and II, children 
who live with both biological 
parents are 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).2  Nearly 33 percent 
of adolescents whose parents are 
divorced got drunk in the year 
prior to being asked, and for those 
living with a step-parent or only 

one biological cohabiting parent, the percentage increases to 39 and 40, respectively. Just 23 
percent of adolescents whose parents never married admitted to getting drunk within that 
timeframe.

Other Studies

Many other studies corroborate most of these findings but contradict the anomalous data 
point showing adolescents in single-parent homes as least likely to get drunk. Kathleen 
Rodgers and Hilary Rose of Washington State University, for instance, found that adolescents 
in intact families were less likely to engage in binge drinking than their peers in divorced or 
blended single-parent homes.3 
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Source: Adolescent Health Survey, Wave I.  Adolescents grade 7-12.

1  This chart draws 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, Washington, D.C.
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Jeffrey Cookston of the University of Texas at Austin also reported that adolescents in 
single-parent families are more likely to use alcohol than those living with intact families.4 

In a wide-ranging study of factors influencing adolescent alcohol use, Edward Norton of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and colleagues found that “[l]iving in a single-
parent family was by far the strongest predictor of adolescent drinking.”5 

Similarly, Kenneth Griffin of Cornell University Medical College and colleagues noted that 
“boys from single-parent families reported…drinking alcohol more frequently than other 
youth.”6 

The data strongly indicate that an intact family is the superior family structure in protecting 
children from the ills of alcohol.
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