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ABSTRACT. Objective: The purpose of this study was to investigate
the preferred drinking contexts of different gender and ethnic groups
(white, black, and Hispanic men and women), by examining where these
groups do most of their drinking and to what extent drinking contexts
preferences are associated with certain drinking-related consequences.
Method: The study used data from the 1984, 1995, and 2005 U.S.
National Alcohol Surveys. Among current drinkers, cluster analyses of
volume drunk in six contexts (restaurants, bars, others’ parties, or when
spending a quiet evening at home, having friends drop over at home,
and hanging out in public places) were used to classify individuals by
their drinking context preferences in each gender by ethnicity subgroup.
Results: We identified three highly similar drinking context-preference
clusters within each of the six subgroups: (1) bar-plus group (did most

drinking in bars, plus much in other venues), (2) home group (did most
drinking at home, and a fair amount elsewhere), and (3) light group
(drank almost nothing quietly at home and also less in other settings than
the other two clusters). For a number of ethnic-by-gender groups, context
preference group assignment predicted drinking-related problems, over
and above general drinking patterns. For example, for all groups, the
bar-plus preference group relative to the light group showed higher risk
of arguments, fighting, and drunk driving, after taking into account the
volume consumed, frequency of heavy drinking, age, and year of survey.
Conclusions: Examining individuals’ preferred drinking contexts may
provide important information to augment overall drinking patterns in
risk and prevention studies. (J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs 70: 16-26, 2009)

HE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN drinking patterns

and alcohol-related problems is well established; that is,
drinking more and in heavy quantities increases the likeli-
hood of experiencing alcohol-related problems (Greenfield
and Rogers, 1999; Heeb and Gmel, 2005; Treno et al., 2000;
Wells et al., 2005). Drinking contexts also influence how
much individuals drink. For example, most drinkers consume
more alcohol in bars and at parties than at restaurants and
in other settings (Clark, 1985; Searles et al., 1995). Simi-
larly, a recent multilevel analysis by Kairouz and Greenfield
(2007) showed that a large part of the variability in drinking
relates to the context, whereas much stems from individual
differences such as gender. Previous research on drinking
contexts has focused on exploring frequency and amount of
drinking in various settings rather than classifying people
by where they do the most drinking (Clark, 1985; Harford,
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1978; Treno et al., 2000). Researchers have explored what
kinds of individuals go to given drinking contexts; for
example, how often black, white, or Hispanic individuals
visited particular settings, such as bars or street corners, and
how often they drank in those settings (Clark, 1988; Caetano
and Herd, 1988). Research by Herd and Grube (1993) is an
exception, but they considered only black and white female
drinkers. Using a national sample of 5,221 adults, they ex-
plored whether black and white women differed in how often
they drank in particular types of social settings and whether
drinking in different contexts independently predicted alco-
hol-related problems.

We extended this approach by looking at black, white, and
Hispanic female and male drinkers and (1) classifying drink-
ers according to what we term their “context preferences”
using cluster analyses of alcohol intake in six contexts (i.e.,
restaurants, bars, at others’ parties, on a quiet evening at
home, when having friends come over to their homes, and
hanging out in public places); (2) examining the prevalence
and time trends of these types of drinkers defined by their
context preferences with national data at 10-year intervals
between 1984 and 2005; and (3) testing the hypothesis that
context preference (i.e., where a person tends to drink more,
or less, within the six settings) will be related to certain
acute harms (e.g., alcohol’s negative consequences) after
controlling for that individual’s overall (12-month) drinking
pattern. We asked the following: Is where one prefers to
drink a useful indicator for predicting problem risk beyond
overall pattern of intake?
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Drinking context and heavy drinking

To understand why it is important to examine the pat-
tern of drinking across a variety of contexts, it is useful to
consider the role that drinking in one setting—the bar or
tavern—is theorized to play in contributing to heavy drink-
ing and problems. Pearson (1979) argued that heavy drinking
in the tavern (here defined as consuming a high volume in
that setting) is reinforced through rituals and ceremonies,
including buying rounds, buying drinks for others, last call,
and happy hour (Clark, 1981). The more often individuals
drink at bars, the more often they encounter these rituals and
are exposed to the bar’s heavy drinking norms (Aarons et al.,
1999; Nusbaumer et al., 1982). Over time and with the inter-
mittent reinforcement provided by bar or tavern patronage,
heavy drinking may become the habitual mode of drinking
(Clark, 1988; Single, 1993). This might generalize to other
settings but may also carry special risks because of features
of the bar environment, where drinking may be heaviest.

Although bars may simply draw patrons who are already
inclined to drink heavily (a selection effect), longitudinal
research has found that bar patronage is more likely to pre-
cede than to follow high volume consumed in bars and other
drinking contexts (Curran et al., 1996). This suggests that
bars are environments in which patrons learn to drink heav-
ily. This social learning theory of heavy drinking as related to
bars, however, may apply more to whites than to other ethnic
groups. Research has shown that blacks and Hispanics are
less likely to drink in bars than whites, even when controlling
for income, age, and employment status (Treno et al., 2000).
Thus, minority men and women may drink heavily in envi-
ronments other than bars, but it is unknown if such places act
in a similar manner to encourage heavy drinking.

Drinking context and drinking problems

Certain drinking contexts are associated with alcohol-
related problems. Most research has focused on public
drinking contexts, demonstrating that locations such as bars
(and, for young people, cars and dances) are linked to alco-
hol-related aggression (Graham et al., 2005; Rossow, 1996;
Stockwell et al., 1992; Graham and Wells, 2001). Research
suggests that this relationship is the result of the concentra-
tion of intoxicated people (Graham et al., 2006b), rowdiness,
and sexual competition (Graham et al., 2006a). Researchers
have also theorized that this relationship may be explained
by looser norms governing social behavior and the absence
of “social guardians” in public drinking locations (Wells et
al., 2005). Less attention has been paid to exploring potential
links between drinking contexts and other alcohol-related
problems. For example, it is unknown if drinking in a private
location, such as one’s home, rather than a public location is
more or less likely to be associated with arguments or fights
with one’s spouse.

Objectives

In this article, relying on cross-sectional, multiethnic,
national surveys spanning 2 decades (1984, 1995, 2005),
we explore whether individuals may be classified according
to preferences for drinking in particular drinking contexts.
We also examine group trends in preference-based types
of drinkers between 1984 and 2005. Social learning theory
provides a theoretical framework for understanding such
contextual patterns and drinking behaviors; we chose to
implement context drinking with 12-month summary vol-
umes per setting (How Often You Drink in Each x Typical
Quantity). Our third objective is to explore whether drinkers
with particular preferences for certain drinking settings are at
higher risk of specific negative consequences, over and above
the risks from their overall (12-month) drinking pattern.

Method
Study samples

We used 1984, 1995, and 2005 U.S. National Alcohol
Survey (NAS) data. These large cross-sectional surveys, each
including black and Hispanic oversamples, were fielded ap-
proximately 10 years apart. The 1984 and 1995 NAS surveys
(N7 and N9) were face-to-face interviews conducted by the
Institute for Survey Research of Temple University, using
stratified national household probability samples of 110
(1984) and 100 (1995) primary sampling units within a sam-
pling frame representing the 48 contiguous states. The 2005
NAS was a computer-assisted telephone interview survey
using list-assisted random digit dialing, sampling households
in all 50 U.S. states and Washington, DC, conducted by
DataStat Inc. of Ann Arbor, Michigan. All surveys relied on
trained interviewers, were given in Spanish when preferred,
and randomly selected adults ages 18 years and older within
the household.

In the 1984 NAS (n = 5,221), black and Hispanic re-
spondents were oversampled within 100 primary sampling
units, with an additional 10 sampling units having high black
and Hispanic populations (1,777 white, 1,947 black, 1,453
Hispanic, and 44 others; response rate = 72%-76%). For
more details on the sampling design, see Santos (1991). The
1995 NAS (n = 4,925) also included a large oversample of
black and Hispanic respondents (1,636 white, 1,582 black,
1,585 Hispanic, and 122 others; response rate = 76%-77%).
For the 2005 NAS, the list-assisted random digit dialing ap-
proach was used to collect a main probability sample plus
additional samples of blacks and Hispanics. As before, black
oversamples were in geographic areas where there was a
higher density of the black population, whereas Hispanic
oversampling used Hispanic surname lists. There were 6,919
respondents (3,967 white, 1,610 black, 1,054 Hispanic, and
288 others) representing an overall response rate of 56%.
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Six published methodological studies on the NAS interview
mode differences (in-person vs telephone interviews, the lat-
ter yielding lower response rates similar to other computer-
assisted telephone interview surveys) have indicated good
comparability of prevalence findings for alcohol consump-
tion and associated problems, as summarized in Greenfield
et al. (20006).

Data sets were weighted to represent the U.S. national
household populations in 1984, 1995, and 2005, using inter-
polations from census data by age, gender, and region and
accounting for nonresponse. Because of clustered sampling
and poststratification, standard errors in logistic regression
analyses were adjusted using the survey command of the
Stata statistical package (Release 7.0; StataCorp LP, College
Station, TX). All analyses were limited to current 12-month
drinkers providing data on drinking contexts (1984: n =
3,212; 1995: n = 2,817; and 2005: n = 4,256).

Measures

Context of drinking variables. Respondents were asked
how often in the past year they went out for an evening meal
in a restaurant (not including fast food places and luncheon-
ettes); went to bars, taverns, or cocktail lounges; went to a
party in someone else’s home; spent a quiet evening at home;
had friends drop over and visit in their home; and hung
around with friends in a public place such as a park, street,
or parking lot. Answer categories were “never,” “sometimes,
but less than once a month,” “1 or 2 times a month,” “3 or
4 times a month,” and “once a week or more.” For calculat-
ing 12-month frequencies and volumes, values were range
midpoints (i.e., 0, 6, 18, 42, and 78 times per year, respec-
tively). The proportion of drinking occasions in each context
was then asked, with response options of “never,” “less than
half the time,” “about half the time,” “more than half the
time,” and “almost all the time.” For volume calculations,
these were recoded to 0, 0.25, 0.5, 0.7, and 0.9, respectively.
Lastly, respondents who drank in each setting were asked
how many drinks they typically had. (A “drink” was defined
as a 12-oz bottle, can, or glass of beer; a 4-0z glass of wine;
or a mixed drink with 1 shot of distilled spirits.) Volume per
setting was computed as Frequency of Involvement X Pro-
portion of Drinking Occasions x Typical Number of Drinks.
For multivariate analyses, to reduce the skew, volume + 1
values in each setting were logged.

Overall drinking pattern: Volume and heavy drinking.
Overall alcohol consumption volume was assessed using the
“Knupfer Series” (KS) beverage-specific, graduated-frequen-
cies items (Room, 1990). The KS items first ask the frequen-
cies of drinking wine, beer, and distilled spirits (separately)
using a nine-level categorical scale, followed in each case
by asking the proportion of time the respondent drinks each
beverage in three quantity ranges: one to two, three to four,

and five or more drinks (response categories same as for the
context of drinking variables). Overall volume is calculated
by summing the responses with an appropriate algorithm
(Greenfield, 2000; Room, 1990) using a log transform to
reduce the skew. For heavy drinking, from the KS we calcu-
lated days per year drinking three or more (women) or five
or more (men) drinks. The choice of level for women was in
recognition of gender-related problem-drinking norms, with
three or more (women) versus five or more (men) used suc-
cessfully in prior studies (e.g., Delucchi et al., 2004). This
variable did not require transformation.

Alcohol-related problem variables. Social consequences
were measured by positive responses to 10 12-month acute-
problem dichotomous items (affirm, deny problem) included
in all surveys. Areas selected were those plausibly related to
contexts, including the following: (1) legal trouble and ac-
cidents (five items; e.g., “My drinking contributed to getting
hurt in an accident or elsewhere,” and “I had trouble with
the law about drinking when driving was not involved”); (2)
arguments and fighting resulting from drinking (two items:
“I have gotten into a heated argument while drinking,” and
“I have gotten into a fight while drinking”); (3) negative
reactions of or criticisms from a partner because of drinking
(two items: “A spouse or someone I lived with got angry
about my drinking or the way I behaved while drinking,” and
“A spouse or someone I lived with threatened to leave me
because of my drinking”); and (4) a one-item, self-reported
drunk driving indicator (i.e., “In the last 12 months, have
you driven a car when you had drunk enough to be in trouble
if the police had stopped you?”). In each case, any affirmed
item was taken as the problem indicator.

Analytical procedure

Initially, cluster analyses considered each individual’s
logged volumes in the venues to determine if there were
clusters of individuals with similar profiles of drinking vol-
ume-by-drinking contexts (i.e., context preferences). Analy-
ses were disaggregated by gender, ethnic group (white, black,
and Hispanic), and also survey year. However, the similarity
of the gender-by-ethnic group results for the survey years
was great enough to support pooling data from all survey
epochs, with the advantage that contextual cluster group
membership was defined the same way across time, allowing
meaningful pooled and trend comparisons of the cluster-
analysis-defined groups. The “other” racial/ethnic category
(n = 255) was omitted from the analysis owing to small size
and indeterminate meaning. The clustering method used was
k means, with cluster assignment based on the Euclidian
distance metric, suitable for large samples (SPSS Inc., 1996).
In each gender-by-ethnic group case, three-cluster solutions
were found to be more viable than solutions with four or
more clusters. We labeled the resulting contextual drink-
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ing preference clusters according to the context(s) in which
the highest volume of alcohol was consumed: a bar-plus
cluster (i.e., heavy consumption in bars, and large amounts
everywhere else), a home cluster (i.e., heavy consumption
at home, and a fair amount everywhere else), and a light
cluster (i.e., those who consumed relatively less in all set-
tings compared with bar-plus or home drinkers, and virtually
nothing “quietly at home”). Although each cluster solution
was similar, the group assignment was based on the specific
gender-by-ethnic group analysis.

We used multiple logistic regressions to examine the in-
cremental predictive value of adding dummy variables indi-
cating the context preference group (bar-plus vs light, home
vs light) to models predicting the alcohol-related problems,
controlling for age (18-29, 30-49, and 50 years and older)
and year of survey (Model 1). We performed separate logistic
regression analyses for each of the gender/ethnic groups and
each of four problems, in turn. We determined if contextual
drinking preference improved the prediction of drinking
problems above and beyond overall consumption patterns by
adding to the basic model (log) overall volume (KS volume)
and frequency of heavy drinking (three or more drinks a day
for women, five or more drinks a day for men) (Model 2).

Men’s drinking context preferences for three ethnic groups (white, Hispanic, black) in 1984, 1995, and 2005 U.S. National Alcohol Survey. (Tables

Results
Contextual drinking preference clusters

Figure 1, for men, and Figure 2, for women, present bar
graphs for each ethnic group, showing each context prefer-
ence group’s mean consumption (log volume) in each of the
six drinking contexts. The graphs indicate where most of a
particular context preference group’s drinking takes place
by showing the relative intake in each drinking context (see
captions to figures). Similarly, for each gender-by-ethnicity
group, Table 1 shows the mean of volume in drinks per year
consumed in each setting. We report the results for white
male drinkers first, because they may be taken as the refer-
ence group. Consistent with previous research (Spradley and
Mann, 1975), white men belonging to the bar-plus drinking
group were found to do most of their drinking in bars, but
the amount was almost as much everywhere else, except in
outdoor public places (see Figure 1, white). Bar-plus drinkers
are relatively ubiquitous drinkers. Also among white men,
home drinkers showed a marked preference for drinking at
home, usually on “a quiet evening” but sometimes in restau-
rants and when friends stopped by. This context-preference
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group drank in bars markedly less and also drank very little
in public places. The light group drank almost nothing on
a quiet evening at home and also very little in other social
venues. Overall, all the white male context-preference groups
(bar-plus, home, and light) consumed more in restaurants, on
average, than any of the other gender- and ethnic-specific
cluster groups.

Also in Table 1, Hispanic men in the bar-plus group
consumed more drinks annually relative to both black and
white men drinkers. By definition, they also did most of their
drinking in bars, plus a large amount elsewhere (see Figure
1, Hispanic). Hispanic men in the home cluster preferred
drinking quietly at home and drinking somewhat when
friends visited or when they were at others’ parties. The
profile of the Hispanic male light group looked very similar
to that of white men.

Table 1 also suggests that black male bar-plus drinkers
look very similar to their white male counterparts except
they drink less at restaurants and quite a bit more in public
places such as street corners and parks (as is somewhat
true for black men in the other context-preference groups).
On average, black male bar-plus, home, and light drinkers
consumed more drinks at home on a quiet evening, relative
to any other gender- and ethnic-specific cluster groups (see

Figure 1, black). The light group black men are quite similar
to white male counterparts.

Regarding women’s drinking context preferences, Table
1 suggests that white women’s drinking patterns were very
similar to their white male counterparts, although white
women generally drank less in all instances than white men.
Like white men, white women belonging to the bar-plus
cluster drank mostly in bars, and nearly equivalent amounts
elsewhere except outdoors (see Figure 2, white). White wom-
en home drinkers, on the other hand, drank mostly at home,
usually on a quiet evening. They also drank a fair amount
in all other settings, except in bars and public places. Like
their white male counterparts as well, white women in all
groups (bar-plus, home, and light) consumed more alcohol
in restaurants compared with other women.

Table 1 shows that Hispanic women bar-plus drinkers did
most of their drinking both in bars and at others’ parties but
also a fair amount elsewhere, except in public places. Also
like their Hispanic male counterparts, Hispanic women home
drinkers drank mostly at home on a quiet evening. They
drank a fair amount in restaurants and with friends but not
in bars and public places (see Figure 2, Hispanic). Hispanic
women’s light group resembles the white women’s equivalent
group.
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TaBLE 1.  Mean volume (drinks/year) for female and male current drinkers by context-preference group for each ethnic group (pooled 1984, 1995, and 2005
data)
Women Men
Black Hispanic White Black Hispanic White
Bar- Bar- Bar- Bar- Bar- Bar-

Context plus Home Light plus Home Light plus Home Light plus Home Light plus Home Light plus Home Light
Restaurant 2574 635 257 33.19 9.06 3.67 40.37 12.63 8.17 2733 589 228 3939 726 5.72 50.20 13.42 8.81
Bars 5536 3.04 5.10 71.15 1.53 6.07 59.16 247 543 8245 348 749117.15 1.76 84610521 3.46 695
Others’ parties 2625 494 374 7291 533 6.63 27.59 535 426 4338 879 920 77.74 17.80 11.43 51.72 840 6.99
A quiet evening

at home 46.36 54.10 0.13 60.25 45.60 0.07 41.67 3836 0.06 81.44 8420 0.17 66.96 79.18 0.09 60.57 60.14 0.10
Friends over 5142 19.26 5.10 65.15 1470 4.77 43.46 12.18 5.58 76.14 28.14 9.79 93.69 23.41 5.85 63.45 23.94 5.09
Hanging out in

public places 2143 2.64 1.19 7.86 0.52 257 6.01 0.62 0.76 3597 10.70 9.65 36.01 8.64 3.85 16.52 2.68 2.72
Total 226.56 90.33 17.83310.51 76.74 23.78 218.26 71.61 24.26346.71 141.2 38.58 430.94 138.05 35.4 347.67 112.04 30.66
Grand total 334.72 411.03 314.13 526.49 604.39 490.37

Black women belonging to the bar-plus group did most
of their drinking in bars, when friends were visiting at their
home, and at home, usually on a quiet evening. They also
drank a fair amount everywhere else. Overall, however, the
black women bar-plus group drank less in bars compared
with bar drinkers in all other ethnic and gender groups (see
Table 1 and Figure 2, black). The black women home cluster
did most of their drinking during a quiet evening at home,
a fair amount when friends dropped by, and very little else-
where. Black women light drinkers, like other counterparts,
drank almost nothing at home on a quiet evening and very
little in other venues.

Trends in drinking context preferences for ethnic-by-gender
groups

Although trends were not tested, data tables in Figures 1
(for men) and 2 (for women) provide the relative percentage
of all drinkers at each epoch assigned to each context-pref-
erence group. In the initial decade between 1984 and 1995,
there seems to have been a general decrease in the bar-plus
context preference (i.e., fewer people were classified as bar-
plus drinkers) across all gender and ethnic groups, except
Hispanic men and women, who in contrast showed some
increase in this context preference. In the second decade
between 1995 and 2005, the prevalence of bar-plus con-
text-preference drinkers among all ethnic-by-gender groups
continued to decline, except among the white men and
Hispanic women, for whom it remained stable. Regarding
the home context-preference group, in the black and white
ethnic groups, between 1984 and 1995 the percentages of
women remained stable, whereas the representation of men
increased. During the same initial decade (1984-1995), the
percentage of Hispanic men with the home drinking prefer-
ence declined. However, in the second decade (1995-2005),

there was a slight decrease in home drinking context prefer-
ence for all ethnic-by-gender groups except white women.

As for the light context-preference group, over the 2
decades, with some minor variations, there seemed to be a
general increase in prevalence across all ethnic-by-gender
groups. However, prevalence in the light cluster for white
men increased in both decades, whereas the ethnic minority
men prevalence increased more in the second decade, espe-
cially that of Hispanic men. For white women the increase
in prevalence was greater in the first decade, whereas for
the Hispanic women, the prevalence declined and then rose
above the initial level. Finally, for black women the preva-
lence increase was slow in the first decade and much greater
in the second decade. For all ethnic groups in the most recent
survey (2005), larger percentages of women, compared with
men, were classified in the light context preference, from
about one half for white and black women to two thirds for
Hispanic women. The proportions of men assigned to the
light group ranged from about one third for whites to about
one half for Hispanics, with black men intermediate. These
gender contrasts in prevalence tend to be the inverse for
those seen in the bar-plus groups.

Drinking context preferences and alcohol problems

We assessed the relationship between preferred drinking
contexts and each of the four alcohol-related problems (i.e.,
arguments and fighting, drunk driving, accidents and trouble
with the law, and problems with spouse). Recognizing that
the drinking context-preference groups have different overall
drinking patterns, we wished to see whether an individual’s
contextual preference for drinking adds information control-
ling for overall drinking pattern. Therefore, we specified two
logistic regression models for each gender by ethnic group
(analyzed separately). Both models (see Analytical proce-
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dure section) control for age and survey year, with Model
2 adding overall volume and heavy drinking to the base
model (Model 1) to reveal the incremental contribution that
drinking context preference might make beyond 12-month
drinking patterns.

Arguments and fighting

In Table 2, summarizing the logistic regression model pre-
dicting arguments and fighting, Model 1 enters as predictors
the context-preference indictors (bar-plus and home, each ref-
erenced to light), plus age, and survey year. After controlling
for age and year of survey, the bar-plus drinkers compared
with light drinkers (regardless of gender or ethnicity) were
more likely to report arguments and fighting. Model 2 adds
overall volume and heavy drinking frequency to determine if
contextual drinking-preference clusters serve simply as prox-
ies for drinking pattern (Midanik and Greenfield, 2000) or if
they contributed independently to arguments and fighting.
Although the adjusted odds ratios for the context-preference
indicators were reduced compared with those for Model 1
across gender by ethnicity groups, bar-plus drinkers versus
light drinkers tended to report more arguments and fighting
after accounting for overall pattern variables (see Table 2,
Model 2 entries). By contrast, home drinkers were not at
significantly increased risk of arguments and fighting, except
for Hispanic men and black women (see these groups, Table
2), and only in Model 1. In none of the six gender-by-ethnic-
ity groups did membership in the home cluster place one at
significantly increased risk for arguments and fighting once
overall drinking pattern was controlled. For black women and,
especially, Hispanic men, there are significant period effects,
with the 1995 survey associated with the highest reports of
arguments and fighting in both models.

Drunk driving

Table 3 gives a summary of logistic regressions that pre-
dict (separately) each of the remaining three drinking-related
consequences (i.e., drunk-driving, accidents and trouble
with the law, and problems with spouse). Bar-plus drinkers
of all ethnic and gender groups were at significant risk for
drunk-driving (see Table 3, bar-plus, Model 1), with adjusted
odds ratios ranging from 3.8 to 7.8. This was true even after
controlling for overall volume consumed and heavy drink-
ing (Model 2), although with somewhat diminished odds
ratios ranging from 3.1 to 6.5. As might be expected, home
drinkers of all ethnic-by-gender groups were not significantly
more likely to face this risk (see Table 3).

Accidents and trouble with the law

Bar-plus drinkers of all ethnic and gender groups (except
black men and white women), relative to light drinkers,

were significantly more likely to report having accidents
or trouble with the law in the past 12 months (see Table 3,
accidents and trouble with the law, bar-plus drinkers, Model
1). However, after controlling for overall drinking (Model 2),
this risk was no longer significant for all ethnic-by-gender
groups except white women. For the latter, the adjusted odds
ratio is actually strengthened and becomes significant when
the overall drinking pattern is taken into account (Model
2). Relative to light drinkers, home drinkers did not report
a greater risk for accidents and trouble with the law, except
black women (Model 1), who had a large adjusted odds ratio.
But for these women, the risk, although still large, became
nonsignificant after controlling for overall drinking pattern
(Model 2), with both models showing wide confidence in-
tervals in this case.

Spousal criticism of drinking

Bar-plus drinkers were also more likely than light drink-
ers to experience spousal criticism of their drinking, except
black women (see Table 3, spousal criticisms, bar-plus
drinkers, Model 1). This added risk remained significant in a
number of instances, except among white women and black
men and women, after controlling for the effects of overall
drinking pattern (Model 2). By contrast, home drinkers, rela-
tive to light drinkers, were not at significant greater risk for
spousal criticisms, except Hispanic men (Model 1); even for
these men, this risk did not remain significant after introduc-
ing overall drinking controls (Model 2).

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to determine whether
classifying individuals by settings where they preferentially
drink could shed light on their drinking problems. Much pri-
or research in the United States exploring drinking contexts
has focused on bar environments (e.g., Curran et al. [1996]),
which are more likely to be frequented by whites than blacks
and Hispanics. We wanted to examine potential racial and
gender differences in preferred drinking contexts and the im-
plications of these differences. First, we had some success in
operationalizing the construct of drinking context preference
using cluster analyses of log volume by setting. A striking
finding was that largely the same three contextual drinking
“types” were yielded by the cluster analyses for each of the
six gender-by-ethnicity groups. The types identified involved
one group preferentially drinking at bars but elsewhere too,
one group drinking mostly at home, and a third group tend-
ing to drink little in any setting but especially not quietly at
home. However, the proportions of each gender by ethnic
group in each context-preference group appeared to vary
over the 20-year period studied.

Descriptively, we found that white women’s contextual
drinking patterns are similar to white men’s but at volumes
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approximately half to two thirds of their levels. Especially,
bar drinking norms appear to remain gender specific, even if
associated rituals might induce patrons to drink more heav-
ily. Smaller but increasing proportions of Hispanic women
in the bar-plus preference group did much of their drinking
in bars, and the proportion with the bar-going preference is
converging over time with white women, a result that was
not previously found and that contrasts with earlier results
(Treno et al., 2000).

We found that the heaviest drinking for black men oc-
curred in the home, followed by a fair amount in remaining
locations including bars and outdoor public places (the latter
venue is much more common among black men and women
drinkers). Nonetheless, black men drank nearly as much in
bars as at home, a finding somewhat at odds with previous
research suggesting black men were less likely to drink in
bars (Treno et al., 2000). Previous research on drinking
contexts that did not identify parties and bars as likely heavy
drinking locations for Hispanic and black men and women
was often based on local rather than national samples; ad-
ditionally, measurement differences may account for some
discrepancies because volume, used here, is Frequency x
Amount. Importantly, however, we see a broad shift over
the 2 decades in most of the gender-by-ethnicity groups
to an increase in the light drinking style. Intriguingly, one
characteristic of the light style is that there is very little or
no drinking on quiet evenings at home—implying the shift
for all groups is toward lighter drinking in venues outside
the home. Trends in preferring either the home or bar-plus
contextual drinking style appear more variable across the
gender-by-ethnicity groups. Some changes may be the result
of economic factors (given it costs less to drink at home
than at bars); may be equally attributable to increases in the
perceived consequences of drunk driving; may tend to favor
lighter drinking and the safer home setting; or, in the case
of Hispanic women especially, who over time more appear
to be becoming bar-plus drinkers, may be in part at least
an indication of greater acculturation. Changes in venues
themselves may be a factor too. Clearly, more detailed and
comprehensive research on drinking contexts among ethnic
minority populations is needed.

Because the overall amount of drinking varied by context-
preference group, as did the usual amount consumed, in ex-
amining the possible role of drinking context preferences in
predicting specific alcohol-related problems, it was important
to control for overall drinking volume and heavy drinking
in our analyses. We selected drinking-related consequences
for study that were conceptually most relevant for drinking
context choices. The bar-plus preference was predictive of
problems such as arguments and fights, after controlling for
overall drinking pattern, similar to numerous prior findings
indicating that bars as drinking venues are associated with
aggression (Graham and Wells, 2001). However, bar-plus
drinkers drink heavily in many settings; routine activity

theory suggests they may be more exposed to altercations
everywhere.

It is also interesting to note that over and above overall
drinking pattern, evidence that a contextual-preference as-
sociation with problem risk was found for drunk driving,
and to some extent (and in certain groups only—white men
and Hispanics of either gender) spousal problems, but not
generally for accidents and legal trouble. However, for white
women, accounting for drinking pattern strengthened the
relationship between the bar-plus indicator and accidents
and legal trouble owing to drinking. This suggests that it
is more the context-preference style (heavy drinking in
many different venues) than the overall volume per se that
may affect the risk relationship for this group. This seems
plausible because more traveling around is associated with
heavy drinking in multiple places, but we have no idea why
this might be more so for white women than any other sub-
group. Consistent with previous studies (Treno et al., 2000),
our examination suggested that across all gender and ethnic
groups, bar-plus drinkers were considerably more likely than
light drinkers to drink and drive (with very high adjusted
odds ratios found for the bar-plus dummy variable in both
the drunk driving models). In all cases the bar-plus drinking
group was at higher risk. Thus, as hypothesized, the preferred
drinking situation indeed plays a role in drinking outcomes.
These individual behavioral preferences for drinking venue
(in this case, drinking in many places) can add information
relevant to risk appraisal, although we caution that this is an
associational result with no evidence as to causation.

Drinking rituals and norms associated with certain loca-
tions—such as restaurants—may be more restrictive than
those associated with bars, thereby promoting safety and
comparatively less heavy drinking. Identifying the preferred
drinking locations for different gender and ethnic groups,
then, has the potential to shed light on overall drinking pat-
terns from a subcultural perspective and may inform risk
analyses in these populations. Identifying the preferred heavy
drinking locations for such groups may help policymakers
devise more effective culturally appropriate preventive inter-
ventions. For example, using responsible beverage service
strategies in bars, so as not to serve intoxicated patrons, may
reduce the reinforcement for drinking heavily in such envi-
ronments, which might improve safety in these settings. New
studies on bar drink sizes suggest that bartenders may serve
regular patrons and heavy drinkers larger drinks, and there is
some indication from a recent methodological study that bars
catering to black patrons may serve particularly large drinks
(Greenfield and Kerr, 2008; Kerr et al., 2008). This practice
could be altered by responsible beverage training to reduce
positive reinforcement for bar-plus drinkers.

A limitation of the current study is that it was descriptive
with regard to differences between gender by ethnic groups’
context preferences and also how the percentages in the
context-preference groups may have changed over time. It
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was beyond the scope of the study to test these differences,
given the focus on the possible relationship of context pref-
erence with acute alcohol-related problems in the subgroups.
Furthermore, these associational findings are based on
12-month duration measures rather than event- or occasion-
based measures, and our data cannot be used to identify a
particular context most “responsible” for given problems. We
explored the idea that where one prefers to drink (across one
or more settings) is itself an aspect of one’s drinking pattern.
Our associational results offer some support for the notion
that such context preferences may be useful in predicting
problem risks.

This study is among the first to comprehensively investi-
gate gender and ethnic group drinking context preferences
in the United States over the last 2 decades. Nevertheless, it
is clear that much additional research on drinking contexts is
needed to fully understand the role context plays in drinking
behavior and to inform prevention and policy interventions
and how these may be made more culturally sensitive.
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