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Alcohol consumption is relatively high among
individuals in college or of college age.1–4 The
short-term consequences of heavy drinking—
emergency room visits,5 intimate partner vio-
lence,6–8 and motor vehicle fatalities,9,10 among
others—are well documented. With a few ex-
ceptions,11,12 until recently a lack of longitudinal
data has inhibited researchers’ ability to track
events occurring much later in the life course that
are associated with alcohol consumption levels in
early adulthood.

The alcohol consumption of Blacks tends to
be similar to or less than that of Whites.13–18

However, this generalization obscures more
subtle differences. For one, there is less of a de-
cline in alcohol consumption after the early 20s
among Blacks than Whites.19

Some studies, for example, of mortality and
high-density lipoprotein cholesterol,20,21 have
supported a conclusion of no difference between
Blacks and Whites in the relation between
alcohol consumption and various outcomes.
However, other studies, which focused on alco-
hol use in early adulthood and subsequent
occupational attainment (an index of the occu-
pation’s prestige), have found that heavy alcohol
use in early adulthood is associated with lower
occupational attainment in Blacks but not in
Whites.22,23 These results came from 1 longitu-
dinal database—the Coronary Artery Risk De-
velopment in Young Adults study—which was
drawn from residents of 4 geographically dis-
perse US cities.

Race is a social, not a biological, construct.
There is substantially more variation
genetically within than among racial
categories.24 Yet previous research has docu-
mented racial differences in psychosocial
factors, which are highly correlated with both
baseline drinking and long-term drinking trajec-
tories.19,23,25,26 Important differences in out-
comes among Blacks versus Whites have also
been reported.22,23,27–29

We investigated the relations of alcohol
consumption to educational attainment and
labor market outcomes at midlife and how
these relations differ between Blacks and
Whites. We used national longitudinal data
from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth 1979 (NLSY79) to assess (1) whether
there are relations between an individual al-
cohol consumption level at 19 to 27 years of
age and various outcomes at later stages in the
life course (alcohol consumption, abuse, and
dependence; educational attainment; occupa-
tional attainment; and earnings), and (2)
whether these relations differ between Blacks
and Whites in the full sample and when
stratified by gender.

METHODS

The NLSY79 was a survey of 12686 in-
dividuals at baseline. Youths with low incomes
were initially oversampled; oversampled

low-income Whites were dropped from the
NLSY79 reinterview sample in 1991. In 1979,
sample individuals were aged 14 to 22 years.
Individuals were reinterviewed annually until
1994 and biennially to 2006, the most recent
public use file. Because alcohol consumption
questions were first asked in 1982, we consid-
ered 1982 the base year.

Key covariates were 5 mutually exclusive
baseline alcohol consumption measures.22

Because there was variation in week-to-week
alcohol consumption, rather than select a single
week as representative, we calculated mean re-
sponses per individual from the 1982 to 1984
NLSY79 interviews. Individuals who consumed
no alcoholic beverages from 1982 to 1984 were
nondrinkers, the omitted reference group; those
who consumed at least 1 drink but less than
32 milliliters alcohol weekly were occasional
drinkers. We included 3 additional baseline
drinker categories for individuals who consumed
(1) 32 to 111 milliliters weekly (the equivalent of
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2–6 drinks), (2) 112 to 191 milliliters weekly
(the equivalent of 7–11 drinks), or (3) 192 or
more milliliters weekly (the equivalent of 12 or
more drinks).

Outcome Measures

Our outcome measures fell into 3 categories:
alcohol consumption, abuse, and dependence;
final educational attainment; and labor market
outcomes. Our measure of alcohol consump-
tion, defined for 2006, was daily alcohol
consumption in milliliters. Alcohol abuse and
dependence15,30 were separately measured in
1994. We hypothesized that heavy drinking at
baseline (1982–1984) would be associated with
alcohol abuse or dependence a decade later.

In our analysis of years of schooling finally
completed, we used data from 2006 interviews
when respondents were aged 41 to 49 years.
Although some individuals may have subse-
quently returned to school, this occurrence would
be unusual.

We assessed labor market outcomes using
occupational attainment and the natural loga-
rithm of earnings from 2006 interviews. For
occupational attainment, we used the Nam-
Powers-Boyd Occupational Status Scale,31 de-
rived from US Census occupation codes. The
logarithm of earnings analysis included only
individuals with positive earnings (82.3% of
individuals with earnings information). To de-
termine whether race in interaction with baseline
alcohol consumption was associated with the
probability of reporting positive earnings in
2006, we analyzed whether individuals reported
positive earnings: dependent variable 1 with
earnings of more than $0, and 0 otherwise.

To be included in our analysis, we required
the individual to have been interviewed at each
wave from 1979 to 1984. Only individuals re-
porting Black or White race were included.
Hispanic individuals and those reporting an-
other race were excluded. Our analysis samples
varied by dependent variable and gender: from
4374 (2195 men, 2179 women) for earnings
to 5612 (2689 men, 2923 women) for edu-
cational attainment.

Equation Specification

For each outcome, we included a binary
variable for Black race and female gender,
binary variables for baseline alcohol consump-
tion (occasional, 2–6, 7–11, and ‡12 drinks per

week), and interaction terms for each baseline
alcohol consumption variable with Black race
except for nondrinker, the omitted reference
category. In regressions termed adjusted, we
accounted for baseline values of (1) use of other
substances (cigarettes, marijuana, other illicit
substances) known to be positively correlated
with alcohol consumption3,32–34; (2) educa-
tional attainment (years of schooling completed)
and ability (Armed Forces Qualification Test
score), well-documented determinants of labor
market success29,35–38; (3) motivation (whether
the individual planned to be a manager or pro-
fessional by 35 years of age, self-assessed chance
of being in the field the individual aspired to by
35 years of age) and long-term expectations
(whether an individual’s educational aspirations
exceeded her or his expectations), also predic-
tors of later labor market success; (4) physical
(health=1 if no reported physical health limi-
tations; 0 otherwise) and psychological health
(Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, Rotter Internal–
External Locus of Control Scale scores), which
affect the individual’s probability of making
investments influencing her or his future de-
sirability as an employee39–41; and (5) prefer-
ences that are positively associated with an
individual’s discount rate (i.e., the tradeoff the
individual makes between receiving a benefit
today vs at some future date), which in turn
potentially affects accumulation of human cap-
ital, criminality (measured by any conviction
on a charge other than for a minor traffic of-
fense),42,43 religiosity (number of times per week
individual attended religious services),44 and
demographic characteristics (age, gender in gen-
der pooled analysis only) associated with changes
in educational attainment frombaseline to midlife
and with labor market success.

A major strength of the NLSY79 is that it
contains various measures related to the re-
spondent’s motivation and long-term expecta-
tions. Individuals not motivated to accumulate
human capital may be more likely to engage in
heavy drinking. For example, the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale, administered by NLSY79 in
1980, is derived from responses to 10 ques-
tions designed to measure an individual’s self-
esteem. Individual responses range from 1 to
4, yielding an overall self-esteem scale of 10 to
40. The scale is a self-evaluation of self-esteem,
and it has proven highly reliable, especially in
high school– and college-aged individuals.45

To construct the scale, certain responses must
be recoded so that a higher score represents
greater self-approval.46 The Rotter Internal–
External Locus of Control Scale, administered
in 1979, was designed to gauge the extent to
which respondents feel they control their lives.
Scores range from 4 to 16, with lower scores
signifying a higher degree of control of one’s
environment.

To measure educational aspirations, indi-
viduals were asked in 1982, ‘‘What is the
highest grade or year of regular school . . . that
[you] would like to complete?’’ Survey partici-
pants were also asked the highest grade they
thought they would actually complete. On the
basis of the responses, we defined 3 explana-
tory variables: educational aspirations, educa-
tional expectations, and a binary for whether
aspirations exceeded expectations to capture
the interaction between aspirations and ex-
pectations. Respondents were also asked about
occupational aspirations for when they were
aged 35 years. We created a binary variable
for whether an individual planned to be a
manager or a professional when aged 35 years.
The NLSY79 in 1982 also asked respondents
about their chances of getting into the work
they aspired to by the time they were aged 35
years on a 4-point scale from excellent to poor.
In defining the explanatory variable for being
in work they aspired to by the time they were
aged 35 years, we set responses of excellent or
good to 1 and fair or poor to 0.

Statistical Analysis

We used ordinary least squares regression for
analysis of daily alcohol consumption, educa-
tional and occupational attainment, and earn-
ings. We used logit analysis for the probability of
being an alcohol abuser, being alcohol depen-
dent, or having nonzero earnings in 2006. We
performed all analyses using a full sample and
separately for men and women. We also used
custom sample weights that reflected both the
complex survey design and attrition.47

The unadjusted specifications contained
only variables for baseline drinking, race, gen-
der, and interaction terms for baseline drinking
and race. Results from the adjusted specifica-
tions merit greater attention because they
adjust for some potentially confounding factors.
We used Stata version 10.0 (StataCorp LP,
College Station, TX).
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Sample Attrition

We excluded individuals identified as His-
panics (n=2002), individuals subsequently
discontinued by the NLSY79 (n=2681), and
individuals missing any re-interviews between
1980 and 1984 (n=764) from the sample,
leaving 7239 individuals, 5803 of whom were
interviewed in 2006. We excluded an addi-
tional 191 individuals for whom we lacked data
on covariates. The analysis with the highest
number of observations, educational attain-
ment, included 5612 observations; the analysis
with the least number of observations, log
earnings, included 4374. To determine
whether heavy drinkers and heavy drinkers by
race were more or less likely to be included in
our analyses, we estimated equations with bi-
nary variables defined as 1 for included in the
analysis and 0 for excluded. Overall, alcohol
consumption at baseline was not predictive of
being included in our analysis. Black men, Black
women, White women, and individuals who
scored higher on the Armed Forces Qualifica-
tion Test were more likely to be included,
whereas individuals in good health, delinquents,
and individuals aspiring to be a manager or
professional by the time they were aged 35
years were less likely to be included in our
analysis. There was no interaction between race
and baseline alcohol consumption and the
probability of being included in our analysis.

RESULTS

Thirty-eight percent of sample individuals at
baseline were Black (Table 1). The sample
consisted of 27.6% nondrinkers, 24.1% occa-
sional drinkers, 25.7% who consumed 2 to
6 drinks per week, 10.7% who consumed 7
to 11 drinks per week, and 11.9% who con-
sumed 12 or more drinks per week at baseline.
Higher proportions of Black men were non-
drinkers or occasional drinkers compared
with White men (P<.001 for both), whereas
White men were significantly more likely to
consume 7 to 11 and 12 or more drinks weekly
than were Black men (P<.001). Women’s
drinking patterns were similar, differing only
in that White women were also significantly
more likely to consume 2 to 6 drinks daily than
were Black women (P<.001).

Drinking in early adulthood was predictive
of drinking at midlife. By 2006, baseline

nondrinkers consumed 0.13 drinks per day on
average (data available as a supplement to the
online version of this article at http://www.ajph.
org); occasional drinkers consumed 0.27 drinks
per day on average; 2 to 6 per week drinkers
consumed 0.43 drinks per day on average; 7 to
11 per week drinkers consumed 0.69 drinks per
day on average; and 12 or more per week
drinkers consumed 0.97 drinks daily. Differ-
ences between adjacent categories were all
statistically significant, although the differences
were much smaller in 2006 than at baseline.

Stratified by race and gender, the only
statistically significant difference in alcohol
consumption was for women occasional
drinkers (P<.05). However, White men’s and
White women’s drinking pattern trajectory
differed over time compared with that of Black
men and Black women (Figure 1), with White
men and White women tending to decrease
consumption in the first few years after base-
line. Black men and Black women with rela-
tively high levels of consumption at baseline
increased or did not change consumption for
several years post baseline.

Daily Alcohol Consumption in 2006 and

Alcohol Abuse and Dependence in 1994

In multivariate analysis, consumption was
lower in 2006 than it was from 1982 to 1984:
6.7 milliliters per day in 2006 versus 10.8
milliliters per day from 1982 to 1984. The
coefficients on the baseline alcohol consump-
tion variables increased monotonically
according to the extent that the individual
consumed alcohol at baseline (data available as
a supplement to the online version of this
article at http://www.ajph.org). However, no
coefficients on the race baseline alcohol con-
sumption interaction terms were statistically
significant, implying no difference in the relation
between baseline and 2006 consumption by
Black versus White race.

Results for alcohol abuse and dependence
were similar to each other. Baseline drinking
categories were highly predictive of alcohol abuse
and dependence in 1994 (data available as
a supplement to the online version of this article
at http://www.ajph.org). Odds ratios increased
monotonically according to the extent that the
individual consumed alcohol at baseline but were
slightly lower in adjusted than in unadjusted
specifications.

Stratifying alcohol consumption analyses
by gender, we found no statistically significant
interactions between Black race and alcohol
consumption for milliliters per day or alcohol
abuse for men or women. We accepted the
null hypothesis of no race baseline alcohol
consumption interaction except in analysis
of alcohol dependence for women, in which
the interaction variable of Black race and
12 or more drinks weekly was associated
with a 14-fold increase in alcohol dependence
risk.

Educational Attainment at Midlife

In the unadjusted specification, all interaction
terms of Black race and alcohol consumption
categories were significantly associated with re-
duced final educational attainment, with coeffi-
cients ranging from nearly one half of a school
year for Black occasional drinkers to more
than a full year for Blacks who consumed 7 to
11drinks and Blacks who consumed more than
this amount per week (Table 2). However,
with other covariates, interaction terms were
not significantly associated with educational
attainment.

Stratifying by gender, in the unadjusted
specifications for men, we found that Blacks
and Blacks who consumed 12 or more drinks
per week at baseline had relatively lower final
years of schooling completed than did White
nondrinkers (Table 3). However, considering
years of schooling completed at baseline and
other covariates, no statistically significant re-
sults for baseline drinking in interaction with
Black race on final years of schooling com-
pleted remained for men. For women, how-
ever, Blacks in the highest baseline drinking
category had much lower levels of completed
schooling in the unadjusted specification. The
parameter estimate for this interaction trans-
lates into three quarters of a year reduction in
final years of schooling completed. Caution is
warranted because, although statistically sig-
nificant, the parameter estimate is derived from
only 13 women.

Labor Market Outcomes

In the unadjusted specification (Table 2),
there are several negative interactions be-
tween alcohol consumption at baseline and
Black race, implying that for Blacks overall,
higher levels of alcohol consumption in early
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TABLE 1—Descriptive Statistics: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, United States, 1979–2006

Variables

Men Women

White (n = 1651) Black (n = 1038) White (n = 1807) Black (n = 1116)

Dependent variables, measured 1994 or 2006

Alcohol drunk/d 2006, mL, mean 10.636 8.549** 4.552 2.540***

Alcohol abuser 1994, % 17.7 14.6* 3.5 7.7***

Alcohol dependent 1994, % 5.3 8.0** 2.0 1.5

Educational attainment 2006, y, mean 13.740 12.822*** 13.915 13.292***

Loge yearly earnings 2006, mean 10.797 10.290*** 10.144 10.030*

Yearly earnings 2006, $, mean 68 106 43 193*** 37 626 31 398***

Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational prestige 2006,a mean 59.008 44.214*** 56.425 46.487***

Explanatory variables, measured 1979–1984

Alcohol drunk/d 1982–1984, mL, mean 19.781 10.331*** 7.823 2.973***

Drinking frequency, %

Nondrinker 14.5 25.3*** 28.2 47.9***

Occasional drinkerb 14.4 23.7*** 27.6 33.1**

2–6 drinks/wk 28.1 29.8 27.9 14.9***

7–11 drinks/wk 16.5 10.2*** 10.5 3.0***

‡ 12 drinks/wk 26.5 11.0*** 5.8 1.2***

Tobacco and other drug use, %

Smoked cigarettes 39.2 47.3** 42.6 37.4*

Smoked marijuana 24.1 28.3* 13.5 14.6

Consumed other illicit drugs 8.9 5.3* 7.8 3.2***

Armed Forces Qualification Test score, %, mean 54.279 21.585*** 53.357 22.407***

Educational attainment in 1982, y, mean 12.155 11.634*** 12.321 11.976***

Age (in 1982/10), y, mean 2.048 2.050 2.062 2.058

No health limitations, % 96.1 95.9 92.8 91.5

Ever convicted of a crime, % 8.2 7.1 1.5 1.0

Marital status, %

Married 17.5 9.1*** 29.9 12.8***

Divorced or other unmarried 2.2 2.0 6.1 5.6

Income (in $10 000s) 22.5 11.8*** 19.5 11.4***

Unemployed, % 12.2 21.9*** 10.4 20.3***

Out of the labor force, % 19.3 21.6 27.8 38.7***

Church attendance, no. of times/wk, mean 0.361 0.404* 0.451 0.548***

Rosenberg self-esteem score,c mean 32.695 32.333* 32.291 32.156

Rotter scale score,d mean 9.085 9.232 9.028 9.452***

Education goals

Highest educational attainment aspiration, y, mean 14.474 14.457 14.488 14.705**

Highest educational attainment expected, y, mean 14.049 13.871 14.033 14.206*

Expect to achieve lower educational attainment than hope for, % 18.5 25.1* 20.6 23.7

Employment goals, %

Plan to be manager or professional by age 35 y 48.5 46.8 36.6 39.3

Expect to achieve employment goals by age 35 y 63.1 59.9 63.5 63.2

aRange of potential scores was 0–100.
bDefined as £1 drink/week.
cRange of potential scores was 10–40.
dRange of potential scores was 4–16.
*P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.
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adulthood reduce occupational attainment
at midlife. However, statistical significance
is lacking in the corresponding adjusted
specification. The interaction of Black race
and consuming 7 to 11 and 12 or more
drinks at baseline is negative and substantial
but not significant (P= .17 and P= .18, re-
spectively).

The interaction terms between Black and all
alcohol consumption categories were not sig-
nificantly associated with having positive
earnings in 2006 in the adjusted specification

(results not shown). For log earnings in 2006,
the interaction term between Black race and
consuming 12 or more drinks per week was
associated with decreased earnings (coeffi-
cient: –0.46; SE: 0.15; Table 2) relative to
White drinkers in this baseline category.
Adjusting for other covariates slightly attenu-
ated the effect of being in the Black and 12 or
more drinks per week category (coefficient:
–0.35; SE: 0.14); this result remained statisti-
cally significant and implies that very heavy
alcohol consumption reduced Blacks’ earnings

by an average of 13.2% relative to White
baseline nondrinkers.

Considering men and women separately, for
men, interaction terms between Black race
and all alcohol consumption categories were
significantly associated with decreased earnings,
except for the interaction between Black race
and 7 to11drinks weekly (Table 3). Conversely,
for women, the interaction terms between Black
race and occasionally consuming alcohol and
consuming 2 to 6 drinks weekly were both
significantly associated with higher earnings.

Note. Occasional drinker defined as £1 drink/week.

FIGURE 1—Drinks per day by baseline drinking category among (a) White men, (b) Black men, (c) White women, and (d) Black women: National

Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979–2006.
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DISCUSSION

We found different drinking patterns over
the life course by race; but the most notewor-
thy was in the relation between heavy drinking
at baseline and earnings 22 years later for
Blacks and the lack of a corresponding relation
for Whites. Importantly, this difference was
borne entirely by Black men.

Our results, using national data, lend support
to the findings of Braun et al.22 and Sloan
et al.,23 who used the Coronary Artery Risk
Development in Young Adults study, that heavy
alcohol use in early adulthood reduced subse-
quent occupational attainment for Blacks but not
for Whites. However, although the signs and
magnitudes of the coefficients in our study imply
a relation, statistical significance at conventional
levels is lacking.

Using the change in family income, Braun
et al.22 reported that Black women experienced
substantial losses in household income as the
result of daily drinking, whereas White men and
White women who engaged in daily drinking
were more likely to experience income increases.
The Coronary Artery Risk Development in

Young Adults study did not obtain information
on the earnings of individual household mem-
bers, which alcohol use would likely more directly
affect than would household income. Counter to
Braun’s findings, using the log of personal earn-
ings we found that Black men, and not Black
women, experienced substantial losses in log
earnings as the result of heavy baseline drinking.

One potential reason for the discrepancy in
associations between baseline drinking and
midlife outcomes for Blacks and Whites is
that Blacks and Whites follow different alco-
hol consumption trajectories along the life
course.13,19,22,23 Our results on trajectories of
alcohol consumption from young adulthood
to midlife are consistent with the findings of
others derived from analyses of other databases:
whereas White heavy drinkers tended to re-
duce alcohol consumption levels, Blacks did
not.13,19,22,23 In our study, Blacks who engaged
in heavy drinking at baseline on average did
eventually reduce their alcohol consumption;
however, mean consumption levels remained
high for nearly a decade. White heavy drinkers,
by contrast, realized almost immediate reduc-
tions in heavy drinking after early adulthood.

Although rates of consumption at midlife strati-
fied by baseline alcohol consumption categories
were quite similar for Blacks and Whites, differ-
ences in consumption at intermediate periods
may explain some of our results on outcomes.

Baseline drinking and long-term drinking tra-
jectories are highly correlated with psychosocial
traits.19,23,25,26 Costanzo et al.19 reported that
psychologically vulnerable individuals may be
at increased risk of continuing along a heavy
drinking trajectory into midlife and that a dis-
proportionate number of Blacks were psycho-
logically vulnerable. Sloan et al.23 found that
Blacks had higher levels of stress and higher
active coping scores than Whites, implying that
Blacks had experienced more adverse life events
that required coping. Whereas our analysis in-
cluded such variables as the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale and Rotter’s Internal–External
Control Scale to partially account for psycholog-
ical characteristics, the NLSY79 lacks measures
of stress and other psychosocial measures. An-
other potential source of differences by race is
the higher burden of undertreated or undiag-
nosed mental illness among Blacks,48–51 a factor
NLSY79 did not measure.

TABLE 2—Parameter Estimates of Education, Occupation, and Earnings Outcomes: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

United States, 1979–2006

Educational Attainment Occupational Prestige Loge Earnings

Adjusteda Unadjustedb Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted

No. observations 5612 5612 4830 4830 4374 4374

Black, b (SE) 0.061 (0.090) –0.355* (0.130) –0.938 (1.425) –8.905* (1.557) 0.087 (0.060) –0.177* (0.058)

· occasional drinkerc –0.104 (0.119) –0.458* (0.196) –0.036 (1.896) –3.504 (2.221) –0.017 (0.081) –0.112 (0.090)

· 2–6 drinks/wk –0.157 (0.115) –0.742* (0.201) –1.156 (1.903) –4.881* (2.287) –0.049 (0.087) –0.160 (0.091)

· 7–11 drinks/wk –0.152 (0.158) –1.015* (0.281) –3.774 (2.734) –9.656* (3.351) –0.126 (0.122) –0.229 (0.131)

· ‡ 12 drinks/wk –0.166 (0.158) –1.129* (0.263) –3.915 (2.949) –10.155* (3.095) –0.345* (0.135) –0.459* (0.145)

Drinking frequency, b (SE)

Occasional drinkerc –0.048 (0.093) 0.327* (0.155) –0.688 (1.370) 2.679 (1.608) –0.009 (0.054) 0.060 (0.058)

2–6 drinks/wk 0.027 (0.081) 0.622* (0.145) –0.259 (1.344) 4.009* (1.544) 0.050 (0.054) 0.136* (0.055)

7–11 drinks/wk –0.213 (0.108) 0.358 (0.195) 0.264 (1.616) 4.146* (1.766) 0.083 (0.069) 0.139* (0.070)

‡ 12 drinks/wk –0.142 (0.106) 0.260 (0.174) –0.445 (1.779) 1.868 (1.924) 0.203 (0.078) 0.159* (0.079)

Women, b (SE) 0.075 (0.050) 0.247* (0.082) –0.740 (0.865) 0.044 (0.969) –0.415 (0.038) –0.416* (0.040)

F test: joint hypothesis test for interaction terms 0.59 7.29 0.89 3.96 1.84 2.99

Reject null hypothesis? No Yes No Yes No Yes

aAdjusted specification includes covariates for whether an individual consumed alcohol occasionally, consumed 2–6 drinks/week, consumed 7–11 drinks/week, consumed ‡ 12 drinks/week,
smoked cigarettes, smoked marijuana, consumed other drugs, Armed Forces Qualification Test, educational attainment, age, height, health limitations, urban residence, delinquency, marital status,
household income, employment status, religiosity, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Score, Rotter Scale Score, and educational and occupational aspirations.
bUnadjusted specification includes only those covariates reported in the table.
cDefined as £1 drink/week.
*P = .05.
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Finally, heavy alcohol consumption has
been linked to a decrease in educational
attainment, which may explain the pathway
through which heavy alcohol consumption
negatively affects earnings and occupational
prestige.23,52,53 Further, educational attain-
ment gaps continue between Blacks and
Whites, and Blacks are more likely to change
their educational expectations.54,55 However,
in this study we found that, accounting for
other covariates, the interaction between
Black race and alcohol consumption at base-
line was not associated with lower educational
attainment in either analysis pooled by gender
or in specifications that stratified by gender.

Strengths of our study include the consid-
eration of use of other substances at baseline
in addition to alcohol use. Other factors may
be correlated with alcohol use at baseline,
such as educational and occupational aspira-
tions and expectations; ability as measured by
the Armed Forces Qualification Test; vari-
ables correlated with race (e.g., family

income); and the analysis of educational and
labor market outcomes at midlife. Other
strengths are the longitudinal data represen-
tative of the US population in the study age
group and the length of follow-up.

We acknowledge several study limita-
tions. First, direct information on the causal
mechanisms through which alcohol con-
sumption most affected outcomes is lacking.
Second, despite steps we took to reduce
endogeneity of alcohol use, the results do
not permit causal inferences. Although the
possibility of selection bias exists for the
analysis of earnings, we performed an anal-
ysis of all individuals interviewed in 2006
and found that Blacks were no more likely to
be unemployed than were Whites. Third,
NLSY79 does not ask about mental illness,
a condition more likely to go untreated
among Blacks.48,49

Relations between alcohol consumption in
young adulthood and important outcomes at
midlife, predominantly labor market outcomes,

differed between Blacks and Whites even
though the alcohol consumption of Blacks at
baseline was lower on average than was that of
Whites. This result was most pronounced for
Black men. Specifics of the relations in this study
differed somewhat from previous research, most
likely in large part because of differences in
the samples. Particularly because we accounted
for various socioeconomic and other factors
that were correlated with race in our analy-
sis—more so than previous studies did—it
seemed less likely that other factors leading to
disparities in outcomes between the 2 races
were at work. Further research assessing these
disparities and their effects on relations between
alcohol consumption in young adulthood and
important outcomes at midlife should be a high
priority. j
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TABLE 3—Parameter Estimates of Education, Occupation, and Earnings Outcomes Stratified by Gender: National Longitudinal

Survey of Youth, United States, 1979–2006

Educational Attainment, b (SE) Occupational Prestige, b (SE) Loge Earnings, b (SE)

Adjusteda Unadjustedb Adjusted Unadjusted Adjusted Unadjusted

Men

Black · occasional drinkerc –0.198 (0.208) –0.410 (0.385) –3.024 (3.105) –5.754 (3.708) –0.409* (0.122) –0.532* (0.139)

Black · 2–6 drinks/wk –0.206 (0.172) –0.348 (0.339) –2.082 (2.861) –2.349 (3.438) –0.360* (0.126) –0.379* (0.129)

Black · 7–11 drinks/wk –0.304 (0.215) –0.700 (0.407) –4.471 (3.564) –6.443 (4.343) –0.202 (0.153) –0.233 (0.158)

Black · ‡ 12 drinks/wk –0.141 (0.198) –0.797* (0.358) –4.746 (3.539) –7.439 (3.883) –0.491* (0.153) –0.511* (0.166)

Black 0.156 (0.144) –0.734* (0.257) –0.404 (2.354) –12.048* (2.640) 0.166 (0.091) –0.198* (0.084)

F test: joint hypothesis test for interaction terms 0.60 1.46 0.64 1.32 4.31 5.01

Reject null hypothesis? No No No No Yes Yes

No. observations 2689 2689 2417 2417 2195 2195

Women

Black · occasional drinkerc –0.074 (0.144) –0.434 (0.223) 1.557 (2.410) –1.572 (2.769) 0.227* (0.106) 0.142 (0.113)

Black · 2–6 drinks/wk –0.104 (0.167) 0.968* (0.272) 0.345 (2.712) 6.525* (3.321) 0.349* (0.114) 0.127 (0.123)

Black · 7–11 drinks/wk 0.178 (0.253) –0.948 (0.496) –3.211 (4.793) –12.589* (6.358) 0.082 (0.222) –0.146 (0.280)

Black · ‡ 12 drinks/wk 0.770* (0.360) –1.097 (0.676) –2.951 (9.215) –8.593 (9.243) 0.079 (0.342) –0.116 (0.346)

Black 0.009 (0.118) –0.187 (0.147) –1.846 (1.832) –7.369* (1.910) 0.013 (0.081) –0.167* (0.077)

F test: joint hypothesis test for interaction terms 1.46 4.00 0.31 1.84 2.61 0.72

Reject null hypothesis? No Yes No No Yes No

No. observations 2923 2923 2413 2413 2179 2179

aAdjusted specification includes covariates for whether an individual consumed alcohol occasionally, consumed 2–6 drinks/week, consumed 7–11 drinks/week, consumed ‡ 12 drinks/week,
smoked cigarettes, smoked marijuana, consumed other drugs, Armed Forces Qualification Test, educational attainment, age, height, health limitations, urban residence, delinquency, marital status,
household income, employment status, religiosity, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Score, Rotter Scale Score, and educational and occupational aspirations.
bUnadjusted specification includes only those covariates reported in the table.
cDefined as £1 drink/week.
*P = .05.
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