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Abstract

Background—Prepartying, or drinking before an event where more alcohol may or may not be 

consumed, has been positioned in the literature as a behavior engaged in by heavy drinkers. 

However, recent findings suggest that prepartying may confer distinct risks, potentially causing 

students to become heavier drinkers over time.

Objectives—The goals of this study were to disentangle the longitudinal relationships between 

prepartying, general and episodic alcohol consumption, and alcohol-related consequences by 

investigating 1) whether prepartying is associated with future consequences above and beyond 

current alcohol consumption habits and 2) whether augmentations in approval for alcohol and 

related increases in drinking mediate this relationship.

Methods—One-hundred and ninety-five undergraduates completed online questionnaires at 

baseline, 6 months, and 12 months later.

Results—Prepartying frequency was more strongly related to alcohol-related consequences one 

year later than was overall or episodic drinking. Additionally, a path mediation model confirmed 

our hypothesis that this relationship is due to gradual increases in drinking which occur as a result 

of more approving attitudes toward alcohol brought on by exposure to prepartying.

Conclusion/Importance—Findings suggest a new model for conceptualizing the relationship 

between prepartying, drinking, and consequences whereby students who get involved in 

prepartying may witness slow increases in their approval for alcohol use and, as a result, 

consumption. Importantly, results suggest that the increases in drinking displayed by prepartiers 

over the course of a year may account for the strong relationship between prepartying and later 

consequences. Prevention and intervention initiatives may benefit from directly targeting 

prepartying as a means of tempering risky alcohol use trajectories during one’s college tenure.
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Prepartying, or consuming alcohol prior to attending a party or event at which more alcohol 

may or may not be consumed (Pedersen & LaBrie, 2007), is considered to be a high-risk 

drinking behavior that is especially prevalent among heavier college student drinkers. For 

instance, students who begin prepartying during their first semester of college are more 

likely to have been heavier drinkers in high school compared to those who do not initiate 

prepartying during the same period (Haas, Smith, & Kagan 2013). Similarly, college 

students who engage in heavy episodic drinking (HED; 5 drinks in a row for males, 4 drinks 

for females; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995) preparty more often than those 

who do not engage in HED (Haas, Smith, Kagan, & Jacob, 2012). Research has also 

demonstrated that people who exhibit signs of an alcohol use disorder are more likely to 

preparty than those who do not display these symptoms (Barry, Stellefson, Piazza-Gardner, 

Chaney, & Dodd, 2013). With respect to overall drinking patterns, individuals who preparty 

consume more alcohol than non-prepartiers even on the days when they do not preparty 

(Read, Merrill, & Bytschkow, 2010). The relationship between prepartying and risky 

drinking indicators is clearly strong.

Prepartying is part of a constellation of risky drinking behaviors which have been linked 

with certain predilections toward a variety of alcohol-related behaviors and attitudes. For 

example, those who have high positive expectancies with regard to alcohol consumption 

(e.g., it would make it easier to talk with people) are more likely to preparty and play 

drinking games than those with lower expectancies (Zamboanga, Schwartz, Ham, Borsari, & 

Van Tyne, 2010). Also, students who preparty are more likely to report that the reason they 

drink is to get intoxicated (Reed et al., 2011; Wahl, Sonntag, Roehrig, Kriston, & Berner, 

2013) and that they agree with statements reflecting the stereotypical college drinking 

culture, like “college is a time for experimentation with alcohol” (Moser, Pearson, Hustad, & 

Borsari, 2014). Regarding personality traits, those who preparty tend to display a greater 

propensity to seek out immediate reward and positive feelings (Haas et al., 2013). In sum, 

these findings demonstrate that prepartying has been positioned in the literature as a 

behavior engaged in by heavy drinkers, who already display positive attitudes toward 

alcohol use.

Consequences Associated with Prepartying

One of the main reasons prepartying and related behaviors like drinking games have 

received so much empirical attention in recent years is that they have consistently been 

linked to negative alcohol-related consequences at the event level (see, for example, 

Hummer, Napper, Ehret, & LaBrie, 2013; Labhart, Graham, Wells, & Kuntsche, 2013). On 

nights that involve prepartying, students are almost three times more likely to experience a 

blackout (Hummer et al., 2013; LaBrie, Hummer, Kenney, Lac, & Pedersen, 2011) and 2.5 

times more likely to get into a fight (Hughes, Anderson, Morleo, & Bellis, 2008; Wahl et al., 

2013). Overall, on days when drinkers preparty they experience twice as many negative 
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alcohol-related consequences, like missing work/classes or having problems with a loved 

one because of drinking, compared to occasions when they do not preparty (Merrill, 

Vermont, Bachrach, & Read, 2013).

The reason people experience such high levels of consequences on nights when they 

preparty might appear obvious: because they consume significantly more alcohol on nights 

when they preparty than on nights when they do not. Indeed, prepartying has been identified 

as one of the strongest predictors of daily drinking levels among college students, with 

participants consuming 46% more drinks on evenings when it occurs (Barnett, Orchowski, 

Read, & Kahler, 2013). This high amount of consumption means it is much more likely that 

drinkers are engaging in HED on evenings when they preparty. The proportion of evenings 

on which people’s consumption can be classified as HED is 21%–34% higher when 

prepartying occurs than when it does not (Labhart et al., 2013; Pedersen & LaBrie, 2007). 

Students are also significantly more likely to exhibit “extreme drinking”, or consuming 

8+/10+ drinks, on nights when they preparty (Fairlie, Maggs, & Lanza, 2014). Thus, it may 

seem to come as no surprise that higher amounts of drinking throughout an evening as the 

result of prepartying subsequently leads to higher blood alcohol concentrations (BACs; 

Barry et al., 2013; Clapp et al., 2009; Hummer et al., 2013) and a greater number of alcohol-

related consequences (Foster & Ferguson, 2013; Merrill et al., 2013).

Limitations within the Current Perspective

The findings reviewed paint a compelling picture; prepartying leads to a greater likelihood 

for adverse consequences because drinkers consume more alcohol on evenings when they 

preparty than on evenings when they do not. In support of this conceptual model, a recent 

study by Labhart and colleagues (2013) found prepartying to be linked to adverse risky 

outcomes only indirectly; the relationship was fully mediated by greater drinking on 

evenings that included prepartying. Similarly, Read et al. (2010) reported that when 

controlling for drinks consumed per day, the association between prepartying and 

consequences became nonsignificant, suggesting that prepartying does not present additional 

risk above and beyond general alcohol consumption.

However, the findings of other recent studies suggest an alternative conceptual model in 

which prepartying does in fact confer distinct risks. In contrast with Read et al. (2010), 

Merrill et al. (2013) and Haas et al. (2012) both demonstrated that prepartying predicts 

additional variance in alcohol-related consequences above and beyond general consumption. 

Additionally, Kenney, Hummer, and LaBrie (2010) showed that prepartying predicted 

alcohol consequences across the transition from high school to college; when controlling for 

weekly high school drinking, participants who reported prepartying in high school 

experienced a disproportionately greater amount of consequences in college than those who 

had not prepartied. Similarly, Haas et al. (2013) found that students who prepartied in the 

months prior to college matriculation and continued to do so after arriving on campus 

increased their overall drinking significantly during the first months of college compared 

with students who did not preparty. Taken together these findings suggest that, while there is 

conflicting evidence as to whether prepartying predicts event-level consequences above and 

beyond alcohol consumption, there is preliminary evidence that prepartying does predict 
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additional variance in consequences and consumption when these outcomes are assessed 

longitudinally. Unfortunately, the findings by Kenney et al. (2010) are cross-sectional and 

high school drinking and prepartying were assessed retrospectively; thus causality could not 

be established. The data presented by Haas et al. (2013) are longitudinal, but the authors did 

not assess the effect of baseline prepartying on later consequences over and above baseline 

or later alcohol consumption. Similarly, in both of these examples the participants 

matriculated to college during the course of the study, a major life change, and thus the 

findings may not be generalizable to individuals living under more stable circumstances. 

Further exploring these relationships while addressing the limitations in study design can 

potentially strengthen our understanding of the mechanisms by which prepartying can 

increase risk for the individual.

A New Theoretical Model

The current research seeks to provide evidence for a new theoretical model to explain the 

relationships between prepartying, general alcohol consumption, and alcohol-related 

consequences. We propose that engaging in frequent prepartying leads to gradual overall 

increases in an individual’s drinking rather than just facilitating higher consumption on 

evenings when it occurs. There are a number of different reasons for which students begin 

prepartying (e.g., to conform to peer pressure) even if they are not already heavy drinkers 

(for a review of prepartying motives, see LaBrie, Hummer, Pedersen, Lac, & Chithambo, 

2012). Whatever the reason, simply prepartying more frequently may result in a greater 

degree of approval for other heavy-drinking behaviors, which in turn may translate to 

increases in one’s overall alcohol use and a greater likelihood of experiencing alcohol-

related problems. We aim to test this hypothesis by shifting the focus away from prepartying 

being merely a correlate of heavy drinking to being a potentially important determinant of 

future heavy drinking and associated risk.

The tenets of Self-Perception Theory (Bem, 1972) provide a theoretical lens with which to 

view the proposition that prepartying predicts future alcohol risk. Self-perception theory 

asserts that attitudes and behavior are bidirectional in nature—ones’ attitudes influence 

one’s behavior while one’s actions also have the ability to influence one’s attitudes (Bem, 

1967). The theory is closely related to Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger, 1962) 

except that Self-Perception Theory does not necessitate feelings of dissonance in order to 

result in attitudinal change (Fazio, Zanna, & Cooper, 1977). Thus, increases in one’s 

drinking behavior as a function of more frequent prepartying may or may not be salient 

enough to cause cognitive dissonance. However, regardless of whether or not dissonance is 

produced, such an increase may spur the development of more approving attitudes toward 

drinking, which in turn may mediate the relationship between prepartying and future 

drinking behavior.

The Present Study

Building on findings by Kenny et al. (2010) and Haas et al. (2013) our initial goal was to 

improve understanding of the longitudinal relationships between prepartying, typical 

drinking patterns, and alcohol-related consequences. To accomplish this aim, we examined 
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data on drinking attitudes and behaviors among college students across a one-year period. 

We hypothesized that prepartying at baseline would be positively associated with alcohol-

related consequences one year later, above and beyond baseline drinking. Further, and 

consistent with Self-Perception Theory, we tested personal approval toward heavy drinking 

as a mediating mechanism through which prepartying influences later alcohol consumption. 

Our hypothesis was that this increase in drinking as a result of positive augmentations in 

approval would explain the link between prepartying and future consequences. In other 

words, our final prediction anticipated that approving attitudes towards drinking and the 

resulting increase in alcohol consumption would mediate the relationship between 

prepartying and later consequences.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Participants were students assigned to the control condition of a larger intervention study 

conducted at two west coast universities. One site is a large public university with an 

undergraduate student body of approximately 30,000 while the other is a mid-sized private 

university with an enrollment of approximately 5,600 undergraduate students. A random 

sample of 6,000 students, stratified across class year and equally portioned from both 

universities, was recruited via mail and email during September and October of 2010 to take 

part in a study on college student alcohol use. Of the 6,000 students invited, 2,689 (44.8%) 

completed an initial online screening survey and those who met the inclusion criterion by 

reporting at least one instance of HED in the past 30 days (n = 1,493; 55%) were invited to 

participate in the year-long study. Of the students who were invited, 1,367 (91.6%) 

completed an online questionnaire that served as the baseline for the study. Recruitment 

rates were comparable to other large-scale studies among this population (e.g., Marlatt et al., 

1998; McCabe, Boyd, Couper, Crawford, & d’Arcy, 2002; Neighbors, Lee, Lewis, Fossos, & 

Larimer, 2007).

In total, participants spent approximately one hour completing the screening and baseline 

surveys, for which they were paid $30. After completing baseline students were randomly 

assigned to one of five experimental conditions. Four of the five groups received various 

interventions and are not included in the current study. Those who were assigned to the 

assessment only control condition, 236 students, were emailed links to 25-minute follow-up 

surveys in March/April and again in the following September/October and were paid $20 for 

completing each of them. The final sample for the current study consisted of 195 students 

(121 female and 74 male) who completed the baseline and both follow-up surveys (82.6% 

retention rate). There were no significant differences on any study or demographic variables 

between the 41 participants lost to attrition and the 195 participants who completed all three 

assessments and are included in analyses. Participants were 70.2% White/Caucasian, 11.0% 

Asian, 9.9% Multiracial, 2.1% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 3.7% Black or African 

American, .5% American Indian, and 2.6% “Other”. The mean age of participants in the 

final sample at the start of the study was 20.15 (SD = 1.35) years.
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Measures

Descriptive information about participants’ age, residence type (e.g., on campus, in a 

fraternity house, etc.), and whether or not they were involved with Greek life was assessed 

during both the initial and final surveys. Based on this information dichotomous variables 

were computed denoting whether a given participant turned 21, left or joined a fraternity or 

sorority, or changed their residence type (i.e. moved off campus) during the study period.

Weekly drinking was measured at screening and during both of the follow-ups using the 

Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985; Dimeff, Baer, 

Kivlahan, & Marlatt, 1999), which asks participants to think of a typical week during the 

past 30 days and to estimate the number of drinks they consumed on each day of the week. 

One drink was defined for participants as 4–5 oz. of wine, a 10-oz. wine cooler, 12 oz. of 

beer (8 oz. of Canadian, malt liquor, or “ice” beers, or 10 oz. of a microbrew), or 1 cocktail 

with 1 oz. of 100-proof liquor or 1.25 oz. of 80-proof liquor. The number of drinks 

reportedly consumed on each day was summed to create a total weekly drinks score. The 

DDQ has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of college student drinking (e.g., 

Larimer et al., 2001; Marlatt et al., 1998). It has demonstrated good convergent validity (e.g., 

r = .50; Collins et al., 1985) and test-retest reliability (e.g., r = .87; Neighbors, Dillard, 

Lewis, Bergstrom, & Neil, 2006).

Maximum eBAC was calculated at both the initial and final survey. Participants were asked 

to think back to the occasion on which they drank the most in the last month (30 days) and 

to answer how many drinks they consumed and over the course of how many hours they 

were drinking. This information along with their height and weight was used to calculate 

their estimated maximum BAC.

Prepartying-related variables were only assessed during the baseline questionnaire. 

Consistent with past literature, prepartying was defined for participants as “…the 

consumption of alcohol prior to attending an event or activity (e.g., party, bar, concert) at 

which more alcohol may or may not be consumed.” Students indicated their frequency of 

prepartying with the following item: “In the last 30 days, how many days did you engage in 

prepartying?” Prepartying alcohol consumption was assessed using the following item: 

“During the last time that you prepartied, how many drinks did you consume while 

prepartying (before going out)?”

Alcohol-related consequences were measured during screening and again at the 12-month 

follow-up using the Rutgers Alcohol Problem Index (RAPI; White & Labouvie, 1989), a 23-

item questionnaire which assessed problems encountered during the past three months either 

during or as a result of consuming alcohol. Items included “Went to school or work high or 

drunk”, “Felt that you had a problem with alcohol”, and “Had a fight, argument, or bad 

feelings with a friend” and participants were asked whether or not they had experienced each 

consequence during the past three months. Responses to all 23 items were summed to create 

a total consequences score (α = .93 in the current sample).

Approval of alcohol use was assessed at all three time points using four items designed to 

capture students’ approval of social and heavy drinking behaviors (Baer, 1994). Participants 
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were asked to report the extent to which they approved or disapproved of “drinking alcohol 

every weekend”, “drinking alcohol daily”, “driving a car after drinking”, and “drinking 

enough to pass out”. Answers were entered on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disapprove) 

to 7 (strongly approve). Responses for all four items were averaged to create a composite 

alcohol approval score for each participant.

Analytic Plan

After first assessing correlations and general descriptive statistics, independent t-tests were 

conducted to document the presence of any notable gender differences in key study 

variables. Next, the longitudinal relationship between prepartying at time 1 (T1) and 

negative consequences experienced a year later (T3) was examined. Specifically, we were 

interested in whether the frequency with which participants prepartied and/or the amount of 

alcohol consumed while prepartying at T1 would be positively associated with consequences 

at T3 over and above overall drinking and maximum eBAC at T1. Because bivariate 

correlations and means for several study variables differed by gender, sex was included as a 

covariate. Additionally, during the 12-month study fifty-five participants turned 21, eighteen 

participants either joined or left a fraternity or sorority, and sixty-seven participants changed 

their residency type (e.g. moved off campus). These life changes are all likely to impact 

alcohol consumption and were thus controlled for in our models as well. Attempts to 

winsorize the alcohol-related consequences outcome did not result in a linear distribution as 

the SD remained significantly higher than the mean. Thus, the use of a Poisson model was 

indicated, in which we tested the effects of T1 prepartying on T3 consequences while 

controlling for T1 drinking and demographic changes. However, the resulting chi-square/df 

value was 4.15, suggesting the data was overdispersed and a poor fit for Poisson regression. 

Next, we attempted a negative binomial model using the same variables and the chi-

square/df value in this case was .93, suggesting a strong fit (1.00 is ideal; Hilbe, 2014).

Next, in the presence of a significant effect of either prepartying frequency or consumption 

on future consequences, we evaluated whether this relationship might be meditated by 

changes in drinking over time brought on by positive augmentations in participants’ 

approval of alcohol use. Consistent with Self-Perception Theory, we expected alcohol 

approval and alcohol consumption assessed at 6 months (T2) to explain a substantial portion 

of the relationship between prepartying at T1 and consequences at T3. To evaluate this 

hypothesis, a negative binomial two-step two mediator structural equation model was 

constructed using Mplus (Hayes, 2009; Muthén & Muthén, 2001) in which T3 consequences 

was regressed on T2 weekly consumption, T2 alcohol approval, T1 prepartying frequency or 

consumption (depending on the results of the first regression), as well as the same control 

variables used previously and T1 consequences. Next, T2 weekly consumption was 

regressed on T2 approval and T1 prepartying, also controlling for T1 weekly drinking and 

the same covariates. Finally, T2 alcohol approval was regressed on T1 prepartying, 

controlling for T1 approval as well as sex, changes in residency or Greek status, and whether 

participants turned 21 during the study. Indirect paths within the model were also assessed 

for statistical significance.
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Results

Descriptives, Correlations, and Gender Differences

Descriptive statistics for all variables are provided in Table 1 and are accompanied by 

bivariate associations in Table 2. Of note, T1 prepartying frequency was positively and 

significantly related to all study variables, including T3 drinking and consequences. 

Additionally, males drank significantly more and were more approving of alcohol use than 

females at all timepoints assessed. Also, males reported experiencing slightly more alcohol 

consequences during the T1 assessment but by T3 this difference was no longer significant.

Prepartying and Alcohol-Related Consequences

Raw and exponentiated parameter estimates from the initial negative binomial regression 

predicting consequences at T3 are presented in Table 2. To facilitate the comparison of effect 

sizes across variables, all regression weights and parameter estimates are standardized (e.g., 

a 1 unit increase in BAC does not make sense and is impossible to compare with a 1 unit 

increase in prepartying). The exponentiated parameter estimates are interpreted in the same 

manner as rate ratios. For instance, the estimate for prepartying frequency is 1.457, 

indicating that each increase of one standard deviation in prepartying frequency at T1 was 

associated with experiencing an average of 45.7% more consequences at T3, even after 

controlling for the effect of sex, T1 general and episodic drinking behavior, and whether 

participants turned 21, joined or left Greek life, or changed residence type during the study. 

Taking into account the size of the standard deviation for prepartying frequency (4.18) this 

translates to an increase of around one instance of prepartying per week. In addition, the 

Wald chi-square statistic (T) indicates the strength of the evidence of a non-zero correlation. 

Thus, prepartying frequency at T1 can be seen to have a stronger relationship with 

consequences at T3 than does general alcohol consumption, the number of drinks consumed 

while prepartying, or maximum eBAC, none of which reached statistical significance.

Mediation Model

Next, because T1 prepartying frequency was found to be associated with T3 alcohol-related 

consequences in the regression model, a mediation model was constructed per our analytic 

plan which revealed that this relationship was fully mediated by T2 alcohol approval and 

alcohol consumption (see Figure 1 for a depiction). Specifically, prepartying was associated 

with the development of more approving attitudes toward alcohol and greater overall 

consumption six months later which, in turn, was associated with experiencing a greater 

number of alcohol-related consequences six more months hence (see Table 4 for full results 

of the path analysis). Further, significant indirect effects emerged from T1 prepartying 

frequency to T3 consequences through both T2 alcohol approval and T2 alcohol 

consumption (p = .034) as well as from prepartying frequency to consequences through 

alcohol consumption alone (p = .010). Additionally, the direct effect of prepartying 

frequency on consequences was nonsignificant, suggesting that the relationship was fully 

explained by the two indirect paths.
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Discussion

This study provides preliminary evidence that prepartying may be better conceived as not 

merely a correlate, but also as a potentially important determinant of future heavy drinking 

and associated alcohol risk. The results of the current investigation, drawn from a year-long 

longitudinal dataset, suggest that an increase in prepartying of just once per week confers 

distinct risk above and beyond the increase in concomitant alcohol consumption—it leads, 

on average, to the experience of 45.7% more alcohol-related consequences a year later even 

when current consumption is controlled for. Additionally, we found that these consequences 

appear to be a direct result of increases in alcohol consumption over the course of the year as 

prepartiers gradually develop more approving attitudes toward risky drinking and thus 

increase their consumption. These findings are consistent with the proposed theoretical 

model involving Self-Perception Theory (Bem, 1972); as students begin prepartying more 

frequently, spending more time with other heavy-drinkers, they come to see risky drinking as 

a more common and acceptable behavior and thus become more likely to do so in the future.

The present research extends the work of Kenney, Hummer, and LaBrie (2010), which 

showed that when controlling for weekly high school drinking, prepartying in high school 

led to a greater amount of consequences in college. It also supports and extends the findings 

of Haas et al. (2013), who showed that students who prepartied in the months prior to 

college matriculation and continued to do so after arriving on campus increased their overall 

drinking significantly during the first months of college compared with students who did not 

preparty. The mediation model presented here fills a gap in the literature by explaining why 
the link between prepartying and future alcohol consumption and consequences exists, 

providing a new theoretical framework through which to think about the relationships 

between these variables. Unlike the data presented by Kenney et al., which were cross-

sectional, the data utilized in the current study were longitudinal, following the same cohort 

of students over the course of a year. This allows for conclusions regarding the temporal 

nature of these constructs. If it were only true that increases in drinking and in approval of 

drinking caused increases in prepartying then we would not expect baseline prepartying to 

be associated with later drinking and approval over and above total baseline drinking and 

approval. However, we did find a significant positive relationship between baseline 

prepartying and alcohol consumption and approval 6 months later even when baseline 

drinking and approval were controlled for. This is indicative of a causal relationship, 

extending the work of Haas et al. (2013), who presented longitudinal data but did not assess 

the effect of prepartying on later outcomes over and above alcohol consumption.

Implications

On the whole, empirical evidence has supported a view that prepartying is particularly 

common among heavier drinkers and those who hold permissive attitudes about alcohol use 

more generally. While this may be true, it represents an incomplete picture. We have shown 

that prepartying also leads to the development of more approving attitudes. Given this 

finding it can be inferred that not all prepartiers have highly approving attitudes before they 

begin prepartying; otherwise prepartying would not necessarily be a significant predictor of 

individuals’ approval of heavy drinking over time. Thus, the people most susceptible to the 
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pernicious effects of prepartying may be those who have the least approving attitudes toward 

drinking when they begin to incorporate prepartying into their alcohol use repertoire.

College alcohol interventions have often targeted reductions in drinks per week as a main 

outcome of interest (e.g., Baer, Kivlahan, Blume, McKnight, & Marlatt, 2001; Borsari & 

Carey, 2005). However, the results of the present study suggest that researchers and college 

student personnel should pay greater attention not just to the number of drinks students 

consume but also the context or manner in which the drinking occurs. Frequent engagement 

in prepartying confers unique risk compared to typical consumption patterns. Specifically, 

we found that the number of times students preparty bestows distinctive risk above and 

beyond general consumption but the number of drinks consumed while prepartying does not. 

Given the vital role that prepartying plays, both in terms of its direct and indirect effects on 

future drinking and risk, it behooves those who are interested in mitigating alcohol-related 

problems among college students to focus prevention and intervention efforts on reducing 

incidence of prepartying rather than simply targeting reduced overall consumption. 

Preventing initiation into prepartying, or at least educating students on the many risks 

associated with prepartying, may prevent the outgrowth of more permissive attitudes, 

thereby minimizing trajectories to future heavy drinking.

Directions for Future Research

Prepartying frequency was only assessed during baseline in the current study and thus some 

questions about the longitudinal nature of the construct remain unanswered. For instance, 

the theoretical paradigm presented here, based on Self-Perception Theory, suggests a bi-

directional relationship between prepartying frequency and other alcohol use variables. 

However, because prepartying was not assessed at T2 and T3 in the current study we were 

unable to fully explore this possibility (e.g., a cross-lagged model). Future researchers 

should extend the results presented in the present paper by controlling for changes in 

prepartying during the study period. Additionally, while the relationship between 

prepartying and consequences was fully mediated in our model, the direct path from 

prepartying to later drinking remained significant, suggesting that alcohol approval only 

partially mediates the relationship. This suggests there may be additional variables that also 

help to explain how prepartying leads to increases in consumption, which future researchers 

may wish to explore. One possibility, based on Social Norms Theory (Berkowitz, 2004; 

Perkins, 2002) is that prepartying leads to the development of inflated perceptions of how 

much others drink which causes prepartiers to feel pressure to increase their own drinking. 

Future research will want to look more deeply at how prepartying increases risk, including 

the risk associated with increases in approving attitudes toward drinking as well as that 

associated with changes in normative beliefs or other related constructs. It will also be 

important to determine what specific elements of prepartying confer the most risk (e.g., 

frequency, time spent prepartying, persons present, etc.). The current study examined just 

two prepartying-related variables.

Conclusion

Results of the present investigation suggest that prepartying may be an even better indicator 

of future alcohol-related risk than current consumption levels; an increase in prepartying 
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frequency by just one instance per week led to a 45.7% increase in alcohol-related 

consequences a year later. Prepartying was found to lead to increases in permissive attitudes 

toward heavy drinking behaviors which, in turn, was related to increased drinking and 

ultimately to a greater number of consequences. Thus, prevention and intervention initiatives 

may benefit from directly targeting prepartying as a means of tempering risky alcohol use 

trajectories during one’s college tenure.
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Figure. 
The supported mediation model. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed for all model 

paths.
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Table 5

Indirect effects for all model paths.

Predictor Mediator(s) Outcome Indirect Effect

T1 Prepartying Frequency T2 Alcohol Approval → T2 Alcohol Consumption T3 Consequences 0.01, p=.038

T1 Prepartying Frequency T2 Alcohol Approval T2 Alcohol Consumption 0.01, p=.197

T1 Prepartying Frequency T2 Alcohol Consumption T3 Consequences 0.03, p=.015
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