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Abstract

Though studies show that alcohol use and sexual activity increase during emerging adulthood, few 

studies examine within–ethnic group differences, particularly among African American college 

students. This investigation utilized a latent class analytic methodology to identify risk behavior 

profiles of alcohol use (frequency and amount of alcohol consumed), sexual activity (number of 

intimate partners), and co-occurring risk behaviors (drinking before sexual intercourse) among 228 

African American college students. This investigation also examined whether identified risk 

behavior profiles were associated with stress (interpersonal, intraperso-nal, academic, and 

environmental), experiences of racial discrimination, and social support (from family, friends, and 

the college community). Results identified five distinct profiles within this sample: (a) High 

Sexual Risk—above-average sexual activity; (b) Abstainers—below-average alcohol use and 

sexual activity; (c) Low Risk—average alcohol use and sexual activity; (d) Alcohol Risk—above-

average alcohol use and below-average sexual activity; and (e) Co-Occurring Risk—above-

average alcohol use and sexual activity. Identified profiles differed across interpersonal and 

environmental stress, and self-reported frequency of experiences with racial discrimination. 

Implications for prevention programs and interventions aimed at reducing alcohol and sexual 

activity for African American college students are discussed.
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Problematic alcohol use and risky sexual behavior are major public health concerns for 

college-aged youth, an age cohort frequently referred to as emerging adults (Choi, 

Meininger, & Roberts, 2006; Fromme, Corbin, & Kruse, 2008). Emerging adulthood, which 

represents the transitional period between adolescence and adulthood, is a critical time 

period to intervene and address these behaviors. According to the developmental-contextual 

perspective (Elder, 1998; Schoon, Sacker, & Bartley, 2003), problematic drinking and risky 

sexual behaviors during the college years are often maladaptive coping responses to 

contextual and role changes, as emerging adults experience frequent stressors in the form of 

increasing academic responsibilities (e.g., deciding on a major), joining new social groups 

(e.g., pledging a fraternity or sorority), managing their time and care (e.g., scheduling and 

attending doctor’s appointments), and self-reliance in coping with day-to-day stressors (e.g., 

having car problems) (Kogan et al., 2010; Sandfort, Orr, Hirsch, & Santelli, 2007). Problem 

drinking behaviors peak during emerging adulthood (Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002) and, for 

many, continue into adulthood (Chen & Jacobson, 2012). According to data from 

Monitoring the Future: National Survey Results on Drug Use, 1975–2010 (Johnston, 

O’Malley, & Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2011), 71% of 12th graders report recent alcohol use 

and 37% report engagement in binge-drinking behaviors. These numbers increase 

significantly for college students and other young adults, with between 82% and 88% 

reporting current alcohol use, respectively. Similar to their younger peers, 37% of college 

students and 36% of young adults (aged 19 to 28 years old) reported at least one episode of 

recent binge drinking. In reference to sexual activity, studies show that, while upward of 

50% of freshmen in college have never had sex (Siegel et al., 1999), the majority who have 

not had sex by freshman year are likely to have sexual intercourse for the first time during 

college, reaching about 86% of students by senior year (Cooper, 2002; Siegel et al., 1999). 

Further, studies show that, perhaps due to lowered inhibitions, impaired decision making, 

cognitive impairment (i.e., alcohol myopia), or beliefs that alcohol can enhance sexual 

experiences, youth who drink alcohol tend to report co-occurring sexual risk behaviors, 

more lifetime sexual partners, and improper use of contraception (Abma, Martinez, & 

Copen, 2010; Cho & Span, 2010).

Previous research has suggested that the relationship between substance use, including 

alcohol use, and risky sexual behavior may differ by ethnicity (for review, see Ritchwood, 

Ford, DeCoster, Sutton, & Lochman, 2015). Such differences, however, appear to be driven 

by sociostructural and economic factors (e.g., Adimora & Schoenbach, 2005). Data from the 

2006–2008 National Survey of Family Growth, for instance, showed no significant 

differences between African Americans and White Americans on contraception use 

(Chandra, Mosher, Copen, & Sionean, 2011). This survey, however, did not specifically 

examine heterogeneity among African American emerging adults in college, which is a 

critical omission given the fact that African American youth face disproportionate 

consequences of problem drinking and risky sexual behaviors (e.g., drunk-driving accidents, 

legal system involvement, sexually transmitted infections [STIs], unintended pregnancies) 

when compared to their peers of other ethnicities (Godette, 2009; Jackson, Hodge, & 

Vaughn, 2010).

Empirical and theoretical literature suggests that both context and cultural experiences 

influence the behavioral development of African American youth (Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, 
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Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002; McLanahan, 1999). The integrative model of developmental 

competencies (Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Spencer & Dupree, 1996) posits that, in addition to 

shared experiences across ethnicities, factors that are culturally and racially specific, such as 

experiences with racial discrimination, are important factors that contribute to youth 

outcomes. As noted, emerging adults transitioning to college face increased intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, academic, and environmental stressors, which may leave them susceptible to 

maladaptive coping, resulting in alcohol use and risky sexual activity (Ross, Neibling, & 

Heckert, 1999; Unger, Hamilton, & Sussman, 2004). In addition to these stressors, up to 

60% of African American emerging adults in college report experiencing racial 

discrimination (Hoggard, Byrd, & Sellers, 2012). Experiences with discrimination have long 

been associated with increased anger, distress, frustration, anxiety, adverse mental and 

physical health outcomes, and increased engagement in risk behaviors (Brody, Chen, Kogan, 

Smith, & Brown, 2010; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003: Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 

2003).

When considering the context of the college environment as well as cultural experiences that 

impact minority undergraduates, the developmental contextual perspective and the 

integrative model of developmental competencies would suggest that exploring both general 

and cultural stressors, such as specific experiences with racial discrimination, is critical to 

our understanding of risky drinking and sexual behaviors of African American students who 

attend predominantly White institutions. The models also posit that researchers should 

attempt to explicate the potentially varying effects of risk and protective factors (e.g., social 

support) on experiences of psychological distress (Constantine, Wilton, & Caldwell, 2003), 

engagement in negative behaviors (Plybon, Edwards, Butler, Belgrave, & Allison, 2003), 

and poor progress and development (Bean, Bush, McKenry, & Wilson, 2003). For example, 

studies suggest that the financial burden placed on some low-income African American 

youth during their transition to college may complicate relationships that are typical sources 

of social support (Kogan et al., 2010; Miller-Cribbs & Farber, 2008; Sandfort et al., 2007). 

Thus, it is necessary to gain an understanding of whether specific social support networks 

are associated with risk behavior engagement for this group of emerging adults.

Previous studies on this topic have overwhelmingly utilized variable-centered approaches 

that simply describe the average behavior of a sample group through forcing constructs into 

predetermined categories. Such approaches fail to adequately describe the behavioral 

patterns of higher- or lower-risk individuals (Hill, White, Chung, Hawkins, & Catalano, 

2000) and do not account for within-group differences (Komro, Tobler, Maldonado-Molina, 

& Perry, 2010). As such, variable-centered approaches are limited in their ability to 

contribute to a full understanding of the co-occurring nature of alcohol use and risky sex for 

this population (Stueve & O’Donnell, 2005; Weden & Zabin, 2005). Thus, there is a need for 

research utilizing a profile-oriented approach to explore within-group differences that exist 

in these behaviors which often co-occur (Jung & Wickrama, 2008; Weaver & Kim, 2008). 

The current study bridges tenets of the developmental-contextual perspective and the 

integrative model of developmental competencies through the examination of the influence 

of context (e.g., academic stress) and culture (e.g., experiences with discrimination) on 

within-group variation in African American emerging adults’ risk behaviors in college. 

Specifically, we utilized a profile-oriented approach to identify patterns in alcohol use, 
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sexual activity, and co-occurring risk behaviors among a college student sample of 228 

African American emerging adults in college. In addition, this investigation examined 

whether stress, experiences with discrimination, and social support were associated with the 

identified risk behavior profiles.

The primary aims of this study were threefold: (a) to utilize latent class analysis to identify 

risk behavior profiles of alcohol use (drinking frequency, binge drinking), risky sex (number 

of sexual partners), and co-occurrence of alcohol use and sexual activity among African 

American emerging adults; (b) to examine the ways in which identified risk behavior 

profiles are associated with risk and resilience factors, including general (e.g., student stress) 

and culturally specific stress (experiences with racial discrimination) and support (from 

one’s family, friends, and college community) among this sample of emerging adults in 

college; and (c) to examine how identified profiles of African American emerging adults’ 

risk behaviors are associated with demographic variables (age, gender, socioeconomic status 

[SES]).

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 228 African American students attending a large, predominantly White 

university in the Southeastern United States. Included in the sample were biracial students 

who self-identified as mixed with African American and another race (e.g., “Black/White,” 

“Black and Hispanic,” or “Afro Latina”; see Dennhardt & Murphy, 2011). The current study 

attempted to target a sample of 200 African American students due to statistical 

recommendations that suggest 50 observations per variable as optimal for adequate power 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2002). Participants in the current study were between 18 and 25 years 

old, with a mean age of 20.53 years (SD = 1.87). Approximately 74.1% of the sample was 

female. Regarding class standing, 24% of the sample were freshmen, 18% were sophomores, 

22% were juniors, and 35% were seniors. The majority of students (62%) reported having 

parents with at least some college education. See Table 1 for participant characteristics.

Procedure

The described study uses data from the Activities and Behaviors in College (ABC) Study. 

Human subject approval was granted from the university’s institutional review board (IRB). 

Methods of recruiting for this investigation included making the questionnaire available 

through the psychology participant pool at the university. Participants recruited through this 

method received the standard allotted extra credit in their psychology course for 

participation, and they received no other incentives. Other studies were recruited using the 

following recruitment strategies: advertising on e-mailing lists, posting fliers, sampling 

African American organizations (e.g., fraternities and sororities), and snowball/network 

sampling methods targeting African American students. Students not receiving extra credit 

were given the choice between being entered in a raffle to win one of seven $100 gift cards 

or instantly receiving a $10 gift card at survey completion. After students provided informed 

voluntary consent, administration of surveys occurred online using a Web-based survey 
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program. Thus, they were completed at a time and place convenient for students. The 

average survey completion time for this investigation ranged from 15 to 20 minutes.

Due to our use of various incentive methods, certain precautions were taken in an attempt to 

minimize or prevent duplicate enrollments. Because participants had the option of various 

incentive methods (e.g., receiving class credits, financial incentives), we attempted to both 

negate and detect multiple submissions by the same participant (Birnbaum, 2004; Chiasson 

et al., 2006; Kraut et al., 2004). Seen first, and even before the consent form of the survey, 

students were presented with a warning informing them that they should only complete the 

survey once, and that they would not receive credit/compensation twice if they took the 

survey during a previous semester or for a different incentive (e.g., extra credit, gift card, 

raffle). Also, the current study utilized Internet protocol (IP) address tracking through 

SurveyMonkey software to detect and delete multiple survey responses from the same 

computer or cell phone.

Measures

Alcohol Use—Two items from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS; National Center 

for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 2008) were used to assess aspects of 

youth alcohol use, specifically, alcohol consumption and binge drinking. Alcohol 

consumption was measured using two items: “On how many days did you have at least one 

drink of alcohol during the past 3 months?” and “On how many days did you have 5 or more 

(if male) or 4 or more (if female) drinks of alcohol in a row, that is, within a couple of hours 

during the past 3 months?” Responses were on a 6-point Likert scale assessing drinking 

behaviors from 0 days, 1 or 2 days a week, to Every day or almost every day. Information 

about the standards and size of a standard drink was provided and stated the following:

The next few questions ask about drinking alcohol. This includes drinking beer, 

wine, wine coolers, and liquor such as rum, gin, vodka, or whiskey. For these 

questions, drinking alcohol does not include drinking a few sips of wine for 

religious purposes. One drink of alcohol is defined as a 12 oz. can or bottle of beer 

or wine cooler, a 4 oz. glass of wine, or a shot of liquor straight or in a mixed drink.

Reliability estimates for these two items (α = .801) indicated good internal consistency for 

participants in the current study.

Number of Sexual Partners—Youth sexual behavior was measured using one item from 

the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Kann et al., 2014) that was intended to capture students’ 

number of sexual partners: “During your life, with how many people have you had sexual 

intercourse?”

Co-Occurring Risk Behaviors—The co-occurrence of sexual behavior and alcohol use 

(i.e., sexual activity while under the influence of alcohol) was assessed through use of the 

YRBS question, “When thinking about how often you drink alcohol before having sexual 

intercourse, does this happen: never, seldom, sometimes, most times, always?” (Kann et al., 

2014). Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale wherein higher response scores 

indicated more instances of drinking before sex, or greater co-occurring risk behaviors.
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Stress—The Student Stress Survey (SSS) is a 41-item scale developed with college 

students described as varying “in year in school, age, gender, and major” used to assess the 

major sources of stress that students experience (Ross et al., 1999, p. 214). The SSS 

addresses each of the four dimensions of stress that the literature has shown affect college 

students: interpersonal, intrapersonal, academic, and environmental sources of stress. 

Although not previously studied specifically with African American samples, current 

reliability analyses indicated internal consistency coefficients that were between .70 and .80. 

Six items were used to assess interpersonal sources of stress (α = .76), including “roommate 

conflict” and “new boyfriend/girlfriend.” Intrapersonal sources of stress were assessed 

through 16 items (e.g., decline in personal health) with an adequate reliability (α = .79) for 

the current investigation. The academic dimension of stress included eight items which 

assessed school-related difficulties (e.g., transferring schools; reliability reported at .70). We 

assessed environmental stressors using 11 items (α = .81). Prompts included “messy living 

conditions” and “car trouble.” Here, students were told to rate each stressful event on a 4-

point Likert scale and to choose from 0 (Not a problem at all) to 3 (Very much a problem) in 

response to the prompt “In the last 6 months, how much of a problem have the following 

been to you?”

Racial Discrimination—The daily life experiences scale (DLE-R) is an 18-item subscale 

of the Racism and Life Experiences Scales (RaLES; Harrell, 2000) that assesses the 

frequency of everyday experiences with racial discrimination. The DLE-R has undergone 

previous psychometric validation with African American participants, showing excellent 

reliability with reported reliability coefficients between .94 and .96 (Hoggard et al., 2012; 

Matthews, Hammond, Nuru-Jeter, Cole-Lewis, & Melvin, 2013). Participants were asked to 

read each of the items on the scale and “determine how often you have experienced each 

event because of your race or racism in the past year” on items which included “being 

accused of something or treated suspiciously” and “being observed or followed in public 

places,” for example. Using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 5 (Once a week or 
more), reliability for the 18 items in this scale was found to be excellent (α = .95) for the 

current study.

Social Support—The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MPSS; Zimet, 

Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988) was used to measure the relative importance of social 

support in participants’ lives. The MPSS contains three subscales that were modified to 

assess support from families (e.g., “My mother really tries to help me”; nine items; α = .85) 

and friends (e.g., “I can count on my friends when things go wrong”; six items; α = .94). 

The significant others subscale of the MPSS explores aspects of social support that may be 

culturally or developmentally unique to various individuals (Canty-Mitchell & Zimet, 2000). 

For the purpose of the current study, the “influential adults outside of one’s family” scale 

was modified to reflect participants’ sense of support from their college community through 

eight prompts (e.g., “I feel like a member of my college community”; α = .94). Past studies 

have found this scale to be a reliable measure for use with African American youth 

(although not college students), with internal reliability coefficients between .89 and .91 

(Canty-Mitchell & Zimet, 2000). Responses were based on a 7-point Likert scale response 

ranging from 1 (Very strongly agree) to 7 (Very strongly disagree). Each subscale was 
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scored by totaling the items within the scale, and higher scores were indicative of higher 

levels of perceived social support in each domain.

Demographic Variables—The current study explores the relationship between identified 

risk behavior profiles and demographic variables including SES, age, and gender, as research 

indicates they are associated with risk behavior engagement (e.g., Pergamit, Huang, & Lane, 

2001). For the current study, age was represented numerically: females = 0, and males = 1; 

and SES was measured by parents’ education level (0 = Other, unknown, none, 1 = High 
school equivalency (e.g., GED), 2 = High school diploma, 3 = Vocational tech diploma, 4 = 

Associate’s degree, 5 = RN degree, 6 = Bachelor’s degree, 7 = Master’s degree, 8 = MD, 
PhD, Law, Dental).

Statistical Analysis

This investigation utilized a latent class analytic framework. To identify the best-fitting 

cluster solution, several steps were taken. First, based on previous studies (e.g., Nylund, 

Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007), Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1974) and 

Bayesian information criterion (BIC; Schwarz, 1978) were used to determine the optimal 

number of classes. Statisticians suggest that AIC and BIC scores be interpreted in 

comparison to each other, and that lower scores (e.g., closer to 0) are indicative of a better-

fitting model (Nylund et al., 2007). Entropy values also were used as an indicator of which 

cluster solution was most accurate at classifying risk behaviors. Values closer to or exactly 

1.0 indicate a better classification. Further, because AIC, BIC, and entropy should be 

examined in conjunction with other model-fit indices, a Lo-Mendell-Rubin adjusted 

likelihood ratio test (LMRT; Lo, Mendell, & Rubin, 2001; Nylund et al., 2007) and 

bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT; Arminger, Stein, & Wittenberg, 1999; McLachlan 

& Peel, 2000) also were used to identify the best-fitting model. The p values generated for 

the LMRT and BLRT compare nested latent class models wherein cluster solutions with a p 
value less than .05 indicate that a particular solution, k, is a better fit than the next lowest 

cluster, k – 1 (e.g., five-cluster solution is a better fit than the four-cluster solution) while 

cluster solutions with a p value that is greater than .05 suggest that the higher cluster 

solution is not a better fit than the lower cluster solution (McLachlan & Peel, 2000; Nylund 

et al., 2007).

In addition to these fit indices, each cluster solution was evaluated on its interpretability, 

according to past research (e.g., Merz & Roesch, 2011), which suggests using this technique 

to determine whether the profiles were generated as an artifact of a nonnormal distribution 

or if they in fact represented different classes of individuals (Muthén & Muthén, 2007). 

Further, small classes (those containing far less than 5% of the 2,285 participants sampled; 

N = 11) are generally considered forced classes and associated with cluster solutions with 

too many classes (Hipp & Bauer, 2006; Merz & Roesch, 2011), Thus, class sizes were also 

considered when determining the best-fitting cluster solution.

Last, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with post hoc comparisons and chi-square 

analysis was utilized to test for mean differences in the demographic variables of interest, 

and a one-way ANOVA with post hoc comparisons between identified profiles was 
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conducted to test for mean differences in indicators of contextual stress, reported frequency 

of racial discrimination, and social support across risk behavior profile class membership.

RESULTS

Latent Class Analysis: Risk Behavior Profiles

Latent class solutions containing two through eight classes were fit to the data. Model fit 

indices for each latent class solution of risk behavior profiles can be seen in Table 2. Results 

of the latent class analysis indicated that a five-class solution fit the data most optimally 

(AIC = 3085.284; BIC = 3181.183; Entropy = .922; LMRT = 62.541, p = .0404; BLRT = 

−1547.065, p = .0000). Specifically, based on the LMRT value (p = .0000), the two-class 

solution was deemed a better fit than the one-class solution, and the three-class solution was 

a better fit than the two-class solution (p = .0002). Further, although the LMRT values did 

not indicate that the four-class solution was a better fit than the three-class solution (p = .

2743), the five-class solution was found to be a significantly better fit than the four-class 

solution (p = .0404). However, the LMRT values did not indicate that the six-class solution 

was a better fit than the five-class solution (p = .5236) or that the seven-class (p = .1585) or 

eight-class (p = .6655) solutions were better-fitting models than their next lower class 

solutions.

The six-, seven-, and eight-class solutions had lower AIC and BIC values, and the seven- and 

eight-class solutions had higher entropy values than the five-class solution; however, their 

nonsignificant LMRT values indicated that the five-class solution was the best-fitting model. 

Further, exploration of class size revealed that the six-, seven-, and eight-class solutions each 

yielded two class sizes with fewer than 5% (N = 11) of the 228 participants in the current 

study. In addition, the six-class solution (N = 9; N = 10), the seven-class solution (N = 7; N 
= 10), and the eight-class solution (N = 4; N = 6) contained two classes and the three-class 

solution had one class (N = 8) that was too small to be of substantive value. Thus, the five-

class model was solidified as the final cluster solution, and five distinct classes were 

identified.

The overall sample means and standardized means were used to interpret the pattern of each 

identified risk behavior profile. A depiction of the identified profiles using standardized 

means of the study variables (used for more clear interpretation of class means in 

comparison to the overall sample mean) is presented in Figure 1. The five identified classes 

were (a) High Sexual Risk (N = 11, 4.82%); (b) Abstainers (N = 102, 44.74%); (c) Low Risk 
(N = 72, 31.58%); (d) Alcohol Risk (N = 34, 14.91%); and (e) Co-Occurring Risk (N = 9, 

3.95%).

Classes were described according to patterns seen in risk behavior engagement (i.e., 

consuming alcohol, binge drinking, number of sexual partners, and drinking before having 

sexual intercourse). Class 1 was identified as the High Sex Risk profile due to students in 

this group reporting greater than average number of sexual partners, and lower than average 

alcohol consumption frequency and rates, as well as low levels of reported drinking before 

sexual activity. The second class reflected participants who reported lower than average rates 

of drinking, amounts of alcohol consumed, number of sexual partners, and co-occurring risk 
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behaviors. As such, Class 2 was identified as the Abstainers profile. Students in Class 3 were 

identified as a part of the Low Risk profile due to all risk behavior indicators being reported 

at levels that were close to the overall sample mean. The Alcohol Risk profile (Class 4) was 

classified as such due to their frequency of drinking and rates of binge drinking being higher 

than average, while their lifetime sexual partners remained lower than average, and the 

likelihood of them drinking before having sex remained closer to average. Class 5 was 

identified as the Co-Occurring Risk profile due to elevated frequency of reported alcohol 

consumption, increased rates of binge drinking, and number of sexual partners that were 

above the overall sample average, and the highest rates of co-occurring alcohol use and 

sexual activity when compared to other classes.

Demographic Variations Among Identified Profiles

As shown in Table 3, a significant mean difference was found for age (F4, 223 = 3.252, p = .

013), but not for SES (F4, 223 = 1.215, p = .305) or gender (X2
4, 223 = 1.686, p = .154). 

Specific to age, students in Class 1 (High Sex Risk; M = 21.91) were significantly older than 

students in Class 2 (Abstainers; p = .042; M = 20.27), and students in Class 4 (Alcohol Risk; 

p = .041; M = 20.12). However, there was no significant mean difference in the age of 

students in Class 1 (High Sex Risk) and students in Classes 3 (Low Risk, p = .315; M = 

20.78) or 5 (Co-Occurring Risk, p = .956; M = 21.33). There were no other significant mean 

differences in ages between Classes 2 (Abstainers), 3 (Low Risk), 4 (Alcohol Risk), and 5 

(Co-Occurring Risk) when compared to one another.

Variation in Stress Among Risk Behavior Profiles

Overall, findings revealed significant mean differences in profile membership based on 

participants’ reported levels of interpersonal stress (F4, 223 = 3.855, p = .005) and 

environmental stress (F4, 223 = 2.849, p = .025) but not for intra-personal stress (F4, 223 = 

1.758, p = .138) or academic stress (F4, 223 = 1.401, p = .234).

For interpersonal stress, mean differences were found between Class 2 (Abstainers; M = .41) 

and Classes 4 (Alcohol Risk; M = .67) and 5 (Co-Occurring Risk; M = .85). Specifically, 

students who were Abstainers from alcohol, sex, and engaging in intercourse while under 

the influence reported significantly fewer interpersonal stressors than students in the Alcohol 
Risk profile (p = .035). Further, the Abstainers also reported significantly fewer 

interpersonal stressors than students who were classified as belonging to the Co-Occurring 
Risk profile (p = .045). Interpersonal stress was not significantly or marginally related to 

membership in any of the other classes.

Environmental stress was associated with students’ membership in Class 4 (Alcohol Risk) 

compared to some of the other profiles. Here, students reporting more environmental 

stressors were marginally more likely to be in the Alcohol Risk class (Class 4, M = .69) than 

they were to be in the Abstainers class (Class 2, p = .056, M = .45). Similarly, students with 

more environmental stressors were significantly more likely to be in the Alcohol Risk (Class 

4) profile than they were to be in the Low Risk profile (Class 3, p = .011, M = .39). Students 

in the Alcohol Risk class (Class 4) did not report marginally or significantly higher levels of 

environmental stress than students in the High Sex Risk class (Class 1, p = .352, M = .41) or 

Metzger et al. Page 9

J Sex Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 March 30.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



students in the Co-Occurring Risk class (Class 5, p = .884, M = .54). There were no other 

significant mean differences found between classes in relation to the environmental stressors 

reported by participants in the current study.

As depicted in Table 3, no significant mean difference was found between any of the classes 

based on the intra-personal stressors reported by the African American college students in 

the current study. Similarly, a significant mean difference for class membership also was not 

found in relation to the academic stress reported by students. Namely, students with greater 

reported amounts of intrapersonal and academic stressors were no more or less likely to be 

in Class 1 (High Sex Risk), Class 2 (Abstainers), Class 3 (Low Risk), Class 4 (Alcohol 
Risk), or Class 5 (Co-Occurring Risk) when compared to one another.

Variation in Racial Discrimination Among Risk Behavior Profiles

Analyses revealed significant mean differences in risk behavior profile membership based on 

participants experiencing racism (F4, 223 = 2.722, p = .030). Specifically, students who were 

in the Alcohol Risk class (Class 4; M = 1.54) were significantly more likely (p = .042) to 

report more frequent experiences with racial discrimination than students who were 

Abstainers from drinking and sexual activity (Class 2; M = .97). In reference to whether 

students were of High Sex Risk (Class 1; M = 1.63), Low Risk (Class 3; M = 1.11), or Co-
Occurring Risk (Class 5; M = 1.31), results indicated no other significant mean differences 

in students’ reported experiences with racism.

Variation in Social Support Among Risk Behavior Profiles

Findings revealed no significant mean differences in profile membership based on the social 

support received by participants from their family (F4, 223 = .303, p = .876), friends (F4,;223 

= .384, p = .820), or community (F4, 223 = .458, p = .766; see Table 3).

There were no significant mean differences between the classes in relation to the reported 

social support that students in the current study received from their families. Namely, 

students in Class 1 (High Sex Risk: M = 3.93) reported no significantly greater or fewer 

levels of social support from their families than students in all the other classes; students in 

Class 2 (Abstainers: M = 4.04) reported similar levels of social support from families; 

students who were Low Risk (Class 3: M = 3.92) did not report significantly different levels 

of family support; and neither did students in Classes 4 (Alcohol Risk; M = 3.91) or 5 (Co-
Occurring Risk; M = 4.02).

Similar findings were seen when analyzing data for mean differences in social support from 

friends across class membership. Namely, students who were of High Sex Risk (Class 1; M 
= 3.86) reported statistically similar levels of college community support as students who 

were Abstainers from drinking alcohol and engaging in risky sex (Class 2; M = 3.63), 

students who were deemed to be of Low Risk (Class 3; M = 3.65), students who 

predominantly displayed Alcohol Risk (Class 4; M = 3.59), and students who displayed Co-
Occurring Risk behavior patterns (Class 5; M = 3.84). The same findings held true when all 

of these risk behavior classes were compared to one another in relation to the amount of 

college community support reported by African American students at this large Southeastern 

university.
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Last, there were no significant mean differences in the social support that students in the 

current study reported receiving from their college community across the five identified risk 

behavior classes. Please see Table 3 for significance values found when assessing for mean 

differences in college community support perceived for students who were in Class 1 (High 
Sex Risk; M = 4.06), Class 2 (Abstainers; M = 3.69), Class 3 (Low Risk; M = 3.67), Class 4 

(Alcohol Risk; M = 3.60), and Class 5 (Co-Occurring Risk; M = 3.76) when compared to 

one another.

DISCUSSION

The current study utilized a profile-oriented approach to identify alcohol and sexual risk 

behavior profiles among African American college students and determine whether stress, 

racial discrimination, and sources of social support influenced profile membership. There 

were several key findings from this study. First, it is notable that, although much of the 

literature would suggest that African American youth engage in more sexual risk behaviors 

than their other ethnic peers (Chapin, 2001; Faryna & Morales, 2000), our results suggest 

that those who abstained from alcohol, sex, and cooccurring risk behavior composed the 

majority (approximately 44.74%) of our sample. Second, we identified five distinct risk 

behavior profiles (i.e., High Sexual Risk, Abstainers, Low Risk, Alcohol Risk, and Co-
Occurring Risk). Third, we explored demographic variation in risk behavior profiles and 

demonstrated significant mean differences across class membership for age (wherein 

students of High Sex Risk were older than Abstainers and those who were of heightened 

Alcohol Risk) but not for SES or gender. Finally, findings indicated that profile membership 

varied by type of stressor but not social support. To our knowledge, this is the first known 

study to utilize a latent class analysis to identify risk behavior profiles among African 

American college students (Godette, 2009; Goldstein et al., 2009). Further, as we are 

ultimately concerned with prevention and treatment efforts that reduce the occurrence and 

negative impact of alcohol use and risky sex, we related risk behavior profiles with stress, 

experiences with racial discrimination, and social support.

We identified five distinct alcohol and sexual risk profiles within this sample that were 

supported by the larger literature. The current study is the first to explore alcohol use, sexual 

activity, and the co-occurrence of these behaviors among African American college students. 

For example, students in the Low Risk profile were similar to a recent profile analytic study 

with a small percentage of African American participants (6.7%) that identified patterns of 

risk behaviors and included a group of individuals who participate in risk behaviors but 

regulate the frequency of engagement (Mallett, Marzell, Scaglione, Hultgren, & Turrisi, 

2013). These findings support the connection between drinking behaviors and sexual 

activity; they also support the exploration of these behaviors in concert, as done in the 

current study. Consistent with numerous previous findings among the general adult 

population, our results revealed profiles that were composed of individuals who were at 

heightened alcohol risk and of co-occurring risk. For example, a recent study examining 

drinking patterns and sexual risk behaviors of 18- to 35-year-olds (of which 31% were 

college students and 7.9% were African American) found that frequent heavy drinkers had 

the greatest number of sexual partners and were the most likely to drink alcohol before 

having sex (Stappenbeck et al., 2013). Overall, results of the current latent class analysis 
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suggest there is indeed significant variation in the risk behavior engagement of African 

American college students. Furthermore, these findings indicate that these distinct profiles 

may have important implications for intervention efforts among African American emerging 

adults in university settings through identifying malleable factors that are related to profile 

membership of higher risk.

Regarding contextual stress, the current investigation suggested that identified risk behavior 

profiles differed across interpersonal and environmental stress. Specifically, we found that 

Abstainers tended to report fewer interpersonal stressors than the Alcohol Risk and Co-
Occurring Risk groups. It is possible that youth in the higher risk groups use alcohol and/or 

sex to cope with challenges resulting from interpersonal stress (Williams, Newby, & Kanitz, 

1993). We also found that students in the Alcohol Risk group were slightly more likely than 

students in the Abstainers and Low Risk groups to report environmental stressors. 

Considering that most college students are often living away from home for the first time, 

increased environmental stressors may lead to greater alcohol use (Brody et al., 2010; Wills, 

Sandy, Yaeger, Cleary, & Shinar, 2001). Thus, the finding that students who were of higher 

Alcohol Risk reported significantly more problems due to environmental stressors than 

students who were Abstainers or those who reported Low Risk behaviors was not surprising.

Concerning experiences with racial discrimination, we found that students in the Alcohol 
Risk profile reported more frequent experiences with racial discrimination than students who 

were Abstainers from alcohol, sex, and cooccurring risk behaviors. This is in line with 

multiple studies that show relationships between experiences with racism and discrimination 

and alcohol use among African Americans (Borrell et al., 2007; Gibbons et al., 2007; 

Landrine, Klonoff, Corral, Fernandez, & Roesch, 2006; Neblett, Terzian, & Harriott, 2010). 

These findings also support theoretical suggestions (i.e., stress-coping theory) that drinking 

is related to racially stressful experiences due to attempts to “deal with” emotionally 

distressing experiences that leave students with perceptions of limited control and efficacy 

(Brody et al., 2010; Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).

The current study was not without limitations. Our risk profiles were composed of relatively 

few risk behaviors due to power recommendations concerning our relatively small sample 

size. Inclusion of a wider range of indicators of risky drinking and sexual behavior could 

provide a more comprehensive depiction of patterns that exist for African American 

emerging adults in college. For example, although number of sexual partners has 

consistently been used as a marker of risky sex, researchers typically also explore additional 

proxies of sexual risk behavior (e.g., condom use, contraceptive use, casual partners, age at 

first sexual intercourse, intoxication at last sexual intercourse) in similar studies (Bachanas 

et al., 2002; Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, & Lust, 2005; Hurd & Zimmerman, 2010; Laska, 

Pasch, Lust, Story, & Ehlinger, 2009; Roberts et al., 2012). A larger sample size could 

facilitate the exploration of a more comprehensive range of risk behaviors in future studies 

utilizing a latent class analytic approach. Further, the measures used in the current study 

were not developed for African Americans, despite their acceptable levels of reliability with 

college-aged students. More sensitive measures are needed to further advance the knowledge 

on these topics. Future studies should refine the measurement tools used to assess specific 

risk-related variables that are unique to African American emerging adults in college. 
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Further, our sample of African American undergraduates attending a large, predominantly 

White university in the Southeastern region of the United States may not be generalizable to 

all African American undergraduate students. Follow-up investigations are needed to 

examine African American undergraduates in various college settings as well as those who 

are not enrolled in college.

Despite these limitations, this study had several strengths that make it both progressive and 

compelling. First, this study focused on risk behavior engagement of African American 

college students. Much of the previous research on this topic has sampled predominantly 

White, adult populations; the current study focused on African American emerging adults in 

college, a group that is of particular risk for engaging in risk behaviors and suffering 

disproportionate consequences during this developmental stage. Second, this study identified 

specific profiles that had not been verified within the target population. Further, as opposed 

to previous studies concerned with already-established consequences of risk behaviors, we 

took an approach which highlights malleable targets that are associated with the identified 

risk behavior profiles. As such, implications exist, in that prevention researchers might seek 

to change these factors (one’s responses to experiences with discrimination, for example) to 

reduce alcohol use, sexual activity, or co-occurring risk behaviors and ultimately human 

immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and pregnancy risk, drinking and driving accidents, rape 

occurrences, and legal system involvement, among other serious consequences of 

engagement in risk behaviors.

The current investigation extends the literature on this topic in several ways. First, this study 

provides initial support for the existence of patterns in the ways in which African American 

emerging adults in college engage in alcohol use, sexual activity, and co-occurring drinking 

and sexual risk behaviors. Although past studies have demonstrated the impact of 

demographic factors on risk behavior engagement (e.g., Nicolai, Moshagen, & Demmel, 

2012), the current investigation is the first known study to do so within a group of African 

American emerging adults in college. Our findings pertaining to student demographics have 

implications for prevention efforts as students of Alcohol Risk were younger than students 

of High Sex Risk. Specifically, programs might structure their components to emphasize 

alcohol risk for freshman students who are typically younger and recently transitioning to 

the college environment. Third, the current study suggests that emerging adults may engage 

in alcohol use and risky sexual activity as maladaptive reactions to occurrences such as 

negative interpersonal interactions, environmental stressors, and racially charged 

discriminatory experiences. Although an important long-term solution is to eradicate 

discrimination and inequities as well as subsequent impacts, preparing African American 

youth for environmental stressors and experiences with racial discrimination might be a 

beneficial next step for prevention scientists. For example, through employing intervention 

strategies that seek to improve cognitive and behavioral coping and include components that 

prepare youth for experiences with discrimination through utilizing racial socialization 

messages, boosting racial identity, and teaching students positive ways to cope with racially 

charged situations (e.g., engaging the offending person, asserting oneself, seeking support, 

or using direct problem-solving strategies; Scott, 2003), future risk behavior prevention 

programs may begin to become truly comprehensive. Our findings suggest that, through 

equipping African American emerging adults in college with the tools necessary to cope 
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with the stressors that they face, prevention programs will succeed in reducing the negative 

consequences of drinking, sexual activity, and co-occurring risk behaviors.
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Figure 1. 
Five -class solution of risk behavior profile using standardized means.
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Table 1

Participant Characteristics

Characteristics N %

Age

  18 32 14.0

  19 48 21.1

  20 41 18.0

  21 43 18.9

  22 29 12.7

  23 16 7.0

  24 11 4.8

  25 8 3.5

Sex

  Female 169 74.1

  Male 59 25.9

Class

  Freshman 56 24.56

  Sophomore 43 18.86

  Junior 49 21.49

  Senior 80 35.09

SES (parents’ education level)

  None, unknown, other 5 2.20

  High school equivalency (e.g., GED) 16 7.00

  High school diploma 24 10.50

  Vocational tech diploma 41 18.00

  Associate’s degree 50 21.90

  RN degree 44 19.30

  Bachelor’s degree 24 10.53

  Master’s degree 16 7.02

  MD, PhD, law, dental 8 3.50
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