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Abstract

Introduction and Aims.—To better understand the relationship between alcohol consumption
and living with children, we assessed whether the association varied for men and women across
diverse countries and whether this relationship was moderated by country-level gender inequality.

Design and Methods.—We used Hierarchical Linear Modelling to analyse data from 32
surveys conducted in 27 countries. Measures included whether the participant was a drinker versus
abstainer in past 12 months, annual number of drinks consumed, whether the respondent lived
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with children, gender (male/female) and age of respondent, and country-level gender inequality
measured using the Gender Inequality Index.

Results.—Annual drinks consumed was significantly lower for women living with children. Men
living with children were generally more likely to be drinkers, and the relationship between annual
consumption and living with children was moderated by cultural gender equality: specifically, men
in countries with higher gender equality drank less if they lived with children while the association
for men in lower equality countries was nonsignificant.

Discussion and Conclusions.—Although lower alcohol consumption was found generally for
women living with children, this relationship was found only for men in countries where there was
more gender equality. Given the high risk of harm to children from heavy consumption by adults
with whom they live, prevention efforts need to strengthen prevention of heavy consumption by
parents and other who live with children, especially for men who live with children in low gender
equality countries.

Keywords
alcohol consumption; gender equality; gender differences; living with children

Introduction

Children are at risk of a variety of harms related to alcohol consumption [1] and alcohol
abuse [2-5] by their parents and other adults with whom they live, including physical harm
and exposure to family violence [6]. Thus, stopping or reducing alcohol consumption can be
an important harm prevention strategy for parents and other adults who live with children.
Accordingly, some research has found that parents drink less than non-parents, although this
has not been found in all studies [7-13]. Parents may be motivated to drink less as a way of
reducing risk of harms to children for whom they are responsible [14]. Other reasons why
persons might reduce their drinking when they become parents include additional
obligations associated with parenting [15] and lifestyle changes after becoming a parent
such as drinking in different social contexts with lower consumption norms (e.g. home
compared with other settings) [16].

To date, research has focused on the effects of parenting and has not examined whether
adults who live with children (whether or not they are the child’s parent) are generally more
likely to abstain or drink less compared with adults who do not live with children. In
addition, lower alcohol consumption is likely to be related to gender or gender roles
associated with parenting or childcare [7]. For example, parenting has been found to be more
strongly associated with a reduction in drinking by women than by men [7,8]. To the extent
that this gender difference in the relationship of parenting with drinking reflects differences
in gender roles generally (e.g. greater childcare responsibilities for women than for men),
female adults may be more likely than male adults to drink less if they live with children
(whether or not they are the parent).

Gender equality in the culture may also be a factor in the relationship between alcohol use
and harms to others including children. For example, a US study found that state-level
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indicators of gender equality moderated the relationship between binge drinking and harm to
others associated with drinking [17]. In terms of gender roles, cross-cultural studies have
found that men play a more active role in childcare in countries where there is greater gender
equality [18,19]. Thus, in countries with higher levels of gender equality where men are
more involved in childcare, men as well as women may be more likely to reduce their
alcohol consumption when they live with children. Men in low gender equality countries, on
the other hand, may have less responsibility for childcare and, therefore, be less likely to
reduce their drinking if they live with children. Thus, both gender of the adult and gender
equality at the societal level might affect the relationship between drinking and living with
children.

To assess whether living with children is associated with lower alcohol consumption and
whether this association varies by gender of the drinker or cultural gender equality, we
examined the relationship between alcohol consumption and living with children using data
from 32 surveys conducted in 27 countries. We hypothesized that:

1 Overall men and women who lived with children would be more likely to abstain
from drinking and, among drinkers, men and women living with children would
drink less compared to people who did not live with children;

2. The relationship between living with children and abstaining/lower alcohol
consumption would be stronger for women than for men because, for example,
of women’s greater role in caring for children;

3. The relationship between living with children and lower alcohol consumption
would be stronger for men in higher versus lower gender equality countries
where men may have a greater role in direct care to children.

This research uses data from: (i) the multi-national GENACIS collaboration (Gender,
Alcohol, and Culture: An International Study) involving over 40 countries, including less
affluent countries that had never previously conducted comprehensive surveys on alcohol
consumption [20,21]; (ii) the multi-national GENAHTO project (Gender and Alcohol’s
Harm to Others: Multinational Cultural Contexts and Policy Implications) [22-24, see also
http://genahto.org/]; and (iii) the European Comparative Alcohol Study [25]. Countries from
these projects with relevant data on living with children and comparable measures of
drinking pattern were included.

Design and sampling

The analyses included 28 417 men and 35 494 women who participated in 32 cross-sectional
surveys in 27 countries from diverse areas of the world, including: Africa; Europe; North,
South and Central America; Asia; and Australia and New Zealand (see Table 1 for list of
countries, geographic coverage of surveys, sample sizes and year conducted). Surveys were
administered face-to-face except in: Australia, Canada, France, the second Ireland survey,
Italy, Sweden and the second United Kingdom survey which were completed 100% by
telephone; Isle of Man (57.5% face-to-face and 42.5% telephone); the first US survey

Drug Alcohol Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 September 01.


http://genahto.org/

1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

GRAHAM et al.

Measures

Page 4

(72.0% face-to-face and 28.0% telephone); and Japan and New Zealand (self-administered
and returned by postal mail). The response/completion rate for each country is shown in
Table 1 (where available). Because of variations in sampling methods and recording of non-
respondents, rates were not available for all surveys.

Demographic variables.—Each participant’s gender was recorded by the interviewer (or
recorded on the questionnaire for self-administered surveys) and participants were asked for
their year of birth. The age range of participants varied across surveys; therefore, analyses
were limited to persons aged 18-65 years (18-64 for Peru) to maximise comparability of
samples. Percent female and mean age of respondents are shown in Table 1.

Living with children.—Participants were asked how many children under the age of 18
lived with them (under age 20 in Norway) at the time of the survey. In Japan, participants
were asked with whom they lived, including their own or their spouse’s/partner’s children
(less than 18 years of age), their married or unmarried adult children (18 years and older)
and other relatives. This variable was dichotomised as lives with children under 18 years of
age (under 20 in Norway) (1) versus does not live with children (0).

Drinking status.—In some countries, participants were asked if they drank any alcohol
(more than a sip or taste) in the past 12 months (categorised as drinker vs. abstainer). For
those countries that did not ask specifically about drinking status, participants were defined
as abstainers if they answered “never” to the question on frequency of drinking in the past 12
months.

Volume of alcohol consumption: number of standard drinks (12 g. absolute
alcohol) past 12 months.—Annual number of drinks was calculated as the product of
measures of quantity and frequency. For frequency, participants were asked overall
frequency of drinking any kind of alcohol in the past 12 months. In some countries,
beverage-specific questions on how often participants drank beer, wine, liquor and other
alcoholic drinks in the past 12 months were asked before the overall frequency question. The
frequency score was based on the maximum frequency reported either for a specific
beverage or for drinking overall. Response categories varied slightly among countries. To
ensure consistency across surveys, responses were converted into the following categories,
which were then converted into estimated number of drinking days per week (and multiplied
by 52 for number of drinks per year): never (abstainer, 0 days), less than once a month (0.12
days per week), 1-3 times a month (0.46 days), once or twice a week (1.5 days), 3 or 4 days
a week (3.5 days) or 5 to 7 days a week (6 days).

For quantity, participants were asked about the usual number of standard drinks consumed
on days they drank during the past 12 months. Because standard drink sizes vary across
countries, responses were converted into number of drinks based on each drink containing
12 g of absolute alcohol.

Gender inequality.—Country-level gender equality was measured using the Gender
Inequality Index (GII). The GIl was developed in 2010 by the United Nations Development
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Forum to address some of the weaknesses of previous gender inequality measures [26]. The
measure is comprised of the following sub-indices: reproductive health (maternal deaths per
100 000 live births, adolescent birth rate—i.e. births per 1000 women aged 15-19 years);
empowerment (percentage of male and female population aged 25 years and older with at
least some secondary education, percentage of parliamentary seats held by women); and
labour market participation (female and male labour force participation rates for persons
aged 15 years and older). These indices were chosen for their conceptual relevance, non-
ambiguity, reliability, value-added and power of discrimination. In addition, although gender
equality is associated with income, the GlI is less confounded with income level of the
country than are other measures of gender equality [26]. For the present purposes, we chose
to use the 2017 GlI scores for all countries (shown in Table 1), rather than the GlI for the
year of the survey, because using scores for the same year for all countries provides the best
way for refative comparison of gender inequality across countries.

The GII measures gender /nequality using a scale between 0 and 1. To make the scale more
easily interpretable, it was reverse coded to be a measure of equality, with higher scores
meaning greater equality, and then multiplied by 10 to generate scores that ranged from 4.76
for India to 9.60 for Denmark (see Table 1).

Individual country surveys were reviewed according to procedures created to protect
research participants in each country.

Regression analysis was conducted separately for male and female participants using
Hierarchical Linear Modelling (V7.0.2) to adjust standard errors for nesting of individuals
(level 1) within the country (level 2). Using a Bernoulli model for dichotomous outcomes,
odds ratios were computed for drinking status regressed on living with children (level 1),
gender equality (level 2) and the cross-level interaction of living with children and gender
equality. We also computed coefficients for annual number of standard drinks regressed on
living with children (level 1), gender equality (level 2) and the cross-level interaction of
living with children and gender equality. All analyses controlled for age because the age of
the parent has been identified as a modifier of the relationship between parenthood and
alcohol consumption [10,13,27]. All variables at the individual level (level 1) were grand
mean centred and contained a random error component for the slope. To better understand
the interaction of gender equality with living with children for volume of consumption by
male drinkers, we dichotomised gender equality into greater gender equality (G11 < 0.200,
14 countries) and less gender equality (G11 = 0.200, 13 countries).

Descriptive statistics relating to living with children, being a drinker and annual volume of
alcohol consumption (drinks per year) are shown in Table 2, displayed separately for men
and women and for each country. As evident in the table, the overall rate of abstaining across
countries was 19.6% for male and 40.3% for female participants living with children, and
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19.5% for male and 29.8% for female participants without children. However, rates of
abstaining within individual countries varied from 3.5% for Isle of Man’s male participants
with children to 97.7% for female participants living with children in India.

Table 2 also shows the annual number of standard drinks consumed by male and female
drinkers from each country by whether they live with children. As with rates of abstaining,
there was considerable variability in consumption among drinkers from each country, with a
low of 34.9 drinks per year among Sri Lankan women living with children to a high of 1273
drinks for Ugandan men living with children.

Drinker versus abstainer

As hypothesized, living with children was negatively associated with being a drinker for
women (shown in Model 1a in Table 3); however, this relationship was partly influenced by
the high rate of abstaining and living with children for women from India and Sri Lanka.
When these two countries were excluded from the analyses, the relationship between
abstaining and living with children was no longer significant for women (odds ratio 0.94, P
= 0.155). Contrary to prediction, living with children was positively associated with being a
drinker for men, and the relationship remained significant when responses from India and
Sri Lanka were excluded.

In terms of the relationship between gender equality and drinking, as shown in Table 3, for
every increase in gender equality of 1.00 point (on the 10-point scale), the odds of being a
drinker increase by 1.60 for men and 2.11 for women. The interaction of gender equality by
living with children (Model 1b) was not significant for men or women, indicating that the
relationship between living with children and drinking was not significantly modified by
gender equality of the country.

Annual number of standard drinks consumed

Table 3 also shows two models for annual number of drinks consumed by drinkers, with the
second model including the interaction of living with children by gender equality. This
interaction was not significant for women; thus, the main effects model (Model 2a) is more
appropriate for interpretation (i.e. gender equality did not significantly modify the link
between living with children and volume of drinking). Thus, as shown in Model 2a, living
with children (vs. not living with children) was associated with women drinking 54 fewer
drinks annually.

For men, on the other hand, there was a significant interaction of gender equality with living
with children (Model 2b, Table 3). To explore this interaction, we conducted regressions of
alcohol consumption on living with children for men in countries with greater versus less
gender equality using the dichotomised GlI score. As shown in Table 4, living with children
was associated with consuming 104 fewer drinks per year for men from high equality
countries (P< 0.001) but with 35 more drinks per year (compared to men not living with
children) for men in countries with lower gender equality (non-significant).
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Discussion

The association between living with children and alcohol use varied by both gender and
gender equality of the country. Women who lived with children were overall more likely to
abstain from alcohol, although this relationship appeared to be mostly due to the high rates
of abstaining and living with children in India and Sri Lanka, and became non-significant
when these countries were excluded from the analyses. On the other hand, men who lived
with children were significantly more likely than those who did not live with children to
have consumed alcohol in the past 12 months.

Women living with children drank significantly less than did women not living with children
and this relationship was not significantly modified by cultural gender equality. For men,
however, participants from countries with higher gender equality drank significantly less if
they lived with children, while men who lived with children in countries with lower gender
equality drank slightly more.

Strengths of the study include the participation of men and women from diverse countries in
six continents, and this diversity contributes to the generalisability of the overall findings.
An additional strength is the use of comparable questions across surveys. A possible
limitation of the analysis is that surveys were performed at different time periods and using
different modes. In addition, there was variability in response rates across countries. The
extent that these sources of variability affect the findings regarding the relationship between
drinking, living with children and cultural gender equality is unknown.

The analysis was strengthened by the use of hierarchical linear modelling to control for
nesting of participants in countries and controlling for age of the respondent. A limitation of
the study is that most surveys did not contain data on age of children which may moderate
the relationship between living with children and alcohol consumption [28] and would be an
important factor to consider in future research. The use of the GlI as a measure of cultural
gender equality is a strength because it was designed to improve previous measures by
including four key dimensions and addressing deficits in previous measures of gender
equality, such as confounding with country-level economic well-being. Nevertheless, higher
societal gender equality tends to be associated with higher income (with some notable
exceptions—see [26]). Thus, it is important for future research to investigate the independent
influences of both country wealth and gender equality on alcohol consumption of men who
live with children. Although a strength of this study was being able to examine drinking by
all adults who lived with children (parents, other family, other non-family), a limitation was
that the data were not available to compare findings for parents versus other adults in the
household.

Gender differences in the relationship between drinking and living with children are
consistent with previous studies of parental drinking showing a stronger relationship
between being a parent and alcohol consumption for women than for men [7,8]. A Swedish
longitudinal population-based analysis [28] concluded that the lower risk of alcohol use
disorder among women who had children (compared to women with no children) was likely
causal—that is, due to the presence of children rather than to other possible differences
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between women with children and women without. However, more research is needed to
explore the extent that the lower alcohol consumption among female adults living with
children reflects lifestyle changes made related to parenting [16], a conscious decision to
drink less because of childcare concerns [15], or possibly other factors.

For men, those living with children were more likely to drink (vs. abstain) compared to men
not living with children, and this relationship was not significantly moderated by gender
equality in the culture. This finding was unexpected and further research is needed to better
understand why men living with children would be more likely to be drinkers.

Findings from previous research have been inconsistent regarding the relationship between
men’s alcohol consumption and living with children, with some results suggesting
significantly less consumption for men living with children and others showing no
relationship [7-9,13]. Examining possible moderation by cultural gender equality, however,
provides new knowledge regarding this relationship. Specifically, there was a strong and
significant negative relationship between annual volume of consumption and living with
children for men in countries with greater gender equality, while there was no significant
relationship for men in countries with less equality. It is possible that men in high equality
countries assume more childcare responsibilities than do men in lower equality countries,
and it is this role with children that accounts for the difference in the relationship between
drinking and living with children [7]. In addition, paid paternity leave that is provided in
some countries with greater gender equality may enhance both the extent of childcare by
men as well as the extent that heavier drinking is reduced by men because of childcare
responsibilities. In addition, if women in lower gender equality countries are seen as the
primary caretaker of children, men in these countries may perceive less need to reduce their
drinking, consistent with findings by Raitasalo [14] that drinking to intoxication in front of
children is seen as more acceptable if there is another adult present to ensure the safety of
the children.

Children are at risk of a variety of harms from drinkers in their environment [1,6]. Although
alcohol abuse or alcohol disorder by the mother may have a closer relationship to long-term

damage to offsprings” mental health compared to abuse/disorder by the father [2-5], men in

all cultures drink more than women, sometimes much more [21], and are more likely to self-
report harm to others from their drinking [29]; therefore, men’s drinking has the potential to
affect a larger number of children compared with women’s drinking.

The finding that male drinkers consume less alcohol if they live with children in countries
with greater gender equality offers new insight into possible factors that could lead to
reduced alcohol-related harm to children. For example, interventions to increase gender
equality in a country may form an important strategy for reducing harms to children from
men’s drinking. Alternatively, increasing men’s responsibilities for direct care of children
may lead to men making greater effort to reduce their alcohol consumption. An important
area for future research is to better understand the aspects of gender equality in the society
that affect men’s possible willingness or perceived need to consume less alcohol if they live
with children.
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Conclusions

Because of harms to children from adult drinkers in the household, it is important to
understand how living with children is associated with the drinking of adults. The results
from this research across a large and diverse group of countries suggest that generally
women who live with children consume less alcohol than do women who do not live with
children. For men, on the other hand, the relationship between less alcohol consumption and
living with children was significant only for male participants who lived in countries with
higher gender equality. Given the high risk of harm to children from heavy consumption by
adults with whom they live, prevention efforts need to not only strengthen prevention of
heavy consumption by parents and others who live with children but also focus particularly
on drinking by men living with children, especially in countries with less gender equality.
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Table 4

Unstandardised b coefficient for annual volume of consumption based on regression of annual volume of
consumption on living with children for male participants in higher versus lower gender inequality countries
using hierarchical linear modelling (controlling for age)

Volume (# drinks consumed annually) b coefficient (P-value)
Model 1. Countries with lower gender equality (n=5279)
Lives with children 34.56 (P=0.424)
Model 2. Countries with higher gender equality (n=16 686)
Lives with children -103.83 (P<0.001)
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