
Trend: Underage Drinking 

 

It‟s hot and sticky, kind of the way that a gym feels after a basketball practice. A rumpled pair of 

American Eagle jeans is in a mound next to the bed. Dirty stilettos with mud on the heels are kicked near 

the closet, and “water” rings on the wooden bureau remain from not using a coaster the night before. A 

motionless girl is lying on the bed, wearing what appears to be the shirt she went out in. Her hair that was 

perfectly straightened is now a tangled mess. The make up that made her baby blues really sparkle is now 

a murky confusion of color smudged around her eyes. 

“Well, I drank for about 32 hours straight this weekend,” she said. “Then I ran out of taste buds 

and feeling left my face… so I stopped.” 

This is a typical Sunday morning for Katie Devlin, a 18-year-old freshman at Longwood 

University.  

Alcohol is the chosen substance for many under the age of 21, and experts believe that by the 

time they reach the eighth grade, 50 percent of adolescents will have drunk it. Despite all the risk factors 

that are associated with it, alcohol has a safer reputation than other drugs, and with every year, more teens 

are figuring out how to get it, and where to drink it.  

 “My parents are coming so I have to hide this beer,” Devlin said as she motions to the case lying 

on her floor. “I stole 24 from this field party last night… just pocketed it and left.” 

Devlin, like many her age, started drinking in high school, at 14. She was first introduced to it by 

an upperclassman on a sports team she played on.  

“It wasn‟t peer pressure or anything,” she said. “It is just something to do. When a night gets 

boring, you can always have a drink.” 

This is a common point of view toward underage drinking, and for parents, it is a scary thought 

that alcohol is so accessible and acceptable. 

“Of course we drank when we were young, but the legal age was 18,”said Laurie Darragh, a 

mother of two now-legal drinkers. “There was no big rush back then. I shouldn‟t have had to worry about 

my 15-year-old coming home drunk… but I guess I had to.” 

And Darragh was right. According to the National Institute of Health‟s Alcohol Alert studies, in 

1965, the average age that adolescents began drinking was about 17 years old.  By 2003, that number had 

dropped to 14.  

Jaime MacDonald, a director of alcohol and other drug prevention programs for the Fairfax and 

Falls Church, Va. Community Service Board described Darragh instincts as “awareness.” 

“I would see my daughter and her friends hop into the older boys‟ cars and be chauffeured to 

different parties. I‟m sure they were spoon fed alcohol by upperclassmen.” 



Though Devlin seemed quite nonchalant about her drinking, experts are not. Approximately 

5,000 deaths a year are caused from underage drinking. From this, 1,600 were homicides, and 300 were 

suicides. This statistic doesn‟t even include the scores of alcohol related injuries of lesser consequence. 

 “Before I turned 21 I was so careless,” said Grant Hou, a Georgia Tech alumnus, 23. “Beach 

week, senior year of high school. Wow. I was convinced to jump over a 5-foot pipe and split my hand 

open. I had to go to the emergency room drunk. It was a mess. That is one of a million bumps and bruises 

though.” 

 The most associated risk with underage drinking is driving while under the influence. An 

estimated 1,900 deaths are caused by underage drinking and driving. 

 “In 2005, 20 percent of youth over the age of 16 had driven while under the influence,” said 

MacDonald.  “That is one in five, so that is pretty troubling.”  

With such high numbers of underage drinkers, it is a wonder how it is so easy to access the 

alcohol with such strict laws.  

 Many use “shoulder tapping” or “hey mister” which usually involves standing around 

convenience, liquor or grocery stores and asking an adult to purchase alcohol. 

“Shoulder-tapping was a high school thing,” said Emily Chesbro, a Christopher Newport 

University sophomore, 19. “I never did it, because you could easily get busted. I saw a few kids get in 

trouble for it, so I never tried.” 

“We certainly are aware of shoulder tapping,” said MacDonald, who worked for 16 years in the 

treatment side of underage drinking, but has now moved into the prevention side. “We use underage 

cadets in parking lots and have them approach people. Then if the person agrees to buy them alcohol, we 

can make arrests and give fines.” 

Another method of getting alcohol is obtaining a fake drivers license. Websites such as 

newID.com will supply a fake identification with your picture on it, but a more common way is to use an 

identification card of a friend or a relative who is of age.  

“Mine was passed down by my sorority „big‟ (sister),” said Winnie Miller, 20, a sophomore at the 

University of Wisconsin. “I helped my „little‟ (sister) find one too. Wisconsin is such a bar school… I 

can‟t think of one person that doesn‟t have a fake ID.” 

This is not the case at every school however.  

“At Longwood, bars aren‟t the only option, so I don‟t need a fake,” said Devlin. “I would mainly 

want one so I can buy beer, because I‟d be afraid to try buying liquor. But I don‟t look 21. Sometimes I 

still get carded for rated-R movies.” 

 Many bouncers at bars and restaurants are instructed to take these fake identifications by 

monetary incentives. 



 “Every bar I know gives bouncers a small bonus when they catch a fake,” said Dan Hadley, a 

former bouncer at Bill Pickles Tap Room. 

 And on college campuses, the students know where to go, and where they will get the door shut 

on themselves. 

  “Obviously, some bars are easier to get into than others, but it really depends on the quality of 

person working and the culture of the place,” said Hadley. “If they care about the people they work with, 

want to be professional and the place has a good reputation than they‟ll be pretty tough. If it is a shady 

bar, then really anybody could get in.” 

Outside of bars, there are tons of options for underage persons to drink. At a college campus, 

fraternity and sorority houses seldom check for identification, and house parties are occurring nightly. In 

high school, it is more common for teenagers to drink before school events such as games or dances. 

Occasionally, students will even bring alcohol into school to drink during the day. 

One of the biggest problems that is stemming from underage drinking is “social hosting,” which 

is when parents allow underage people to drink in their home.  Many community based programs around 

the country are targeting this problem. 

“Our real focus is getting a unified coalition,” said MacDonald. “We try to target people who 

have a „lax‟ view on the topic. This year, we really just tried to raise awareness in the community and pull 

together school systems, the police, recreation services, the health department, even wait staffs at 

restaurants.” 

Even with all the work being done, underage people are still drinking for one reason or another. 

“Nothing is black and white, but there are many things that increase the likelihood of drinking,” 

 said MacDonald. “Low perception of harm is a big risk factor for use. It can stem from few trusting 

relationships with adults, low community bonding, and certainly the perception of availability. If I am a 

teenager, am I am thinking, „that would be easy for me to acquire,‟ the more likely I am to use.” 

MacDonald also blames the companies for targeting an underage demographic. 

“Sweet flavored alcohol products. Flavored vodka, whiskey, rum, you name it…And specialty 

liquor! It has lower alcohol by volume but it is much more appealing and more palatable than the harsher 

products. They very straight faced say „we are not‟ but they know that youth are the customers of the 

future.” 

The reason that companies target underage persons is because they are more susceptible to the 

advertising, and aren‟t concerned with the risks of drinking. If they drink when they are underage, it is 

very likely that they will continue as they grow up. 



“It is astonishing how powerful this can be, in a very short period of time,” said MacDonald. 

“Nobody knows until they find out themselves. You know, we aren‟t born with a list of things that we 

should and shouldn‟t do.” 

 Research continues to prove that the younger a person starts drinking, the higher the likelihood 

that they will experience significant problems later in life. But not only are people starting to drink earlier, 

they are starting to drink more. 

In a study done by the National Institution Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, it was found that the 

amount average drinks consumed by 18 to 20 year olds in one night rose from 4.7 to 5.2 in between 1991 

and 2005. In that same study, it was found that the average total number of drinks consumed in 30 days 

rose by four.  

Though the statistics are rising and the risks are apparent, many underage drinkers feel as if what 

they are doing is okay.  

“Honestly, I am old enough to buy cigarettes, vote, marry and get sent to war,” said Devlin. “I 

think I am old enough to drink…so I do.” 
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