
Prevalence of Underage Drinking 

 

In 2015, approximately 7.7 million people ages 12 to 20 reported drinking alcohol in the past month. Five million 

(13.4%) were current i.e. past month, binge drinkers; and 1.3 million (3.3%) were heavy drinkers.1 

 

In 2015, an estimated 2.4 million young people aged 12 to 17 used alcohol for the first time, an average of 

approximately 6,500 new initiates every day.2 

 

Even though it is illegal for underage youth to purchase alcoholic beverages, they have had substantial experience 

with alcohol.3  

 

Prevalence of drinking by grade level in 2015:3,4,5 

 Lifetime 

prevalence  

Had a drink, 

last year 

Had a drink, 

last 30 days 

Been drunk, 

ever 

Been drunk, 

last year 

Been drunk, 

last 30 days 

8th-

graders 

26.1% 26.1% 9.7% 10.9% 7.7% 3.1% 

10th-

graders 

47.1% 47.1% 21.5% 28.6% 23.4% 10.3% 

12th-

graders 

64.0% 64.0% 35.3% 46.7% 37.7% 20.6% 

College 

students 

81.4% 79.0% 63.2% 68.6% 61.6% 38.4% 

Young 

adults* 

85.7% 81.2% 66.9% 76.4% 61.2% 34.2% 

* Young adults are high school graduates with modal ages 19 to 28. This includes the college student population.4 

 

Binge drinking (consuming 5 or more drinks in a row) at least once in the two-week period preceding a 2015 survey 

was reported by 4.6% of 8th graders, 11.0% of 10th graders, 17.0% of 12th graders, 32.0% of college students, and 

32.0% of young adults.3,4 

 

At 32%, college students continue to stand out as having a relatively high level of binge drinking.3 

 

The two-week prevalence for 12th grade students who reported “extreme binge drinking” (consuming 10 or more 

drinks in a row, or 15 or more drinks in a row on a single occasion), was 0.3% in 2015.3 

 

More than half of students in 8th, 10th, and 12th grades who had consumed 5 or more drinks in a row, did so more 

than once in the two-week period preceding a 2015 national survey in the U.S.3 

 

Similarly, more than half of 12th grade students who reported “extreme binge drinking”, did so more than once in the 

two-week period preceding a 2015 national survey in the U.S.3 

 

Two-week prevalence of binge drinking by educational grade level in 2015 (%):3 
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More youth in the United States drink alcohol than smoke tobacco, marijuana or other illicit substances, making it 

the drug most widely used by young people.5 

 

In 2015, a higher percentage of youth used alcohol than tobacco or illicit drugs in the past month in the following 

age categories surveyed; 12 to 17, 18 to 25, and 26 or older.6 

 

In 2015, more youths used alcohol than tobacco or illicit drugs in the past month:6 

 Alcohol Tobacco Illicit drugs 

12 to 17 years 9.6% 4.2% 8.8% 

18 to 25 years 58.3% 26.7% 22.3% 

 

In 2015, more middle and high school students used alcohol than cigarettes:3, 5 

 Had a drink in the last 30 days Had a cigarette in the last 30 days 

8th-graders 9.7% 3.6% 

10th-graders 21.5% 6.3% 

12th-graders 35.3% 11.4% 

 

30-day prevalence of being drunk by gender, in 2015:7  

 Male Female Totals 

8th-graders 2.9% 3.0% 3.1% 

10th-graders 10.3% 10.3% 10.3% 

12th-graders 21.1% 19.6% 20.6% 

 

Many people assume that European countries, with lower drinking ages, are more successful than the U.S. at 

preventing heavy drinking among young people. However, surveys from those countries that are designed to be 

comparable with U.S. data suggest otherwise: 

 

Drinking among 15-16-year-old students, selected Western countries and United States, 2015:8 

 France Denmark Italy Sweden United 

Kingdom9 

United States 

Minimum 

purchase age 

(on-

premise/off-

premise)10 

18i 16ii/18 iii 16 18/20 18 21 

Had a drink, 

last 30 days 

53.0% 73.0% 57.0% 26.0% 70.0% 22.0% 

Had five or 

more drinks 

(binge 

drinking), at 

least once in 

the last 30 

days 

31.0% 56.0% 34.0% 22.0% 54.0% 11.0% iv 

Been drunk 

at least once, 

last 30 days 

13.0% 32.0% 13.0% 9.0% 33.0% 10.0% 

i Buying alcohol is illegal below the age of 18 for spirits and below 16 for other beverages. 
ii Alcohol By Volume (ABV) must be above 1.2% and below 16.5% to purchase in shops at age 16. 
iii Alcohol By Volume (ABV) must be above 16.5% to purchase in shops at age 18. 
iv Limited comparability. Binge drinking prevalence in the United States is measured in “past 2 weeks”.  
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