Submit Form
INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL POLICY AND UNDERSTANDING

POLICY BRIEF
November 2009

"Negotiating these
drinking norms
may be especially
challenging for
Muslim students
due to Islam’s
injunction against
alcohol
consumption and
the cultural taboo
that has evolved
among even
non-observant
Muslims."

43151 Dalcoma Road, Suite 6
Clinton Township
Michigan 48038
586-416-1150
www.ispu.org

Policy Brief # 37

Alcohol Use by Muslim College Students
in the United States: A Review
Cynthia L. Arfken
ISPU Fellows

Wahiba Abu-Ras

Sameera Ahmed

Introduction
The transition to college in the United States is a vulnerable period in the developmental
trajectory between childhood and adulthood (Boyd et al. 2005). In general, this period represents
an entrance into a new environment with potentially new norms of behavior. One behavior in
particular associated with substantial morbidity and mortality (Hingson et al. 2009) is the
widespread acceptance of drinking and heavy drinking. This high prevalence of drinking and the
large amount consumed has been associated with damage to self (e.g., injury and death),
damage to others (e.g., sexual assault, secondhand effects), and institutional costs (e.g., property
damage and legal costs) (Perkins 2002). The Surgeon General has also highlighted the damage
alcohol can cause to the developing brain (Office of the Surgeon General 2007). Other problems
include lower scholarly achievement and higher dropout rates, although these problems may be
related to the pre-existing characteristics of those students who drink heavily (Perkins 2002).
Supporting this argument, earlier ages of initiation and of intoxication have been linked to the
frequency of drinking in college (Samson et al. 1989). Finally, longitudinal analyses show that
high-risk alcohol use may persist in some students and develop into alcohol dependence
(Jennison 2004).
Negotiating these drinking norms may be especially challenging for Muslim students due to
Islam's injunction against alcohol consumption (Michalak & Trocki 2006) and the cultural taboo
that has evolved among even non-observant Muslims. Knowing how Muslim students negotiate
these norms will inform prevention, early intervention, and treatment efforts for the growing
number of Muslims in the United States. In addition, it may provide insight into the tension
between secular demands and religious, cultural, and/or familial influences for the general
population of young adults.

Definitions of Alcohol Consumption
In adults, the diagnostic categories of alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence are commonly
examined as outcomes in the literature on alcohol. Research on alcohol use among college
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students has focused on the quantity of alcohol consumed, the prevalence of alcohol-related consequences and,
most commonly, episodic heavy drinking. This level of drinking is defined as five or more drinks in a single setting
for a man and four or more drinks for a woman - the gender-specific differences are due to differences in body size
as well as in body composition and metabolism. Regardless of the measure used, the United States National
Institutes of Health/National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) defines a standard drink as 12 fluid
ounces of beer, 8-9 fluid ounces of malt liquor, 5 fluid ounces of table wine, or 1.5 fluid ounces of distilled spirits.
These different amounts are required to arrive at 0.6 fluid ounces or 14 grams of alcohol in a standard drink.

Alcohol use among college students
In college studies, less attention has been directed to studying abstinence. The research ignores or groups students
who abstain due to family history, health status, values, or religious proscription with students who drink, but not
episodically at heavy levels. Religious groups that prohibit alcohol consumption include Islam and specific
Protestant denominations. Surveys of adults have reported high levels of abstinence among members of these
religious groups, supporting the fact that alcohol prohibitions are followed by some (but not all) members (Michalak
et al. 2007). Weschler and Nelson (2008) reported that there had been an increase in abstinence rates between
1993 and 2001, but emphasized that the rates of episodic heavy drinking had not changed during this interval. Thus
there is a need for studies on college students that examine all factors contributing to abstinence.

Risk and protective factors for alcohol use on American campuses
Alcohol use on American college campuses is common. One national study (O'Malley & Johnston 2002) reported
that 69.9% of students reported drinking within the previous 30 days and that 40% had engaged in episodic heavy
drinking during the prior two weeks. The Youth Risk Behavioral Surveillance also found a high prevalence of current
drinking (70%), with 87.78% of the students surveyed reporting a history of ever drinking (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention 1997). A third study of 140 colleges found that the rate of episodic heavy drinking ranged
from 1% to 78% by college, suggesting that individual and environmental factors may influence the drinking rate
(Wechsler et al. 1994).
The environmental factors influencing alcohol consumption include membership in the fraternity/sorority system,
living situations (e.g., on-campus dormitories, substance-free dormitories, off-campus, with parents/relatives), and
social activities (Beets et al. 2009, Jennison 2004, Jones et al. 1992, and Turrisi et al. 2006). Campus culture (e.g.,
extent of affiliation with religious organizations), alcohol control policies and their enforcement, access, availability,
pricing, and marketing of alcohol were related to levels of drinking (Theall et al. 2009 and Wechsler & Nelson 2008).
The density of alcohol outlets near the campus was also related to different measures of alcohol consumption
(Weitzman et al. 2003).
In addition to these macro-level risk factors, various personal risk factors for drinking among college students have
been identified, such as race, gender, acculturation, parental attitude and drinking, peer-use, participation in
athletics, and religiosity (Jones et al. 1982, Abar et al. 2009, and Jennison 2004). The quantity of monthly spending
money was also independently associated with different measures of drinking but did not erase racial or ethnic
differences (Martin et al. 2009). Non-Hispanic whites have consistently had the highest prevalence of drinking, along
with Native Americans, of all racial/ethnic groups. There is a robust gender gap among minority groups, with men
more likely to drink than women for African-American (Wechsler & Nelson 2008), Hispanic (Corbin et al. 2008), and
Asian-American students (Chang et al. 2008). The gender gap narrowed in acculturated Hispanic students with
more women drinking (Raffaelli et al. 2007 and Safer & Piane 2007). The role of acculturation, however, depends on

Page 2

2

[Type text]
INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL POLICY AND UNDERSTAN DING

POLICY BRIEF

the cultural values assigned to alcohol. In traditional Korean culture, for example, drinking and heavy drinking is
tolerated (Hendershot et al. 2008). As expected, researchers found that acculturated Korean-American students had
a lower quantity of alcohol consumption than less acculturated Korean-American students (Hendershot et al. 2008).
Parental disapproval of drinking appears to diminish the probability of drinking (Abar et al. 2009), although it has
been argued this relationship is mediated by the selection of non-drinking friends, at least for non-Hispanic white
students (Abar & Turrisi 2008). For Hispanic students, parental disapproval appears to be more salient than for
white non-Hispanic students (Corbin et al. 2008).
In general, religiosity is associated with higher abstinence rates and lower amounts of alcohol consumed, whether it
is measured by intrinsic belief or behavior. However, some studies have challenged that generalization. For
Asian-American students, a continuous measure of attendance at Christian churches for those self-identifying as
Christian was negatively associated with the quantity of alcohol consumed (Luczak et al. 2003). They did not find a
similar association across all religions. In a different sample of Asian-American students, the frequency of
attendance was negatively associated with the amount of alcohol consumed, but not with the frequency of drinking
(Chang et al, 2008). For Jewish students, affiliation with Conservative or Reconstructionist Judaism was negatively
associated with the quantity of alcohol consumed (Luczak et al. 2002). In contrast, there was no association
between alcohol consumption and the extent of self-identify with being Jewish or a continuous measure of religious
service attendance. The authors argued that Jewish-specific measures of religiosity were needed to examine the
influence of Judaism on drinking behaviors.
There are profound differences in attitudes to drinking across Protestant denominations. Studies incorporating
attitudes and expectancies have shown that denominations prohibiting alcohol are more likely to have members with
negative attitudes (e.g., “Drinking is a sin”) and negative expectancies (e.g., “If I were under the influence of alcohol,
my head would feel fuzzy”) toward alcohol (Johnson et al. 2008 and Galen & Rogers 2004). Galen and Rogers also
showed that negative expectancies diminish in those who initiated drinking, arguing that negative expectancies were
formed by their religious beliefs and not by their experience with alcohol (2004). Chawla and colleagues (2007)
showed in a predominantly Christian sample that personal values on alcohol use were correlated with the
importance of religion to the student. In addition, their research found that negative values and the importance of
religion were both associated with the lower consumption of alcohol. To our knowledge, to date no studies have
examined the expectancies, attitudes, and values toward drinking among Muslim students.

Alcohol use by Muslim college students
Very little is known about alcohol use by Muslim college students in the United States or in other countries. Below
we summarize the information from predominately Muslim countries and then the information from the United
States.

Alcohol use by college students in predominately Muslim countries
Two different studies conducted in Beirut during 1991 and 1999 (Karam et al. 2004) revealed that Christian students
had a higher prevalence of use and began drinking at a younger age than Muslim or Druze students. In the 1999
survey, the prevalence of ever drinking alcohol was 43.8% for Muslim students and 87.5% for Christian students
(Ghandour et al. 2009). There was no difference in the prevalence of alcohol abuse by religion after controlling for
the history of ever drinking alcohol among the Muslim and Christian students (Ghandour et al. 2009). This latter
analysis explicitly examined the tensions between college norms and religious demands. The authors concluded
that believing in God and practicing one's faith were protective factors against alcohol abuse and alcohol
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dependence for both Christian and Muslim students. However, Muslim students who “practiced their faith regularly”
were less likely to have ever consumed alcohol, as compared to Christian students who “practiced their faith
regularly,” due to Islam's prohibition of drinking (Ghandour et al. 2009). It is important to highlight that parental
disapproval was also determined to be a protective factor against alcohol use among the Lebanese students (Karam
et al. 2007).
In Egypt, Refaat (2004) found at one university that 14.4% of the students reported ever trying alcohol and 5.2% of
the students were currently using alcohol or drugs. Males, older students, and those with higher allowances were
more likely to be current users of alcohol or drugs. The students' religious affiliation was not reported.
In Turkey, Oksuz and Malhan (2005) found at one university that 75.6% of the students had consumed alcohol
during the past year, with higher rates independently associated with being male, having a mother without a
university degree, and a father with a university degree. Students living at home also appeared to be more likely to
have used alcohol during the past year; however, the association was not confirmed in a multivariate analysis. They
did not report the religious affiliation of the students.
In a random sample of 5,064 Jordanian university and community college students, 12% of the students were
current drinkers (Suleiman et al. 2003). Males were more likely than females to have used alcohol during the past
month. Religious affiliation of the students was not reported.
A report of a study in Kuwaiti was cited in a review article (AlMarri et al. 2008) but was difficult to obtain. The original
study appeared to report that 15.5% of the students reported a history of ever consumed alcohol (El-Anzey & Abel
Moneim 2003), similar to the study in Egypt (Refaat 2004).
No information appears to exist on alcohol consumption among students in other predominately Muslim countries.

Alcohol use by Muslim college students in the United States
To estimate alcohol use among Muslim college students in the United States, we analyzed data previously collected
between January and May 2001 (Abu-Ras, Ahmed, & Arfken, submitted). To our knowledge, this is the only study
on alcohol use by Muslim college students in the United States and is currently being submitted for publication in a
peer-reviewed journal. Due to the restrictions on publication, only a few of the findings will be highlighted here. The
data came from the public access database of the Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol Study, a
nationally representative random sample of 119 four-year colleges (Wechsler 2001). Of the 10,401 students, 135
(1.3%) reported they were raised in Muslim families. Unfortunately, we do not know if they self-identified as Muslims
at the time of the survey, if they converted from other religious backgrounds, or if they were American or
international students. Thus we use the term “Muslim college students in United States.” We also have limited
information on the racial/ethnic background and level of acculturation for those not born in the United States. Finally,
information is lacking on community-level and college-level policies and regulations that have been shown to impact
the prevalence of episodic heavy drinking.
The Muslim students surveyed reported that alcohol was easily accessible (60%), thereby confirming that they were
in an environment where alcohol was accessible. Approximately 47% of them had consumed alcohol during the
previous year, compared to 80.4% of all students (81% of Christian students). These rates are surprisingly similar to
those reported for Muslim and Christian students in Beirut (Ghandour et al. 2009). When compared to students of
other religious heritages in the American study, Muslim students had the lowest alcohol use prevalence. Of those
who had not consumed alcohol during the previous year, 94.4% had never consumed alcohol. Of those who drank
alcohol, 41% reported episodic heavy drinking. Most of the drinking was initiated prior to entering college (76.7%),
emphasizing that prevention efforts must start earlier. However, it is not clear if the students initiated drinking in high
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school or earlier, as many students start drinking in middle school (Forney et al. 1989). Protective factors for
abstinence included parental disapproval and rating spending time on religious activities as highly important. This
latter item was the only one in the survey that measured religious activity. The survey did not include any items on
specific religious behaviors or beliefs. However, these two items, parental disapproval and the importance of
religious activities, were significantly associated with abstinence not only for Muslim students, but also for students
within each religious heritage, including those students who reported “none” for their religious heritage.
Due to the small sample size of Muslim students, additional measures appeared to be associated with drinking but
did not reach conventional levels of statistical significance. These variables included race and living with parents. A
larger study is needed with explicit measures of immigration, acculturation, and disposable income to determine
definitively if these variables are associated with drinking by Muslim students.
The above-reported and other analyses raise questions that the existing dataset could not answer. The most
prominent concern is the time period when the data were collected. Since the collection of these data
(pre-September 11, 2001), there has been increased media focus on and discrimination against Muslims and Arab
Americans (Peek 2003), and Muslims have been treated with suspicion, harassment, and mockery. Some Muslims
have even been physically assaulted (Abu-Ras & Abu-Bader 2008 and Peek 2003). Qualitative studies of
Muslim-American youth found that they expressed feelings of intense pressure, anxiety, oppression, and competing
allegiances (Sirin et al. 2007). Muslim college students in New York City expressed fear, guilt, frustration, sadness,
depression, and feelings of double-victimization for their losses as Muslims and as Americans (Peek 2003).
These feelings in Muslim youth may result in avoiding alcohol as part of a renewed commitment to their religious
values or, alternatively, drinking as a coping mechanism to fit in with their peers. Heavy drinking may also be used
by some Muslim students as a way to deal with these multiple, intense feelings. Thus the rate of drinking by Muslim
students may be very different in the post-September 11 world than it was at the time when these data were
collected. Current studies are critically needed to determine the rate of drinking, the age when students began to
drink, and the factors associated with drinking.
Other questions raised by the analysis include greater specificity in the racial/ethnic differences of drinking patterns
among Muslim students. Students of Arab heritage, who might be more vulnerable to post-September 11
discrimination, could not be identified. International students and students who were born in another country, whose
parents immigrated, and the level of acculturation were not identified. The lack of a gender gap among Muslims who
drink also needs to be verified and explored, as such a gap exists in other racial and ethnic minorities and in college
studies from predominately Muslim countries. Lastly, religiosity as a protective factor needs to be clarified by means
of additional questions on attitudes and expectancies as well as behaviors specific to Islam.

Conclusions and Policy Recommendations
Alcohol use on American college campuses is common. As expected, Muslim students have the lowest prevalence
of drinking, 46.6%; however, this rate is higher than anticipated for a religion that prohibits alcohol. The analyses of
the data collected prior to September 11, 2001 raise many questions. Prospective data are needed to answer them
and address how Muslim students negotiate an environment in which alcohol is accessible and drinking is
normative. The findings from the short survey we analyzed suggest that the factors influencing Muslim students are
the same ones that influence students of other religious heritages. As such, they provide insight into the ongoing
tension between secular environmental demands and religious, cultural, and/or familial influences upon the general
population of young adults.
The success of identifying factors associated with abstinence and factors associated with episodic heavy drinking
and translating them into action has strong public health policy implications. Prospective data with more details will
provide the data needed to assess what, and if, culturally specific prevention and/or early intervention and treatment
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efforts for the growing number of Muslims in the United States are needed. The information will contribute to the
growing understanding and development of religiously and culturally sensitive services for American Muslims
(Ahmed & Reddy 2007).
The NIAAA has already invested in targeted prevention as well early intervention and treatment studies for college
students by joint teams of researchers and college administrators (Dejong et al. 2009). These targeted groups
include women, students living on campus, students seeking primary medical care, and students who have been
arrested. Islamic-specific prevention, as well as early intervention and/or treatment efforts, may need to be added to
this list.
Muslim Arab-American adults have encountered barriers to entering and staying in alcohol and drug treatment
programs (Arfken et al. 2009). These barriers include language difficulties for immigrants as well as the lack of
cultural sensitivity and respect by programs and individual therapists. By providing culturally sensitive and respectful
services that meet the specific needs of Muslim students, these students are more likely to have positive outcomes.
In turn, these positive outcomes will decrease the level of damage to self and to others and the institutional costs
from drinking and heavy drinking.
Unfortunately, no ongoing assessment of drinking patterns in the United States, such as the National Survey of Drug
Use and Health (an annual survey of the American non-institutionalized, civilian population aged 12 and older,
www.oas.samhsa.gov/nhsda.htm), and Monitoring the Future (an annual survey of American secondary school
students, college students, and young adults, www.monitoringthefuture.org), collects information on religion. Due to
this lack of information, specifically commissioned studies are needed to determine how many Muslim college
students drink, their level of drinking, the age at which they started drinking, and the risk and protective factors
associated with drinking. Without this preliminary information, we cannot determine the magnitude of the problem or
how to address alcohol use by Muslim college students in order to reduce harm to the students, their families, and
the community.
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