Social Consequences of Underage Drinking


American society has prohibited young people under the age of 21 from drinking. This represents a significant exercise to state authority over the conduct of individuals in the society – an effect that is usually frowned upon in a liberal society emphasizes liberty. Moreover, insofar as society also intends to enforce these laws (at least partly) at public expense, it also imposes a significant burden on the public fisc. Finally, to the degree that enforcing the law against the youth who break the rules creates a strong sense of discrimination among youth in general, and stigmatizes the particular arrested youth in ways that disadvantage their lives in the future, the laws could be viewed as having some adverse effects on society.


Given that there are some important adverse effects –ethical and practical- of prohibiting underage drinking, it must be that society has concluded that there are some important social benefits that result from such action. The most common way to think about the justification for prohibiting underage drinking is that a set of adverse consequences occur sufficiently regularly and sufficiently reliably as a consequence of underage drinking that it is worth prohibiting the practice. It is important to note, however, that the decision to prohibit this dangerous practice could be based on two quite different ideas. The first is that, as a moral and ethical matter, it would be wrong for individual young people to put themselves in the dangerous circumstances that threatened their own lives, the lives of their friends, the hopes of the parents, and the expectations of a liberal society which expects individuals not to impose too many costs on the rest of the society. In some sense, when the society passes a law prohibiting underage drinking, it converts a practical observation (it is dangerous to the kids and to the rest of society to allow kids to drink) into a moral obligation (because it is ethically wrong to put yourself and others at risk, it would be morally and socially wrong as well as individually imprudent for young people to drink). That is at least part of what it means to pass a law prohibiting a practice. (It also makes it morally wrong and potentially legally actionable to aid and abet the prohibited practice – a point that affects the actions of parents, schools, universities, the alcoholic beverage industry and others)


The second is that we believe that passing laws prohibiting underage drinking are not only the articulation of a socially defined moral position, but also instrumentally effective in reducing the incidence of this problem. That instrumental influence could be created by the society threatening underage drinkers (and those who support their drinking) with enforcement actions carried out by government agents. But that influence could also be produced by a variety of private agents influenced by the normative position that society has staked out. Of course, some actors will orient themselves positively toward to the state endorsed position, and seek to align themselves with the imperatives of the larger society while others may orient themselves in precisely the opposition direction and find virtue in the encouragement rather than the discouragement of underage drinking. But the important point is that some third parties might be mobilized to construct informal social controls over drinking that complemented the government’s efforts, and rendered them more effective than they otherwise would be.


Regardless of whether we view the law as a moral expression or an instrument of achieving a desired social result, or some combination of the two, it is probably worth reminding ourselves (and testing once again) the reasons we have prohibited underage drinking. Presumably, this consists of a set of consequences – adverse both to individuals and to the wider society—that we seek to avoid by persuading people that underage drinking is wrong because it is dangerous. It is important to have this set of consequences in mind not only because they serve as the justification for prohibiting the practice in the first place, but also because an important part of the goal of a cost effective strategy for reducing underage drinking would attend not only to the goal of reducing underage drinking, but also to minimizing these adverse consequences. 

