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The Influence of Gender Identity on College Student 

Alcohol Consumption
Introduction
On college campuses in the United States, drinking alcohol is commonplace, despite the action being illegal for most students. Often on weekends, students go out to a dorm or house party where alcohol is readily available. This can become problematic, since according to Beth McMurtrie of The New York Times, “more than 1,800 students die every year of alcohol-related causes. An additional 600,000 are injured while drunk, and nearly 100,000 become victims of alcohol-influenced sexual assaults” (2014). Some drink just to get a slight buzz, and some drink to the point of passing out on the floor. There are multiple factors that might account for this difference in drinkers, one of which is gender identity. This research proposal seeks to analyze the relationship between gender identity and the amount of alcohol consumed on an average night.

According to Chin (1988:44), “the sociological perspective is characterized by the ability to analyze a social issue by identifying social structural factors that influence social outcomes.” Using this perspective, the research question can be framed in a social context. The social factors that might explain how gender identity affects alcohol consumption include the notion of gender. Ballantine, Roberts, and Korgen state that “gender refers to a society’s notions of masculinity and femininity-socially constructed meanings associated with being male or female-and how individuals construct their identity in terms of gender within these constraints” (2018:262-3). How individuals see themselves based on those social meanings can have a major impact on their actions, which is very similar to the idea of the looking-glass self in symbolic interaction theory. Just like how the looking-glass self is “a reflective process that develops the self based on our interpretations and on our internalization of the reactions of others” (Ballantine et al. 2018:99), gender can be seen as a result of that development of the self from symbols and expectations from society. In fact, gender roles describe those expected behaviors linked to males, or masculinity, and females, or femininity (Ballantine et al. 2018). Depending on an individual’s gender identity, it might cause them to conform more to a masculine or feminine gender role. This can have an effect on alcohol consumption by the individual, since alcohol consumption is generally associated with traditional male gender roles as opposed to female roles (Huselid and Cooler 1992). This, in part, is what leads to my hypothesis mentioned below.

Gender identity can also affect who an individual spends their time with and what activities they participate in. Females typically surround themselves with other females as an example. This means that each individual is affected by the gender identity of their peers, since it could cause their peers to either drink or not drink alcohol, potentially leading to pressures from the rest of the group for the individual to drink. 
Activities that individuals participate in can also affect alcohol use. It was demonstrated by Crosnoe (2002) that athletic participation led to an increase in alcohol use for both males and females. Males and masculine qualities are typically associated with athletics, so this too could be indicative that there is a relationship between gender identity and alcohol consumption. Thus my hypothesis is that when looking at college students, people who identify with traditional masculine qualities tend to drink more alcohol at once than people who identify with traditional feminine qualities.
John Hoffmann (2006) discusses in his paper the connection between extracurricular activities versus athletic participation and how it affects adolescent alcohol use using gender and school as contexts to examine this connection. He notes that there could be a difference in how extracurricular activities and athletic participation can affect alcohol use when comparing males versus females, so he seeks to assess if there are gender patterns in these associations (Hoffmann 2006). One example of a difference between genders is that often, “alcohol consumption may be an important cultural marker for some male athletes but may not be germane to the lives of female athletes,” (Hoffmann 2006:278) based off of previous studies on the subject. Hoffmann goes on to hypothesize that those participating in nonathletic activities are less likely to use alcohol than those who do participate in athletics. Findings of Hoffmann’s relevant to my research include the fact that males reported 13.9 percent more alcohol use than females in his study (Hoffmann 2006). This suggests that there is a difference between genders in terms of alcohol use that can be examined further. Additionally, Hoffmann (2006) found that nonathletic activities are associated with decreases in alcohol use, whereas athletic participation was associated with increases in alcohol use for both males and females. My research seeks to weed out the cause of that decrease/increase in alcohol use in those cases. It could be that males and females not participating in athletic activities have different traits than males and females that do, which could be a cause of the differences in alcohol use. My research might provide some clarity on this cause, to see if it is simply inherent to the groups of people typically engaged in athletic and nonathletic activities.
Rebecca Huselid and M. Cooper (1992) found a link between gender identity and alcohol use. Their research is based off of the idea that sex-role norms may be predictors of alcohol consumption and thus they investigated if personal gender-role identity would be a better predictor of drinking than biological sex. The expectations were that “masculine attributes should be positively related to drinking and feminine attributes should be negatively related to drinking for both sexes,” (Huselid and Cooper 1992:349) which is to say that individuals who have more traditionally masculine qualities are expected to drink more compared to individuals who have more traditionally feminine qualities. This is based on the research-supported assumption that “drinking and drunkenness are viewed as more socially acceptable for males than females and as more consistent with traditional male gender roles,” (Huselid and Cooper 1992:348) so as a result, it is expected that traditional males drink more alcohol than traditional females in keeping with cultural norms. Huselid and Cooper examined 1,077 adolescents and their gender roles and alcohol consumption and found that indeed, “males drink more often, more heavily, and experience more alcohol-related problems than females,” (Huselid and Cooper 1992:358) which was consistent with expectations. They also found that feminine traits were related to less alcohol use, with masculine traits being related to more alcohol use. This is most similar to my proposed research, since I am also examining the connection between masculinity versus femininity with how it could be indicative of alcohol use.
Robert Crosnoe (2002) examines the connections between academic and substance use trajectories in adolescents in the context of gender and athletics. Relevant to here are Crosnoe’s findings on the differences between gender and alcohol use as adolescents move through their high school years. These findings are discussed extensively in connection with athletic participation, but the underlying expectation is that girls are less likely to engage in substance use, including alcohol, than boys because of the conventional values that girls and boys hold. As an example, boys value the status-enhancement that participation in athletics brings, suggesting they are also more drawn to alcohol consumption, which is seen as a high status act in their social gatherings. On the other hand, girls are less likely to value these status-enhancement aspects of athletics, so as a result they aren’t as drawn to drinking (Crosnoe 2002). Crosnoe’s findings that are relevant to my research indicates that the trend is increased drinking over time in high school for boys in general as well as for female athletes (Crosnoe 2002). This suggests that males had a greater tendency to drink more as they got older when compared to females as a whole. A possible explanation of female athletes tending to drink more over time is suggested by Crosnoe, who mentions that perhaps athletic participation for girls could steer them more towards the status-related behavior shown by the boys (Crosnoe 2002). This becomes relevant to my research in that it suggests that females may have acquired some traditionally male attributes in their participation in athletics, which was perhaps the cause of the difference between female athletes and non-athletes and their alcohol use. 
Methods

My hypothesis for this research is that when looking at college students, individuals who identify more with traditional masculine qualities tend to drink more alcohol during an average night of drinking than individuals who identify more with traditional feminine qualities. This hypothesis is based in part on the previous research mentioned above, as in most cases, males or those with traditionally male characteristics tended to drink more alcohol than females or those with traditionally female characteristics (Huselid and Cooper 1992). Notably, the research discussed in the literature review concerned itself with adolescents, whereas my research concerns itself with college-aged students. There is some overlap between the two age ranges, but generally, the research discussed earlier was largely restricted to high school students. The reason for this difference between previous research and my research is because gender identity tends to be more fully developed by the time students reach college age, meaning that there might be a more accurate correlation with gender identity when looking at college-aged compared to high school-aged individuals. This research therefore also tests if trends found among adolescents have a potential of continuing in college-aged individuals. The following methodology will be used to conduct surveys to gather empirical data, which will be analyzed to test my hypothesis.
For my research, I had to find a way to measure the alcohol consumption and gender of individuals. Alcohol consumption was simple to operationalize, as one can easily give a number for the amount of drinks consumed. Gender is of course not as easily expressed, as it is a more complex issue that can be different for each individual. Because previous research focuses largely on male or masculine traits versus female or feminine traits when comparing alcohol consumption, I decided to create a numerical scale with one end being identifying as mostly feminine and the other end being identifying as mostly masculine. Since these are the main, traditional genders, most gender identities will fall some place in between the two extremes, which should allow all participants, no matter their specific gender identity, to give an idea of where on the spectrum they see themselves. This gives me a number that allows me to see if the individual identifies more with traditionally masculine qualities or traditionally feminine qualities. It provides a more objective, quantitative value to the complex issue of gender identity for each individual.
The dependent value in this study is the amount of alcoholic drinks consumed during an average night of drinking alcohol. One drink will be defined as defined by doctormdx.com (2017) as “12 ounces of beer, 8-9 ounces of malt liquor, 5 ounces of wine, or 1.5 ounces of liquor which is more than 40 percent alcohol.” The reasoning behind asking the amount of drinks consumed “during an average night of drinking alcohol” is to distinguish between the types of individuals who drink perhaps one drink per night every day and the types of individuals who drink only on weekends, but when they do drink, they drink a lot. If the variable was “amount of drinks consumed over one week,” it may blur this distinction between the two types of individuals mentioned above. In both cases, the answer might be 6 or more, but it misses the fact that alcohol is more spread out for one individual compared to the other. Thus, the variable is the number of drinks consumed during an average night of drinking alcohol to distinguish between regular, light drinkers and occasional, heavy drinkers, as they are two different types of drinkers, as demonstrated by the distinction made by Rueger, Hu, McNamera, Cao, Hao, and King (2015). 
With this dependent variable in mind, I will ask of participants the following: “In which of the following categories would you place yourself if asked ‘how many alcoholic drinks do you consume during a normal night of drinking alcohol?’” This question will be asked after I have made clear the definition of “one drink” as described above. The following four categories for the number of drinks consumed during an average night of drinking alcohol will be given: 0 drinks (doesn’t or rarely drinks), 1-2 drinks, 3-5 drinks, and 6 or more drinks. If the participant is unsure about the amount of drinks based on the previous definition, but is able to describe the amount of what type of drink they consume, that will be noted and assigned to the proper category based on later research by me into how much of the specific drink would be the same as a drink as defined above. These categories are meant to capture various types of drinkers. 0 drinks captures non- or rare drinkers, 1-2 drinks captures light drinkers, 3-5 drinks captures medium drinkers, and 6 or more drinks captures heavy drinkers.
The independent variable in this study is gender identity, specifically in the context of traditionally masculine and feminine qualities. Participants will be asked to place themselves on a scale of 0 to 10 with regard to their own gender identity. 0 would mean identifying most with traditionally female characteristics and 10 would mean identifying most with traditionally male characteristics. An answer of 5 would be the neutral point, not leaning towards either extreme. Any whole number between 0 and 10, including 0 and 10, is permitted as an answer to this question. I define traditionally masculine and traditionally feminine characteristics using the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) that is discussed in the research of Holt and Ellis (1998). 
Following is a table detailing what is considered traditionally masculine traits and traditionally feminine traits based on Holt and Ellis’ (1998) lists. This list will be provided to the participants of the study.
Table 1. List of Traditionally Masculine and Feminine Characteristics, based on BSRI

	Traditionally Masculine Characteristics
	Traditionally Feminine Characteristics

	Acts as a Leader
	Affectionate

	Aggressive
	Cheerful

	Ambitious
	Childlike

	Analytical
	Compassionate

	Assertive
	Does Not Use Harsh Language

	Athletic
	Eager to Soothe Hurt Feelings

	Competitive
	Feminine

	Defends own Beliefs
	Flatterable

	Dominant
	Gentle

	Forceful
	Gullible

	Has Leadership Abilities
	Loves Children

	Independent
	Loyal

	Individualistic
	Sensitive to the Needs of Others

	Makes Decisions Easily
	Shy

	Masculine
	Soft Spoken

	Self-Reliant
	Sympathetic

	Self-Sufficient
	Tender

	Strong Personality
	Understanding

	Willing to Take a Stand
	Warm

	Willing to Take Risks
	Yielding


In order to collect data from participants, I will create a questionnaire that will be given to a random sample of 500 Le Moyne students. I will get a list of Le Moyne students from the Registrar’s office and assign each student a unique number (1,2,3, etc.). Then, I will use a random number generator that I will code in Java to generate 500 unique numbers, with each number corresponding to the student to which that number was assigned. This method ensures that every student at Le Moyne has the same probability as others of being chosen. If an individual refuses to fill out the questionnaire or fills it out improperly, efforts will be made to get a proper result before generating another random number to get a new student to take the questionnaire. The questionnaire will contain the questions discussed above about alcohol consumption and gender identity. The questionnaire will be able to be filled out online, in person, or by mail, depending on the preference of the participant. 
It should be noted that this study assumes that individuals are being truthful in their answers to the questionnaire. There will be no additional prodding or investigation into how much alcohol is truly consumed. Other than getting the names of the participants at the beginning in order to contact them, the questionnaire will be submitted completely anonymously, and individuals will not get punished or rewarded based on their answers to the questionnaire. There may be a small incentive given to encourage chosen individuals to participate in the study, but there will be no incentive given towards a certain answer.
Conclusion


The results of my research into the relationship between gender identity and alcohol will be able to help schools better understand and identify the causes of alcohol problems. This can lead to new strategies being developed to combat overdrinking and/or illegal drinking on campus. For example, new methods and programs could be put in place that can target the most problematic audience with increased effectiveness. This research can also be the basis of further research into other factors that affect drinking, such as athletic participation, in the context of a college campus. Having an understanding of how gender identity may play a role will also allow appropriate adjustments to future research designs in this area. 


It must be noted that this research is limited in its scope, considering only gender as a factor in alcohol consumption. There may be many more, such as social upbringing, environment, and stress from school that can contribute significantly to whether or not an individual drinks or does not drink. If a correlation is found between gender and alcohol, that does not imply that a specific gender identity causes some level of alcohol consumption. While that might be the case, there may be a deeper root cause that leads to both the gender identity and level of alcohol consumption. However, my research will still be useful by demonstrating that there is or is not a connection between gender and alcohol, even if it not a causal relationship.
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