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Viewpoint

"Natural Recovery" From Alcohol Abuse
Among College Students

Donald A. Misch, MD

Abstract. As they progress through college, a significant number
of students reduce their abusive alcohol consumption without for-
mal interventions on the part of the university, other agencies, or
counseling/mental health services. Such "natural recovery" may
offer important clues as to both the etiology and reduction of alco-
hol abuse on campus. The author reviews factors hypothesized to
play a significant role in facilitating natural recovery and offers
suggestions about how such findings might be used to shape cam-
pus structures and activities so as to reduce excessive alcohol con-
sumption by college students.T here is more known about the factors that facilitate

excess alcohol consumption among college students
than there is about what makes such students reduce

their abuse of alcohol. Enticing and permissive environ-
ments, peer pressure and social networks, fraternities and
sororities, social norms, risk-taking, social lubrication-all
these and more have been implicated in the culture of exces-
sive drinking on college campuses.'- 5 The National Institute
on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) similarly has
promulgated evidence-based reviews, based on tiers of
effectiveness, that clarify some of the interventions that are,
or may be, effective in combating such drinking. 2.6 Yet, there
remains a relatively untapped field of exploration that has
potentially great significance to this issue: Why do some
college students reduce their excessive alcohol consumption
without any specific intervention on the part of "outside"
entities or agencies, such as school officials, health promo-
tion or counseling programs, or local and state laws?

An often overlooked but important reality is that sub-
stantial numbers of students voluntarily and without specif-
ic treatment reduce their heavy drinking during their college
years. This phenomenon-early cessation, natural reduc-
tion, natural recovery, or spontaneous recovery as it is

called by some-is hardly new,7-12 but relatively few
researchers have studied its frequency, course, and mecha-
nisms among college students. Contrary to earlier popular
wisdom, recovery from alcohol abuse-whether natural or
with treatment-is often a gradual process rather than an
abrupt and dramatic conversion resulting from "hitting bot-
tom."•3-15 Such research as exists on the mechanisms of nat-
ural recovery among young adults has pointed to the years
following formal education during which such individuals
assume adult roles and responsibilities that include, but are
not limited to, full-time work, marriage, and parent-
hood. 4

,16-1 Other factors hypothesized to facilitate natural
recovery among various populations include cognitive reap-
praisals involving cost/benefit analyses of continued alco-
hol abuse, the occurrence of negative alcohol-related events
(physical, occupational, financial, or legal as well as fright-
ening or humiliating) and fear of impending losses, psycho-
logical stress, social capital and social network changes,
spousal support, religion/prayer, and promises to oth-
ers.1.12-15,i7-23 For whatever reasons, it is clear that alcohol
consumption changes for many individuals over the course
of adolescence and early adulthood.,i7 24-26 And if as many
as 22% of alcohol-abusing college students "spontaneous-
ly" reduce their drinking,27 -29 something important is occur-
ring and worthy of serious scientific investigation.

Among the factors hypothesized to facilitate natural
reduction of excessive alcohol consumption among college
students, 3 may be of particular interest and point the way
to effective interventions in the future: friends and social
networks, negative experiences, and academics.

New students' fervid-indeed, at times, desperate-
search to fit in and feel connected as well as the notion of
alcohol as a social lubricant are well established, 3

' but a
host of questions surround the possibilities for natural
reduction using friends and social networks. Exactly which
students are most vulnerable to this desperate desire to fit in
with their peers and simultaneously believe that without
alcohol they do not possess the requisite interpersonal skills
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to succeed socially? What specific living arrangements or
activities enhance or obstruct this socialization process?
The issue of social networks and peer influence on alcohol
consumption among college students raises an important
chicken-and-egg question: Do the friends chosen by college
freshmen influence their drinking, or do college freshmen
seek out friends whose views on alcohol use conform to
their own? Some researchers favor the former hypothesis
and some the latter, whereas, in all likelihood, the selection
of friends and peer influence are mutually interactive, bidi-
rectional processes.31-35 In any event, little is known about
the relationship between college students' early cessation of
alcohol and social networks.

Further, what stimulates the developmental progression
from drinking buddies to true friends, and how does the
mutual and evolving process of forming true friendships
relate to changes in alcohol consumption? Is a change of
residence, for example, from fraternity or sorority to an
apartment a key variable? Or perhaps one's choice of acad-
emic major results in the adoption of a new cohort of
friends. Likewise, do alcohol-free activities entice heavy
drinkers to reduce consumption or do they primarily pro-
vide reinforcement for those who have already decided to
decrease their drinking? College administrators may need to
think more deeply about the role and efficacy of not only
alcohol-free activities but, more generally, the overall
socioacademic structure of the university. Can the latter be
reengineered in a way that enables healthy social relation-
ships, especially for those who feel otherwise at a loss to
make friends without alcohol use?

There is much information to be mined in the simple but
powerful statement on the part of reformed students that
heavy drinking was "just getting old" (K. J. Steinman,
unpublished data, 2005). Exactly what was the "it," and in
what ways was "it" becoming "old" or tiresome? What does
it mean that, at some point for some students, heavy drink-
ing becomes unattractive? Vomiting, urinating in hallways.,
being physically fondled, sexual assault, violence, accidents
or injuries, unprotected intercourse, emergency room vis-
its-students cite all these as negative experiences that may
facilitate the early cessation process. Indeed, alcohol-
induced blackouts in college students have been shown to
be followed by at least a temporary reduction in drinking,
especially among women.36 A related question: Does the
sexual assault of one's co-ed roommate while under the
influence of alcohol exert sufficient pressure to alter one's
own alcohol consumption? Initial qualitative data suggest-
ing that vicarious bad experiences may be as effective in
reducing alcohol consumption as personal experience is
potentially of great importance (K. J. Steinman, unpub-
lished data, 2005). Whether personal or vicarious, exactly
what is it about such negative experiences and in what ways
do they interact with a given individual's psychology so as
to produce a "crystallization of discontent""2 and subse-
quent moderation of drinking?'4"9,37 Why might such expe-
riences facilitate early cessation at some times during a stu-
dent's college years rather than at others?

The inverse correlation between college academic suc-
cess and excess alcohol consumption is well document-
ed38-42 although some controversy persists. 43 ,44 If, as K. J.
Steinman's qualitative data (unpublished data, 2005) sug-
gest, a chronological increase in concern about grades and
career are significant motivating factors in early cessation
of alcohol abuse, what is it about the current campus envi-
ronment that minimizes or facilitates this concern? Are
graduate education or jobs too future-oriented to attract the
serious attention of college freshman, or has a general
decrease in academic rigor accompanied by grade inflation
made it too easy for students to focus on nonacademic pri-
orities? Or perhaps many of today's incoming college stu-
dents are so desperate to make social connections that noth-
ing else-including academics-compares in importance.

To the extent that the academic organization and expec-
tations of a college influence student behavior, a variety of
interventions might plausibly be suggested to reduce alco-
hol consumption. As but one antiquated example, those of
us former premedical students old enough to remember Sat-
urday morning classes know that Friday night partying was
quite simply incompatible with the requisite A in organic
chemistry. Researchers4 5 have similarly demonstrated that
those students who believe dedicated studying and high
grade point averages (GPAs) will enhance future employ-
ment opportunities, economic rewards, and respect from
other students are less likely to engage in excessive alcohol
consumption. In this regard Rau and Durand46 go one step
further. Not only do they present data suggesting that sobri-
ety and GPA are directly related, but they push for a return
to an academic ethic, arguing that it is time for colleges to
both expect and demand of students "diligent, daily, and
sober study." Rather than simply viewing excessive alcohol
consumption as an obstacle to good grades, Rau and
Durand suggest that hard academic work may be a facilitat-
ing factor in preventing or reducing abuse of alcohol. Per-
haps it is true that "idle hands [or minds] are the work of the
devil" in the domain of alcohol-abusing college students.

Can interventions at the college or campus level make a
difference? The answer to this question is both less obvious
and more complex than it might appear, especially insofar
as research 47,48 "suggests that the formal structures of col-
lege life are of relatively less importance than the ways in
which peer groups influence behavior."49 (p 19) Indeed, it may
well be that although the campus environment contributes
to the onset of excessive alcohol consumption, it does not
exert nearly as great an effect on cessation (K. J. Steinman,
unpublished data, 2005). The latter may be viewed, at least
by students themselves, as more of a personal decision.
Those college administrators who believe that student
growth and development can be precisely micromanaged
are at odds with both the data and everyday experience. In
particular, the blind application of more programming or
more rules is unlikely to result in effective change.50

Nonetheless, the correct conclusion is not that growth and
development cannot be directed or nudged in particular
directions; it is that efficacious interventions will most like-
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ly result from appropriate research applied thoughtfully to
real campus communities. One avenue to success is to
observe the phenomenon of early cessation or natural
recovery from excessive alcohol consumption among col-
lege students and then identify and extract the active ingre-
dient(s) of that transformation, whether they be specific
conditions or circumstances, enabling factors, or processes
involving the academic enterprise, the social structure, or
other variables of college life. The door is open to further
exploration. Will we pay attention?

NOTE

For comments and further information, address correspon-
dence to Dr. Donald A. Misch, 633 Emerson St., Evanston, IL
60208-4000 (e-mail: dmisch@northwestem.edu).
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