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 Ε Preface

Getting Wasted is the product of over seven years of research and writing. 
Before I started this project in 2003, it never occurred to me to study uni-
versity drinking cultures. Like so many people who live and work in college 
towns, I was well aware of alcohol’s mammoth presence on campus but I 
regarded heavy drinking among college students as obvious, self-explanatory, 
and inevitable. I think most people see college drinking in this way: “Of 
course they are getting wasted; they’re in college!” How has our society come 
to see college and drinking as synonymous? Maybe this is the case because 
our popular culture often depicts university life in this way. Animal House, a 
seminal film about a group of drunken, out-of-control, anti-intellectual fra-
ternity guys, was a must-see movie for those of us who grew up in the 1970s. 
And most of the feature films about college life released since Animal House 
have reproduced similar themes. That is, most Hollywood depictions of col-
lege life suggest that it is all about drinking, sex, and finding ways to succeed 
without actually doing any “real” studying. 
 And maybe many people blindly accept the “college is drinking” theme 
because that is how university culture was originally presented to them by 
parents and older siblings. When I was a high school student in the early 
1980s, my friend and I visited my older sister at Gettysburg College, a well-
respected liberal arts school in Pennsylvania. Let’s just say that we didn’t 
tour the library, perform scientific experiments, or explore the mysteries of 
mathematics while we were there. As far as I could tell from my brief week-
end visit, many Gettysburg students were getting hammered as if their lives 
depended on it. A couple of years later, in 1984, I enrolled as a freshman at 
Indiana University. I am a proud Indiana alumnus. There are many outstand-
ing academic programs, faculty, and students there. But, make no mistake 
about it, there was (and still is) some serious partying going on there. And I 
never questioned it. Alcohol just appeared to be a necessary part of the social 
and cultural landscape. Furthermore, I don’t remember university administra-
tors, parents, or social critics fretting much about alcohol abuse on campus in 
those days. It was a “given.” 
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 In 2001, I accepted a job as an assistant professor of sociology and crimi-
nology at Ohio University. My wife and I were thrilled. We had always 
wanted to live in a college town and, as college towns go, few are more beau-
tiful or more idyllic than Athens, Ohio. Ohio University is a fine institution 
with many highly regarded programs throughout the school. And, according 
to the Princeton Review, it is also currently ranked as the number two “party 
school” in the nation. There are good reasons to be critical of the Princeton 
Review’s party school list. Critics of the list have called the Princeton study 
“unscientific,” pointing out that sometimes as few as 1 percent of the students 
at a given institution are surveyed in order for a school to achieve the “party 
school” distinction. But just as it is for university students across the nation, 
drinking is an important part of the college experience for some Ohio Uni-
versity students. I became aware of this fact soon after I arrived in Athens but, 
again, I regarded the party scene with an uncritical eye. 
 And then, in 2003, I had sort of a revelation. By this time, a large body 
of scholarly literature had emerged about alcohol use and abuse among col-
lege students. Most researchers agreed that heavy drinking on American 
campuses was a problem. On the basis of survey results, scholars argued that 
“binge drinking” was a common activity and that alcohol abuse on campus 
was associated with a variety of negative outcomes, including school failure, 
vandalism, violent assaults, and sexual victimization. These findings were not 
particularly controversial. Most people would agree that drunk people have a 
tendency to get into trouble. For me, however, the growing body of college 
alcohol research studies told only part of the story. I was already convinced 
that many college students drank and that heavy alcohol consumption had 
some deleterious effects, but I was concerned that scholars had focused almost 
exclusively on surveying individuals and had not attempted to understand the 
social processes of alcohol use on campus. That is, researchers would gener-
ally ask individual college students about their drinking habits and about the 
consequences of their consumption, but paid scant attention to the ways in 
which students drank together. This seemed like a glaring omission to me. 
I suspected that these young men and women worked together to decide 
when to drink, what to drink, and how much to consume, and collaborated 
together to manage the variety of consequences that they were likely to face 
in the drinking scene. I began to see college drinking in a brand new way, and 
since I worked and lived in a college town, I saw an opportunity to study this 
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topic up close and in depth. I began to see the college campus and the drink-
ing culture within it as a social laboratory. Through my professional contacts, 
I was able to investigate the university drinking scene at three different cam-
puses. The majority of my data were collected at a large state university in 
the American Midwest (hereafter referred to by the pseudonym “Midwestern 
State University”).  
 What I found out during my research was fascinating to me and, by turns, 
both entertaining and troubling. For one thing, there is a powerful duality 
present in the college party culture. Sometimes it appears that college drink-
ers are having the time of their lives. A few years ago, my son Sam (who was 
about seven years old at the time) looked out the window of our car at a 
group of college students drinking beer and playing a game of cornhole (a 
simple competition that involves throwing beanbags into a hole) at a house 
party.  Admiring their gathering, which was a familiar sight to him by now, 
Sam announced excitedly, “Look at them; that’s just classic!” I knew exactly 
what he meant. There is a vibrancy and camaraderie emanating from student 
parties that is simply undeniable. On the other hand, darkness, destruction, 
and violence are also always lurking in the college drinking scene. Just today, 
I read an internet report about a University of Idaho senior who recently died 
of respiratory failure after reportedly drinking over fifteen shots in two and 
half hours to celebrate his twenty-first birthday. So, while it was apparent to 
me that college students were having fun when they drank together, I also 
knew that sometimes things “got ugly”; sometimes the vibrancy and cama-
raderie ends in tragedy. This idea led me to a basic research question: Why 
do university students continue to consume large amounts of alcohol when 
so many bad things can and do emerge as a result? This book is, in part, an 
attempt to answer that question.
 Maybe I should be worried that my young son was gazing admiringly at a 
party scene. Has growing up in a college town put him on the path to binge 
drinking? You see, I am a researcher, but I’m also a parent. As a sociologist, I 
strive to see college drinking in an objective and value-free way. One of my 
professors in graduate school once told me that we should examine social 
processes as “they are” and not as “they should be.”  This was my goal when 
I collected and analyzed the data for Getting Wasted.  I did my best to let the 
students tell their stories and always aimed for unbiased objectivity as I inter-
preted my findings. But, as a parent and human being, I honestly do worry 
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about the consequences of heavy drinking on campus. My daughter, Tory, 
will be a first-year college student next year and I want her to have the fullest 
experience possible. I hope that she finds an academic discipline that inspires 
her and that she follows her intellectual curiosity down new and exciting ave-
nues. And, while I hope that she has a good time, too, I also want her to be 
safe. My hope is that she and her college cohorts will read this book and see 
it not as an invitation to recklessly explore the pleasures of serial intoxication 
but as an attempt to understand college drinking in a progressive, systematic, 
sociological way. I learned a lot from my informants, and their insights can 
be put to good use. Ideally, this book will help researchers, college adminis-
trators, and university students and their parents to see and appreciate the 
complexities of college drinking in a new light and to find fresh approaches to 
reducing the harms related to college drinking.


