
How many is 
too many for 
BC youtH? 
alCoHol use and 
assoCiated Harms

McCreary Centre Society



McCreary Centre Society



Copyright: McCreary Centre Society, 2015

Founded in 1977, McCreary Centre Society 
is a non-governmental not-for-profit organi-
zation committed to improving the health of 
BC youth through research, evaluation, and 
youth engagement projects. 

ISBN: 978-1-926675-43-5

McCreary Centre Society 
3552 East Hastings Street 
Vancouver, BC, V5K 2A7

 Follow us on Twitter: @mccrearycentre

 Copies of this report are available at:
 www.mcs.bc.ca 

 For enquiries, please email:
 mccreary@mcs.bc.ca

How many is 
too many for 
BC youtH? 
alCoHol use and 
assoCiated Harms

http://www.mcs.bc.ca%20
mailto:mccreary%40mcs.bc.ca?subject=


mCCreary team
Annie Smith, Executive Director

Elizabeth Saewyc, Research Director

Duncan Stewart, BC AHS Coordinator/Research Associate 

Maya Peled, Research Associate

Colleen Poon, Research Associate

Kate Kovaleva, Research Assistant

Funding for this report was provided by BC Ministry of Health.
Funding for the 2013 BC Adolescent Health Survey was provided by BC Ministry of Children and 
Family Development, BC Ministry of Health, and BC Office of the Representative for Children and 
Youth.

tHanks to:
Gerald Thomas, Director of Alcohol and Gambling Policy, BC Ministry of Health

Manik Saini, former Manager, Alcohol Harm Reduction and Communicable Disease Prevention, 
Population and Public Health, BC Ministry of Health

Smith, A., Stewart, D., Poon, C., Peled, M., Saewyc, E., & McCreary Centre So-
ciety. (2015). How many is too many for BC youth? Alcohol use and associated 
harms. Vancouver, B.C: McCreary Centre Society.

Citation: 



executive summary

introduction 

youth in British Columbia

youth who had tried alcohol 

age of first alcohol use

alcohol use in the past month 

Heavy sessional drinking 

last saturday use

alcohol and other substances

specific consequences of alcohol use

needed treatment for substance use

reasons for alcohol use

youth who first used alcohol recently

youth at risk for harmful alcohol use

Protective factors linked to less harmful alcohol use

appendix – Health authority and hsda comparisons

taBle of Contents

4

24

10

33

6

28

13

35

9

31

18

36
38
40
46
52



MCCREARY CENTRE SOCIETY4

exeCutive summary

Among 12- to 19-year-olds who completed the 
2013 BC Adolescent Health Survey (BC AHS), 
45% of males and females had tried alcohol. 
With this percentage of BC students consum-
ing alcohol it is important to establish the 
level at which use becomes harmful. Some 
people would argue that any use is risky, and 
some of the data in this report supports this. 
However, the data also clearly shows where 
harms noticeably increase, who is at greater 
risk of harmful use, and what protective fac-
tors can contribute to youth who drink staying 
within Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking 
Guidelines.

Youth are generally making healthier choices 
than their peers five and 10 years ago, with 
youth less likely to have tried alcohol than in 
previous years, to have drunk alcohol in the 
past month, and to have engaged in heavy 
sessional drinking. They are also more likely 
to wait until they are at least 15 years old to 
drink.

Youth who started drinking at an earlier age 
reported poorer health than those who had 
not tried alcohol or waited longer to first try 
alcohol. For example, 16- to 18-year-olds who 
first drank at 12 or younger were more likely 
to have considered or attempted suicide, 
and used substances other than alcohol than 
those who had not used alcohol until they 
were at least 15.

Youth who had been drinking for more than 
a year (regardless of how old they were when 
they started) were more likely to drink regu-

larly, drink heavily, and binge drink than those 
who were newer to using alcohol. They were 
also more likely to use alcohol to manage 
their emotions, as well as to experience neg-
ative consequences of their use and to report 
needing help for their use.

Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking Guide-
lines suggest that if youth do decide to drink, 
they should never have more than one to two 
drinks per occasion and never drink more 
than one or two times per week. Many find-
ings offered support for these guidelines. 
However, even youth who drank on three or 
more occasions in the past month reported 
poorer mental health than those who did not 
drink or drank less often, although the poor-
est outcomes were seen among those who 
drank on 10 or more occasions.

Despite recommendations that females 
consume fewer alcoholic drinks than males, 
older females drank at a similar level to older 
males, and younger females were more likely 
than younger males to have been drinking 
on three or more days in the past month and 
to have engaged in heavy sessional drinking 
during that time. Females were more likely 
than males to report using alcohol because 
they wanted to have fun, their friends were 
doing it, because of stress, or because they 
felt down or sad.

There were some concerning findings among 
youth who drank well above the recommend-
ed levels. For example, youth who engaged in 
heavy sessional drinking (meaning they had 
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consumed five or more drinks within a couple 
of hours) were less likely to report good or ex-
cellent overall health, and were more likely to 
report being seriously injured or experiencing 
a concussion in the past year.

Drinking above the rate recommended by 
Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking Guidelines 
on the Saturday before completing the survey 
(males who had four or more drinks and fe-
males who had three or more drinks) was as-
sociated with a range of negative consequenc-
es and with lower ratings of overall health, 
mental health, and school connectedness. 

Some youth were at greater risk of harmful 
alcohol use, including youth who identified as 
lesbian, gay, or bisexual; youth who had been 
physically or sexually abused; youth who had 
experienced discrimination; and youth who 
were employed. Also the more hours youth 
worked, the more likely they were to have 
engaged in heavy sessional drinking. 

There were some geographical differences in 
alcohol consumption, most notably that youth 
in rural parts of the province were more likely 
than their urban-based peers to have tried 
alcohol at an early age and to have drunk on 
three or more days in the past month (30% vs. 
26%). 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, those 
who felt connected to school, family, and 
community, and who had supportive adults in 
their lives were less likely to drink at harmful 
levels than those without these supports to 
rely on. 

Relationships with peers were complex, as 
youth without any close friends and those 
with a wider circle of friends were more likely 
to engage in risky drinking than their peers 
with a smaller circle of friends. However, 
regardless of how many friends they had, 
if youth had friends with healthy attitudes 
towards alcohol use, they were less likely to 
drink at harmful levels.  
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introduCtion

Although the legal drinking age in British 
Columbia is 19 years, many youth begin to 
experiment with alcohol before this age.

Studies have shown that alcohol consumption 
by youth under the age of 19 is associated 
with an increased likelihood of involvement in 
health risks, such as a vehicle crash or a sexu-
al or physical assault. Early, regular, and heavy 
alcohol use in adolescence is also linked to 
higher use, alcohol dependence, and other 
alcohol-related problems in adulthood.

As alcohol use among school-age youth has 
been linked to negative current and future 
outcomes, McCreary was asked by the BC 
Ministry of Health to produce an in-depth 
report which looked at the patterns of student 
drinking in BC. 

Specifically, the report aims to:

 › Identify harmful levels and patterns of 
alcohol consumption. 

 › Consider risk and protective factors relat-
ed to risky or harmful drinking. 

 › Provide information on the geographical 
distribution of alcohol-specific risk and 
protective factors for youth who are in 
school in BC.

aBout tHe rePort
The report is based on the responses of 
almost 30,000 students in Grades 7-12 who 
completed the 2013 BC Adolescent Health 
Survey (BC AHS) across 56 BC school districts. 
For more details about the survey methodolo-
gy and to view provincial and regional survey 
results visit www.mcs.bc.ca.

Trends over time are considered in relation 
to the 2003 and 2008 BC Adolescent Health 
Survey results.

When percentages are compared in the text, 
they are always statistically significant. How-
ever, graphs and tables may show frequencies 
that are not necessarily statistically significant 
at every point. Where this is not obvious, it is 
indicated in the text below the graph. 

Where an asterisk (*) appears beside a 
percentage, the percentage should be inter-
preted with caution as it has a high standard 
error, but is still within the releasable range. 

Quotes from youth who completed the 2013 
BC AHS are included throughout this report to 
add qualitative detail and context.
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A number of analyses in this report consider 
whether there is a difference between youth 
who started drinking alcohol at a younger age 
compared to those who first drank when they 
were older. For these analyses, we focused 
on youth aged 16 to 18. This allowed us to 
compare the experiences and trajectories of 
those who had started drinking at very young 
ages with those who waited until they were 
more mature.

aBout tHe analyses
The data from the survey was weighted to en-
sure it was representative of youth in Grades 
7-12 in every region of the province.

All comparisons and associations reported in 
this study have been tested and are statisti-
cally significant at p < 0.01. This means that 
there is up to a 1% likelihood that the results 
presented occurred by chance.

Correlations which are reported cannot be as-
sumed to prove causation or show the direc-
tion of a relation. There may be other factors 
involved. For example, the report shows a 
link between risky alcohol consumption and 
extreme despair but it is unknown if despair is 
a result of using alcohol, the reason for using 
alcohol, or if there is a third variable involved. 

limitations
As with any survey the BC AHS has limitations. 
It was designed as an overall health survey 
rather than an alcohol use survey, and as 
such may have missed some details about 
alcohol use which would be useful to know.

The survey is administered in mainstream 
public schools across the province. This 
means that youth with limited English lan-
guage comprehension, youth who were 
absent on the day of the survey, and youth 
attending alternative and private schools are 
not included in these results.  

Although the report provides a comprehen-
sive overview of youth alcohol use among 
those who completed the survey, youth who 
were using alcohol at the most harmful levels 
may not have been in school on the day the 
survey was administered, and therefore may 
not be included in these results.
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terms used in tHe rePort
 › Binge drinking is used to describe when 

youth exceeded Canada’s Low-Risk Alco-
hol Drinking Guidelines on the Saturday 
before completing the survey. It refers to 
males who consumed four or more alco-
holic drinks and females who consumed 
three or more. 

 › Extreme poverty is used to describe 
youth living in conditions where they went 
to bed hungry often or always because 
there was not enough money for food at 
home.

 › Heavy sessional drinking is used to de-
scribe when youth consumed five or more 

Canada’s low-risk alCoHol drinking guidelines
The guidelines point out that alcohol can harm the way the brain develops and sug-
gest that youth should wait until their late teens before drinking.

If youth under 19 do decide to drink they should:

 › Speak to their parents or guardians about drinking; 
 › Never have more than one to two drinks per occasion; and
 › Never drink more than one or two times per week. 

For youth aged 19-24 years: 

 › Females should never have more than two drinks a day and never more than 10 
drinks a week; and

 › Males should never have more than three drinks a day and never more than 15 
drinks a week.

The guidelines also note that if youth keep within the single-day and weekly limits for 
their gender, this does not mean there is no risk to drinking.

drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours. 
 › Protective factors are experiences or 

other aspects in a young person’s life that 
can reduce the chances they will use alco-
hol at potentially harmful levels.

 › Risk factors are experiences or other 
aspects in a young person’s life that can 
increase the chances they will use alcohol 
at potentially harmful levels.

 › Risky or harmful drinking levels are 
levels beyond those recommended in  
Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking 
Guidelines.

Source: Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (www.ccsa.ca)
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youtH in BritisH ColumBia

Between February and June 2013, students 
in Grades 7-12 completed the fifth BC Ad-
olescent Health Survey (BC AHS) in schools 
across British Columbia (BC). These students 
answered 130 questions about their health 
and about the presence of risk and protective 
factors in their lives.

The results of the survey illustrated that BC 
youth came from increasingly diverse back-
grounds. For example, between 2008 and 
2013 the percentage of students speaking a 
language other than English at home in-
creased, while the percentage of students 
who lived with their parents and those who 
identified as completely heterosexual de-
creased.

The results also showed that youth generally 
made healthier choices about risk behaviours 
than they had in previous years. For exam-
ple, a lower percentage of students reported 
having tried tobacco, alcohol, marijuana, and 
many other substances than their peers five 
and 10 years ago. 

They were also more likely to engage in injury 
prevention behaviours, such as always wear-
ing a seat belt, not driving after drinking, and 
using contraception when they had sex. These 
choices may also be reflected in better health 
outcomes as students were also less likely to 
have had a serious injury, a sexually trans-
mitted infection (STI), or been involved in a 
pregnancy than in previous years.

family BaCkground

European 53%

East Asian 18%

Aboriginal 10%

South Asian 10%

Southeast Asian 7%

Latin/South/Central American 4%

African 3%

Australian/Pacific Islander 2%

West Asian 2%

Other 2%

Don’t know 8%

age of students wHo ComPleted 2013  BC aHs

12 years 
old or 

younger

13 14 15 16 17 18 
years or 

older

Note: Youth could choose more than one response.

Note: Percentages do not equal 100% due to rounding. 

10%

16% 16%
17%

18% 18%

6%
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youtH wHo Had tried  
alCoHol
Among 12- to 19-year-olds who completed 
the 2013 BC AHS, 45% of males and females 
had tried alcohol. This represented a decrease 
from 54% in 2008 and 58% in 2003.

As noted earlier, the legal drinking age in 
British Columbia is 19 years. However, most 
youth who had tried alcohol had done so ear-
lier than this. In fact, 96% of those who had 
tried alcohol had their first drink before their 
17th birthday. 

Older youth were more likely to have tried 
alcohol than younger ones, which is consis-
tent with what is seen for many experimenta-
tion and risk-taking behaviours. For example, 
7% of all youth aged 12 or younger had tried 
alcohol, compared to 49% of 15-year-olds and 
72% of 18-year-olds.

regional differenCes
Youth attending schools in urban areas of the 
province were less likely to have tried alcohol 
than those in rural ones (43% vs. 56%); and if 
they had tried alcohol, they were more likely 
to wait until they were at least 15 years old to 
do so (37% vs. 27% of rural youth). 

Among the five Health Authority regions of 
the province, youth in the Fraser and Van-
couver Coastal areas were less likely to have 
tried alcohol than their peers in the Interior, 
Northern, and Vancouver Island regions. 

ever tried alCoHol

0%

25%

50%

75%

7%
16%

33%

49%
60%

71% 72%

12 years 
old or 

younger

13 14 15 16 17 18 
years 
old

Note: The difference between 17 and 18 years old was not statistically significant.
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When the data was broken down further into 
the 16 Health Service Delivery Areas (HSDAs), 
there were differences within each health 
authority. For example, within the Interior, 
youth in Kootenay Boundary and East Koo-
tenay were more likely to have tried alcohol 
than those in the Okanagan. Within Vancou-
ver Coastal, youth in the North Shore/Coast 
Garibaldi area were more likely to have tried 
alcohol than those in Richmond or Vancouver. 

The Northeast, Kootenay Boundary, and East 
Kootenay were areas where a higher percent-
age of youth had tried alcohol. Vancouver, 
Richmond, and Fraser South were HSDAs 
where lower percentages of youth had used 
alcohol.

ever tried alCoHol

Northern Interior Vancouver 
Island

Vancouver 
Coastal

Fraser

58%
54%

51%

39% 38%

If I drink I do so responsibly.
17-year-old female“

Note: The difference between Vancouver Coastal and Fraser regions was not statistically significant. The 
difference between Northern and Interior regions was not statistically significant.
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youtH wHo Had not used alCoHol
Over half of BC youth had never had an alcoholic drink, and this report shows that the health picture 
of these youth was generally more positive than for those who consumed alcohol.

However, McCreary has conducted many focus groups and workshops with youth aged 12-19 where 
participants have spoken of experiencing peer pressure to drink alcohol, and of feeling left out if they 
did not drink. The data appear to confirm this, as 16- to 18-year-old youth who had never tried alco-
hol were less likely than youth who drank at any age to have three or more friends (77% vs. 83%) and 
were less likely to feel like they were a part of the activities that they participated in.

Northwest 
57%

Northeast 
60%

Northern 
Interior 

58%

Fraser 
North
 39%

Fraser 
East
41%

Fraser 
South

Vancouver 33%
35%

Thompson
Cariboo Shuswap

 55%

East
Kootenay 

Kootenay 
Boundary

Okanagan

South Vancouver Island

Central 
Vancouver 

Island

North  
Vancouver 

Island 

North Shore/Coast
Garabaldi

youtH wHo Had ever tried alCoHol

59%

60%52%

50%

53%

52%

52%

37%

Richmond
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age of first alCoHol use 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, the most 
common age for first doing so was 14 years 
old (24%). Reflecting the pattern seen in 2003 
and 2008, there were no gender differences in 
age of first use except among youth who first 
tried it at age 10 and younger, where males 
were more likely than females to have tried 
alcohol, and for those who tried it at 13 or 
14 years old where females were more likely 
than males to have done so.

Among youth who had tried alcohol, 35% 
waited until they were at least 15 years old to 
do so. This was a higher percentage than in 
previous years (25% in 2008 and 20% in 2003). 
There was a corresponding decrease in the 
rate of youth who first drank at 12 years old 
or younger. 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, youth in 
Kootenay Boundary and East Kootenay were 
generally less likely to wait until they were at 
least 15 years old to first drink alcohol, while 
Richmond and Vancouver youth were more 
likely to have waited until they were 15 years 
old to have their first drink.

age first tried alCoHol (among youtH wHo Had tried it)

Less 
than 9 
years 
old

17 
years 

or 
older

9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

4%
1%

3% 3%

10%

20%

24%
20%

11%

4%

In my grade (9), many people 
are beginning to drink and 
get drunk. Almost 100% of the 
grade does. I do not want to 
and am not allowed... I may 
lose most of my friends be-
cause of this. 
15-year-old female

“
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Harms assoCiated witH early 
use
To look at the harms associated with the age 
that youth first drank alcohol, we looked at 
youth aged 16 to 18, to consider the expe-
riences of those in this age group who first 
started drinking at 12 or younger, at 13 or 14, 
and at 15 or older. 

OVERALL AND MENTAL HEALTH
Youth aged 16 to 18 who had not tried alcohol 
reported the best overall health and mental 
health. For example, 83% of 16- to 18-year-

olds who had never tried alcohol rated their 
mental health as good or excellent compared 
to 76% of students who had tried alcohol.

Among older youth who had tried alcohol, the 
younger they were when they first drank, the 
less likely they were to rate their overall and 
mental health as good or excellent.

One in five 16- to 18-year-olds who first drank 
at age 12 or younger felt extremely stressed 
in the past month, compared to 15% of those 
who started drinking at 13 or 14, 12% of those 
who waited until they were at least 15, and 8% 
of those who had never tried alcohol. 

Northwest 
33%

Northeast 
32%

Northern 
Interior 

28%

Fraser 
North
40%

Fraser 
East
38%

Fraser 
South

Vancouver 41%
44%

Thompson
Cariboo Shuswap

 31%

East
Kootenay 

Kootenay 
Boundary

Okanagan

South Vancouver Island

Central 
Vancouver 

Island

North  
Vancouver 

Island 

North Shore/Coast
Garabaldi

youtH wHo first drank alCoHol at 15 years or older (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

26%

21%31%

35%

33%

29%

33%

39%

Richmond
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Older youth who first drank at 12 or younger 
were more likely to have considered suicide in 
the past year than those who had not drunk 
until they were at least 15 (23% vs. 13%) and 
more than twice as likely to have made a sui-
cide attempt during that time (12% vs. 5%).

SCHOOL AND COMMuNITy
Early alcohol use appeared to be associat-
ed with challenges at school. Older youth 
who started using alcohol before their 15th 
birthday were less likely to feel connected to 
school or plan to enter post-secondary edu-
cation than those who started later or did not 
drink. 

Reduced levels of community engagement 
also appeared to be associated with early use. 

good/exCellent HealtH By age youtH first tried alCoHol  
(among youtH aged 16-18 wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Overall health Mental health

76%
82%

87%

66%
73%

80%

For example, 16- to 18-year-old females who 
first drank at 12 or younger were less likely 
to currently feel connected to their commu-
nity (26%) compared to those who first drank 
at 13 or 14 years old (33%) and those who 
waited until later (41%). A similar pattern was 
seen for males.

The older youth were when they first drank 
alcohol, the more likely they were to currently 
feel that the activities they took part in were 
meaningful to them. For example, 60% of 16- 
to 18-year-olds who drank at 12 or younger 
felt that their extracurricular activities were 
meaningful, compared to 69% of those who 
first drank at 13 or 14 and 72% who waited 
until they were at least 15 years old. 

12 years old or younger

15 years or older

13 or 14

My community is very boring. Kids 
around here lose interest in activity and 
continue to use drugs and alcohol.
16-year-old male

“
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PEERS
Previously it was noted that there was an 
association between having few friends and 
never having tried alcohol. A link was seen for 
drinking at an earlier age and having fewer 
friends. Youth aged 16-18 who drank before 
their 13th birthday were less likely to have 
three or more close friends in their communi-
ty than those who waited longer to have their 
first drink.

HEALTH RISK BEHAVIOuRS
The relation between early alcohol use and 
current harmful use is discussed in more de-
tail later in this report. However, early use was 
also associated with other health risks. For 
example, the age that youth first tried alcohol 
was associated with the age that they first had 
sex and to sexual abuse. 

Among 16- to 18-year-olds, 12% of youth 
who first drank at 12 or younger also had sex 
before turning 13 years old, compared to 2% 
who had not used alcohol until they were 13 
or 14 and 1% who had waited until after turn-
ing 15 to first drink. It is likely that those who 
both used alcohol and had sex at the young-
est ages were not having consensual sex. For 
example, among youth who first drank before 
turning 13 those who also first had sex by that 
age were more likely to report that they had 
ever been forced to have sex with an adult 
(27% vs. 4% of those who first had sex after 
turning 13 years old), and to report that their 
first sexual partner was over 20 years old 
(21% vs. 5%).

Similarly, 91% of those who did not drink until 
15 or older also had not had sex until this age, 
which was above the 73% who first drank at 
13 or 14 years old, and 57% who drank before 
their 13th birthday.

HigHly ConneCted to sCHool By age youtH first tried alCoHol
(among youtH aged 16-18)

12 years 
old or 

younger

13 or 14 15 years 
or older

Had not 
tried 

alcohol

10%

14%

21%
23%

Note: The difference between 15 years or older and had not tried alcohol was not statistically significant.
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ever tried marijuana By age youtH first tried  
alCoHol (among youtH aged 16-18)

12 years old 
or younger

13 or 14 15 years 
or older

Had not 
tried alcohol

5%

43%

74%
68%

Older youth who had tried alcohol at 12 or 
younger were three times as likely as those 
who first drank at 15 or older to have been 
told by a doctor that they had an STI, and six 
times as likely to have been involved in a preg-
nancy. For males, drinking at an earlier age 
was also associated with making no attempt 
to prevent pregnancy the last time they had 
sex.

The earlier youth started drinking alcohol, the 
more likely they were to have tried substanc-
es other than alcohol. For example, 25% of 
those who first drank at 12 or younger had 
tried ecstasy, compared to 15% of those who 
first drank at 13 or 14, and 4% who were 15 or 
older.

Older youth who were early alcohol users 
were more likely to engage in behaviours 
which could lead to serious injuries, such as 
driving under the influence or not wearing 
a seat belt (64% of 16- to 18-year-olds who 

started drinking at 12 or younger always wore 
a seat belt vs. 71% of those who first drank 
at 13 or 14 and 79% of those who first drank 
after turning 15).

ever drove after using alCoHol or marijuana By age youtH first tried alCoHol
(among youtH aged 16-18 wHo Had tried alCoHol)

12 years old or younger

15 years or older

13 or 14

Males Females

31%

21%

10%

19%
16%

6%
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alCoHol use in tHe Past 
montH 
Among youth who had tried alcohol, most 
had drunk at least once in the past year (92% 
of males vs. 94% of females). Older students 
were more likely than younger ones to have 
done so. For example, 95% of 17-year-olds 
who had tried alcohol had drunk in the past 
year, compared to 93% of 15-year-olds and 
81% of 13-year-olds. 

Also, more than 6 out of 10 of those who had 
tried alcohol had consumed it in the past 
month (61% of males vs. 63% of females), and 
5% of males and 4% of females had drunk on 
at least 10 days that month. However, youth 
in 2013 who had tried alcohol were less likely 
than their peers in previous years to have 
drunk in the past month (e.g., 62% in 2013 vs. 
67% in 2008). 

Youth attending schools in rural areas were 
more likely to have drunk in the past month 
than those in urban areas (66% vs. 62%). 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, females 
aged 14 and younger were more likely than 
males in this age group to have been drinking 
on three or more days in the past month (18% 
vs. 14%). There was no gender difference 
among older youth. 

Dad would make us 
drink half a beer or 
a cup of wine.
14-year-old male

“
numBer of days youtH drank in tHe Past montH

(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

0 days 1 or 2 3 to 5 6 to 9 10 to 29 All 30 days

38%
35%

16%

7%
3% 1%
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Harms assoCiated witH alCoHol 
use in tHe Past montH

It is recommended that any young person 
who decides to drink alcohol before their 19th 
birthday should not drink on more than one 
or two days a week. 

The BC AHS asked youth about their con-
sumption of alcohol in the past month rather 
than about their weekly consumption. Youth 
who indicated drinking on 10 or more days 
in the month before taking the survey were 
assumed to be drinking at a rate higher than 
once or twice a week, while those who drank 
on two or fewer days in the past month were 
drinking less than once or twice a week. 

In this section, the health picture among youth who did not drink in the past month 
and those who drank on one or two occasions that month was similar, unless  
otherwise noted.

For some outcomes, drinking alcohol on 10 or 
more occasions in the past month appeared 
to have more negative associations than 
drinking on three to nine occasions. How-
ever, for other outcomes there was a more 
nuanced picture where drinking on between 
six and nine occasions was associated with a 
poorer health picture than drinking on be-
tween three and five days in the past month. 

OVERALL AND MENTAL HEALTH
Even drinking at a rate that might be con-
sidered to be roughly once or twice a week 
(i.e., drinking on three to five days in the past 
month) was associated with less positive 
ratings of overall and mental health than 
was seen among youth who drank on fewer 
occasions.

good/exCellent overall HealtH By numBer of days youtH drank in Past 
montH (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

0 to 2 days 3 to 5 days 6 to 9 days 10 or more days

85% 82% 77%
70%
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Youth who drank on three or more occasions 
in the past month reported poorer mental 
health than those who did not drink or drank 
less often. For example, 85% of youth who 
had tried alcohol who drank on two or fewer 
days in the past month felt they were able to 
do things as well as most other people, com-
pared to 82% of those who drank on three to 
nine days, and 74% of those who drank on 10 
or more days.

Frequent alcohol use appeared to be associat-
ed with poorer sleep for males. For example, 
49% of males who drank alcohol on two or 
fewer days in the past month slept for at least 
eight hours the night before taking the survey, 
compared to 38% of those who drank on 10 
or more days.

Nine percent of those who drank on less than 
three days in the past month attempted sui-
cide in the past year, compared to 12% who 

drank on three to nine days and 16% who 
drank on 10 or more days. There was a similar 
pattern for suicidal ideation.

The patterns of harms associated with alco-
hol use were generally similar among older 
and younger youth. One exception was that 
younger youth who drank on one or two 
days were more likely to have poorer mental 
health than their same-age peers who had 
not been drinking at all in the past month. For 
example, among youth aged 13 and younger 
who had tried alcohol, those who drank on 
one or two days in the past month were more 
likely than those who had not been drinking 
to report extreme stress (18% vs. 10%) and 
suicidal ideation (32% vs. 22%). This difference 
was not seen among older youth.

mental HealtH in Past montH By numBer of days youtH drank during tHat time
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

0 to 2 days

10 or more days

3 to 9 days

Extreme stress Extreme despair

13%
10%

13%

19%
17%

25%
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SCHOOL AND COMMuNITy
Among youth who used alcohol in the past 
month, those who drank on 10 or more days 
were less likely to feel connected to their 
community, to feel the activities they engaged 
in were meaningful, to feel listened to and 
valued in their activities, and to have three or 
more close friends. For example, 29% of youth 
who drank on 10 or more days felt connected 
to their community, compared to 35% who 
drank on two or fewer days in the past month. 

Drinking on 10 or more days as opposed to 
fewer days in the past month appeared to 
be associated with reduced connections to 
school and post-secondary plans. However, 
even drinking on one or two days increased 
the likelihood that youth would skip school 
and skip school regularly.

HEALTH RISK BEHAVIOuRS
There was a link between drinking on more 
than two days in the past month and injuries 
and injury prevention behaviours. For exam-
ple, 20% of youth who did not drink and 22% 
who drank on one or two days in the past 
month had experienced a concussion in the 
past year, compared to 26% who drank on 
three to nine days, and 38% who drank more 
often. 

skiPPed sCHool on tHree or more days in tHe Past montH By numBer of days youtH 
drank alCoHol (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)
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In regard to vehicle safety, 74% of youth who 
did not drink in the past month and 69% who 
drank on one or two days always wore a seat 
belt, compared to 64% who drank on three 
to nine occasions and 51% who drank more 
often. In addition, 3% of youth who did not 
drink in the past month and 9% of those who 
drank on one or two days had ever driven 
after using alcohol or marijuana, compared 
to 18% who drank on three to five days, 30% 
who drank on six to nine days, and 39% who 
drank more often. This pattern was also seen 
for being a passenger in a vehicle with some-
one who had been drinking.

One in five youth who had drunk alcohol on at 
least 10 days in the past month had not made 
any effort to prevent pregnancy the last time 
they had sex, which was more than double 
the rate of those who had used alcohol less 
often (among those who had ever had sex). 
Similarly, those who were drinking on 10 or 
more days in the past month were less likely 
to have used a condom or other barrier/
protection the last time they had sex (52% vs. 
70% who drank less often among those who 
had ever had sex).

used alCoHol or otHer drugs tHe last time Had sex By numBer of days youtH drank 
alCoHol (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

56%

44%

30%

19%

11%

0 days 1 or 2 days 3 to 5 days 6 to 9 days 10 or more 
days

Number of days youth drank alcohol last month
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Rates of pregnancy involvement and sexually 
transmitted infections (STIs) were also higher 
among youth who drank on a greater number 
of days in the past month.

Youth who drank on one or two days in the 
past month were more likely to have tried 
substances other than alcohol and to have 

experienced negative consequences of their 
substance use than those who did not drink 
at all in the past month. For example, 34% of 
youth who had tried alcohol but did not drink 
in the past month had used marijuana, com-
pared to 55% who drank on one or two days, 
76% who drank on three to five days, and 84% 
who drank alcohol on six or more days.

sexual HealtH exPerienCes By numBer of days youtH drank in Past montH  
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

suBstanCe use outComes in tHe Past year By numBer of days youtH drank in Past 
montH (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

0 to 2 days

0 days

10 or more days

3 to 5 days

6 to 9 days

10 or more days

3 to 9 days

1 or 2 days

Pregnancy involvement Diagnosed with an STI

Experienced consequence of 
substance use

Needed help for substance 
use

1%
3%

12%

23%

46%

69%
79% 83%

4% 7%
13%

22%
36%

1% 2%

7%

Note: The difference in youth experiencing consequences of their substance use between those who drank 
alcohol on 6 to 9 days and those who drank on 10 or more days was not statistically significant.
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Heavy sessional drinking 

Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking Guide-
lines recommend that if youth under age 19 
are going to drink, they should not have more 
than one or two drinks on any one occasion. 
In this section, we consider youth who have 
drunk well above this level. 

The BC AHS asked youth on how many days 
in the past month they had consumed five 
or more drinks in a row within a couple of 
hours (which is considered “heavy sessional 
drinking”) and can be particularly harmful to 
females whose recommended drinking levels 
are lower than males. 

The term “heavy sessional drinking” is used to describe when youth consumed five 
or more drinks within a couple of hours. 

Thirty-nine percent of youth who had tried al-
cohol had engaged in heavy sessional drinking 
at least once in the past month, and 6% had 
done so on at least six occasions in the past 
month. 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, younger 
females were more likely than younger males 
to have engaged in heavy sessional drinking. 
A quarter of females (25%) aged 14 or young-
er had engaged in heavy sessional drinking in 
the past month, compared to 17% of males. 
This gender difference was not seen among 
older youth. 

numBer of days youtH engaged in Heavy sessional drinking in Past montH
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

61%

24%

9%
4% 2%

0 days 1 or 2 days 3 to 5 days 6 to 9 days 10 or more 
days

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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Overall, males were more likely to have en-
gaged in heavy sessional drinking on all 30 
days in the past month (1% vs. virtually no 
females).

In comparison to previous years, youth who 
had tried alcohol were less likely to have en-
gaged in heavy sessional drinking.

Harms assoCiated witH Heavy 
sessional drinking  

OVERALL AND MENTAL HEALTH
Youth who engaged in heavy sessional drink-
ing were less likely to report good or excellent 
overall health (81% vs. 85% who had tried 
alcohol but did not engage in heavy sessional 
drinking), and were more likely to report being 
seriously injured or experiencing a concussion 
in the past year. 

Among youth who had been injured, females 
who had engaged in heavy sessional drink-
ing were more likely to have had their most 
recent serious injury while in a motor vehicle 
(7% vs. 3% of those who had not been drink-
ing to that level), and males were more likely 
to have been injured in a fight (5% vs. 3% who 
had not drunk at that level) or while distract-
ed by their cellphone (8% vs. 4%).

Youth who engaged in heavy sessional drink-
ing were less likely to rate their mental health 
as good or excellent (70% vs. 76% who did not 
drink at this level), and were more likely to 
report extreme levels of stress (17% vs. 13%) 
and despair (12% vs.10%) in the past month 
and to have considered suicide in the past 
year (20% vs. 17%). 

alCoHol use in Past montH (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

2003 2008 2013
0%

25%

45% 44%
39%

62%
67%68%

50%

75%

Drank alcohol in  
past month

Engaged in heavy  
sessional drinking  
in past month

Note: The differences between 2003 and 2008 were not statistically significant.
Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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For females, heavy sessional drinking was 
also associated with an increased risk of self-
harm (35% vs. 30% of females who did not 
drink at this level) attempting suicide (16% 
vs. 12%), and with lower ratings of self-confi-
dence. Females who engaged in heavy ses-
sional drinking were also less likely to have 
slept for at least eight hours the previous 
night (45% vs. 50%). This was not the case for 
males.

SCHOOL AND COMMuNITy
Heavy sessional drinking was associated 
with low school connectedness and skipping 
school. For females it was also associated 
with a lower rate of planning to continue their 
education beyond high school (86% vs. 89% of 
those who had not engaged in heavy session-
al drinking) and of feeling that the activities 
they were involved in were meaningful to 
them (64% vs. 69%). 

HEALTH RISK BEHAVIOuRS
Youth who had engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking in the past month were more likely 
to have used alcohol or other substances be-
fore they had sex the last time, to have been 
involved in a pregnancy, and to have been 
diagnosed with an STI. Females were also less 
likely to report that they or their partner had 
used a condom or other barrier the last time 
they had sex (63% vs. 68% who had not en-
gaged in heavy sessional drinking in the past 
month; among those who ever had sex).

skiPPed sCHool on tHree or more days in tHe Past montH (among 
youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

8%

21%

Did not engage in heavy  
sessional drinking

Engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a 
couple of hours.
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Heavy sessional drinking was associated with 
the use of other substances. For example, 
youth who had consumed five or more drinks 
within a couple of hours at least once in the 
past month were more likely than their peers 
who had not drunk at this level to have tried 
marijuana (77% vs. 39%; among those who 
had tried alcohol), tobacco (65% vs. 30%), 
mushrooms (21% vs. 5%), ecstasy (19% vs. 
3%), and cocaine (11% vs. 2%). 

These youth were also more likely to have 
needed help for their substance use in the 
past year (16% vs. 5%), and to have driven un-
der the influence or to have been a passenger 
in a vehicle with an impaired driver.

sexual HealtH By wHetHer youtH engaged in Heavy sessional drinking in Past 
montH (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

History of imPaired driving By wHetHer youtH engaged in Heavy sessional  
drinking in Past montH (among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

1%

4%

1%

2%

Involved in pregnancy Diagnosed with STI

Ever driven after drinking or 
using marijuana

Ever been a passenger with a 
driver who had been drinking 

or using marijuana

Did not engage in 
heavy sessional 
drinking

Did not engage in 
heavy sessional 
drinking

Engaged in heavy 
sessional drinking

Engaged in heavy 
sessional drinking

4%

21%

33%

59%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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last saturday use 

The BC Adolescent Health Survey included 
questions about how many standard size 
drinks of beer, wine, liquor, or cooler youth 
had on the Saturday before taking the survey.  

Forty-two percent of students who had tried 
alcohol drank on the Saturday before com-
pleting the survey. There was no gender 
difference in consuming alcohol last Saturday 
among older youth, but younger females 
were more likely than younger males to have 
done so. For example, 30% of males who were 
14 or younger who had tried alcohol drank 
last Saturday, compared to 39% of females 
that age.

Almost one in five students in BC (19%) 
drank on the Saturday before complet-
ing the survey. 

Drinking spirits can be dangerous for young 
people who do not realize the standard size 
of a drink and may also drink liquor more 
quickly than they would drink other types of 
alcohol such as beer or wine. Among youth 
who had tried alcohol, youth most common-
ly reported drinking liquor on the Saturday 
before taking the survey (31%), although 23% 
drank beer (29% of males vs. 18% of females), 
20% had coolers (13% of males vs. 27% of 
females), and 7% drank wine.  

The use of liquor and beer was more common 
among older youth, whereas wine and coolers 
were equally popular among younger and 
older youth.

Among youth who drank last Saturday, almost 
two-thirds (64%) had mixed different types of 
alcohol, and 21% of males and 27% of females 
mixed three or four types. Youth in the North-
ern region of the province were more likely 
than youth in any other area to have mixed 
three or four different types of alcohol (33%).

Among youth who mixed types of alcohol last 
Saturday, the most common combination was 
beer and liquor (30%). Other common combi-
nations were mixing liquor and coolers (22%), 
or beer, liquor, and coolers (24%). Males 
were more likely than females to mix beer 
and liquor (47% vs. 16%), while females more 
frequently mixed liquor and coolers (33% vs. 
9% of males).

alCoHol use last saturday (among all youtH)

10%

3%

14%

9%

Beer Wine Liquor Coolers
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Canada’s Low-Risk Alcohol Drinking Guidelines state that for older youth and young 
adults, males should not have more than three drinks a day, females should not have 
more than two drinks a day, and youth should not have more than two drinks at a time. 
In this report, exceeding these levels on the Saturday before taking the survey is referred 
to as binge drinking.

Among youth aged 12-19 who had tried alco-
hol, 30% of males and 33% of females binge 
drank on the Saturday before completing the 
survey. There were few differences between 
youth who drank last Saturday within the 
guidelines for older youth and young adults 
and those who did not drink that day. The 
exception was that males who drank up to 
three drinks were more likely than males who 
did not drink last Saturday to report trying 
substances other than alcohol, using alcohol 
or other substances before having sex, and 
experiencing negative consequences of their 
substance use.  

Most teenagers party. At least 80% or more 
in my school including me. There is usually 
drinking at parties.
16-year-old female

Normally when I 
drink I take about 7 
shots and no beers.
17-year-old female

“

“
However, there were a number of differences 
between youth who drank above the recom-
mended levels for older youth and those who 
did not exceed these guidelines. 

otHer suBstanCe use By numBer of alCoHoliC drinks females Had last saturday
(among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Did not drink last  
Saturday

Had 3 or more drinks

Had 1 or 2 drinks

Ever tried marijuana Ever driven afer drinking or 
using marijuana

76%

41%41%

5% 5%
15%

Harms assoCiated witH Binge 
drinking last saturday
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Among youth who had tried alcohol, engag-
ing in binge drinking the previous Saturday 
(compared to not drinking at all that day) was 
associated with the following:

 › A lower likelihood of good or excellent 
overall health ratings (males: 84% vs. 88% 
of those who did not drink last Saturday; 
females: 77% vs. 81%) 

 › A lower likelihood of good or excellent 
mental health ratings (males: 78% vs. 
85%; females: 60% vs. 69%)

 › A greater risk of having a serious injury 
(males: 46% vs. 34%; females: 34% vs. 
26%)

 › A greater likelihood of feeling extreme 
stress or despair in the past month, and 
of suicidal thoughts and attempts in the 
past year 

 › An increased risk of skipping school in the 
past month

 › Lower school connectedness 
 › An increased likelihood of having tried 

marijuana, tobacco, or other substances
 › A greater risk of experiencing negative 

consequences as a result of substance 
use 

 › An increased likelihood of needing help 
for substance use

 › A greater likelihood of using alcohol and 
other substances before sexual activity

 › An increased risk of pregnancy involve-
ment and STIs 

In addition, for females binge drinking was 
associated with: 

 › A lower likelihood of feeling that the ac-
tivities they were involved in were mean-
ingful (64% vs. 70% of those who did not 
drink last Saturday)

 › A decreased likelihood of using a condom 
or other barrier the last time they had sex

energy drinks
Combining alcohol with energy drinks can mask the signs of intoxication and has been 
linked to increased alcohol use and risk behaviours such as driving while drunk. Sixteen 
percent of males and 13% of females who drank last Saturday mixed alcohol with energy 
drinks.

Among youth who drank the previous Saturday, those who also consumed energy drinks 
were more likely than those who drank but did not mix alcohol with energy drinks to 
report driving under the influence (31% vs. 15%), and they were less likely to have slept 
for eight or more hours the previous night (33% vs. 43%), and to report good or excellent 
overall health (74% vs. 83%), or mental health (62% vs. 71%). They were also more likely 
to binge drink than those who had not mixed energy drinks with the alcohol they con-
sumed (92% vs. 73%).

skiPPed sCHool in Past montH By numBer of alCo-
HoliC drinks males Had last saturday  
(among males wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Did not drink last 
Saturday

Had 1 to 3 drinks Had 4 or more 
drinks

30% 35%

56%
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alCoHol and otHer  
suBstanCes
Among the 45% of BC youth who had drunk 
alcohol, less than half (42%) reported that al-
cohol was the only substance they had used. 
The most common other substance youth had 
tried was marijuana (55% of males vs. 52% of 
females).  

Females in rural areas who had tried alcohol 
were more likely to have also tried marijuana 
than those in urban areas, but there was no 
geographical difference for males.

Among youth who had used both alcohol and 
marijuana, 47% had used alcohol first, 17% 
had used marijuana first, and 36% had tried 
them both at the same age. Males were more 
likely to have used marijuana before alcohol 
(21% vs. 14% of females), while females were 
more likely than males to have tried them 
both at the same age. For females who had 
tried both alcohol and marijuana, those in 
rural areas were more likely to have used 
marijuana before alcohol than those in urban 
regions (19% of rural females vs. 13% of ur-
ban females).

Among youth who had tried alcohol, older 
students were more likely than younger ones 
to have also tried marijuana. For example, 
59% of 17-year-old students who had tried 
alcohol had also tried marijuana, compared 
to 33% of 13-year-olds. Older males were gen-
erally more likely than younger ones to have 
tried substances other than marijuana (such 
as cocaine and ecstasy), although there was 
no such age difference for females.

I can’t drink alcohol 
because of the pills 
I take.
17-year-old female

“
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Although not all youth who drank alcohol 
tried other substances, the majority of those 
who used other substances had also used 
alcohol. For example, 93% of those who had 
tried marijuana had used alcohol; 63% of 
those who had used prescription pills with-
out a doctor’s consent had tried alcohol; and 
89% of those who had used other substances 
(such as ecstasy, crystal meth, or cocaine) had 
also used alcohol.

LAST SATuRDAy uSE
In total, 7% of males and 5% of females had 
used both alcohol and marijuana on the 
Saturday before taking the survey. Youth who 
lived in the North, Interior, or on Vancouver 
Island were more likely to have used both 
substances last Saturday than those in Fraser 
and Vancouver Coastal (6%-8% vs. 4%-5%).

alCoHol and marijuana use last saturday
(among youtH wHo Had used BotH alCoHol and marijuana)

27%

20%
26%

36%

12%
8%

35% 37%

Used both alcohol 
and marijuana

Exclusively used 
alcohol

Exclusively used 
marijuana

Used neither

Males Females

Note: The difference between males and females in using neither substance was not statistically significant.
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sPeCifiC ConsequenCes of 
alCoHol use 

The BC AHS asked youth about specific consequences they might have experienced as 
a result of their substance use in the past year. Youth who had used both alcohol and 
other substances were excluded from the next analyses as it could not be determined 
if the consequences they experienced were a result of alcohol use or the use of another 
substance.

Among youth who had used alcohol exclu-
sively (i.e., had not used any substances other 
than alcohol), 30% reported that their use had 
resulted in at least one negative consequence, 
including 4% who had experienced three or 
more. The most common consequence was 
being told that they had done something they 
could not remember.

Males were more likely than females to report 
damaging property (3% vs. 1%), getting in a 
physical fight (2% vs. 1%), or getting in trou-
ble with the police (2% vs. 1%); while females 
were more likely to report doing something 
they could not remember (24% vs. 18% of 
males), arguing with family members (5% vs. 
3%), or losing friends or a romantic partner 
(3% vs. 2%).

[A consequence of my  
alcohol use is] that I don’t 
drink anymore.
14-year-old male

“

ConsequenCes of alCoHol use in tHe 
Past year (among youtH wHo Had used 
alCoHol exClusively)

Was told I did something I couldn’t 
remember

21%

Passed out 12%

Got injured 4%

Argued with family members 4%

Lost friends or broke up with a girl-
friend or boyfriend

3%

Damaged property 2%

School work or grades changed 2%

Got into a physical fight 1%

Got in trouble with police 1%

Had sex when I didn’t want to 1%

Overdosed <1%

Had to get treatment for alcohol or 
drug abuse

NR

Note: Youth could choose more than one response.
NR: Not releasable due to risk of deductive disclosure.
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Youth who had driven after drinking were 
more likely than those who had not done so 
to have been injured as a result of their alco-
hol use (13% vs. 4%) and to have damaged 
property.

Youth who had engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking in the past month or binge drank 
were more likely to experience multiple 
negative consequences than those who drank 
less. For example, among youth who had 
used alcohol exclusively, males who binge 
drank last Saturday were more likely to have 
experienced two or more consequences as 
a result of their substance use in the past 
year (24% vs. 10% of those who had one to 
three drinks last Saturday). Similarly, females 
who binge drank that day were more likely to 
report multiple consequences of their alcohol 
use compared to those who had one or two 
drinks (26% vs. 10%).

The more days on which youth drank alcohol 
in the past month, the more likely they were 
to experience multiple negative consequenc-
es. For example, 28% of those who drank on 
three or more days reported multiple nega-
tive consequences of their use, compared to 
13% who drank on one or two days.

Youth who experienced any negative conse-
quence of their alcohol use in the past year 
were more likely to think they needed help 
for their use (6% vs. 1% of those who had 
not had any consequences). For example, 
20% of those whose school grades changed 
as a result of their drinking had needed help 
(compared to 2% of those whose grades had 
not changed).

youtH wHo exPerienCed tHree or more ConsequenCes of 
alCoHol use in Past year

(among youtH wHo Had used alCoHol exClusively)

Did not engage in heavy 
sessional drinking

Engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking

2%

10%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of 
alcohol within a couple of hours.
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Among youth who had tried alcohol, 4% of 
males and 5% of females reported that they 
had either felt or been told that they needed 
help for their alcohol use in the past year. This 
included 2% of youth who had used alcohol 
and had not used any other substance.

Youth who started drinking at younger ages 
were more likely to have needed help for their 
substance use in the past year. For example, 
12% of youth aged 16 to 18 who had first tried 
alcohol when they were 12 or younger need-
ed treatment for their alcohol use, compared 
to 5% of those who first drank at 13 or 14 and 
2% who waited until after turning 15 years old 
to try alcohol.

needed treatment for 
suBstanCe use

I can’t tell if I am addicted 
to alcohol or not.  I want 
a counsellor but my  
parents think it’s a joke.
15-year-old male

“
needed HelP for alCoHol, marijuana, or otHer suBstanCe use in Past year By 

age youtH first tried alCoHol
(among youtH aged 16-18 wHo Had tried alCoHol)

12 years old or younger 13 or 14 15 years or older

20%

11%

5%
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reasons for alCoHol use 

Among youth who used alcohol exclusively 
(i.e., had not used any other substance), the 
most common reasons youth last drank were 
because they wanted to have fun, to experi-
ment, and because their friends were doing it. 

Females were more likely than males to 
report using alcohol because they wanted 
to have fun (62% vs. 50%), their friends were 
doing it (31% vs. 23%), because of stress (11% 
vs. 6%), or because they felt down or sad (10% 
vs. 5%).

There was no difference by age in youth 
drinking alcohol because they felt down or 
sad, or because of stress. However, older 
youth more frequently reported drinking alco-
hol to have fun, while younger students more 
commonly wanted to experiment.

Youth who were experiencing challenges in 
their lives were more likely to report particu-
lar reasons for their alcohol use. For example, 
youth with a mental or emotional health con-
dition more frequently used alcohol because 
of stress (24% vs. 7% without a mental or 
emotional health condition) or because they 
felt down or sad (26% vs. 5%). Youth who had 
been physically or sexually abused were also 
more likely to have been drinking because 
of stress (18% vs. 7%) or feeling sad (17% vs. 
5%). In addition, youth who had been bullied 

In order to identify the reasons youth use alcohol, all analyses in this section are among 
youth who used alcohol exclusively (i.e., had not used any other substance).

most Common reasons youtH used  
alCoHol tHe last time tHey drank 
(among youtH wHo Had used alCoHol 
exClusively)

Wanted to have fun 56%

Wanted to experiment 30%

Friends were doing it 27%

Because of stress 9%

Felt down or sad 7%

Nothing else to do 4%

Pressured into it 3%

Didn’t mean to do it (e.g., someone 
spiked my drink)

1%

To manage physical pain 1%

To help focus <1%

Note: Youth could choose more than one response.

[I drink] because I 
am Canadian!
16-year-old female“
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in the past year were more likely to have been 
drinking because their friends were doing it 
(31% vs. 20%) or because they felt pressured 
into using alcohol (3% vs. 1%).

Youth who drank for certain reasons were 
more likely to have been binge drinking last 
Saturday. For example, males were more like-
ly to have been binge drinking if they drank 
because they were stressed (74%* vs. 54% of 

those who did not drink due to stress) or be-
cause they wanted to have fun (66% vs. 40%). 
A similar pattern was seen among females. 
However, females were also more likely to 
have been binge drinking if they were drink-
ing alcohol because their friends were doing 
it. Youth who were drinking to experiment 
were less likely to binge drink than those who 
drank for other reasons.

reason for drinking tHe last time youtH used alCoHol
(among youtH wHo Had used alCoHol exClusively)

12 years 
old or 

younger

Wanted to have fun Wanted to experiment

18 years 
old

13
0%

25%

50%

36%

42%

37%
32% 31%

24%
20%

48%
59% 59% 69%

58%

75%

30%*

39%*

14 15 16 17

Had tHree or more alCoHoliC drinks By tHe reason youtH most reCently 
drank alCoHol (among females wHo drank alCoHol last saturday)

Friends were 
doing it

Because of 
stress

Wanted to have 
fun

Wanted to  
experiment

56%
70%

58%
73%

31%

71% 64%
47%

Did not drink for 
this reason

Drank for this 
reason

Note: Not all differences between data points were statistically significant.

Note: Among females who had used alcohol exclusively. 
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youtH wHo first used  
alCoHol reCently

It is important for youth who decide to drink alcohol to learn their limits, not feel pres-
sured to drink outside these limits, to recognize if they have had too much, and to  
understand that it is possible to lower risk by drinking in moderation. In this analysis, we  
consider youth who had begun drinking more recently with those who had been drinking 
for longer in order to understand more about youth during the time they are starting  
to use alcohol. For example, youth who were 18 years old when they completed the 
survey and first drank alcohol at 17 or 18 years old would be considered to have started 
recently. Eighteen-year-olds who started drinking at 16 or younger would be considered 
to have started more than a year ago.

Among youth who had tried alcohol, 42% of 
males and 45% of females started using alco-
hol recently. These youth were less likely than 
their peers who had been drinking longer to 
have consumed alcohol in the past month or 
on the previous Saturday. 

Also, 37% of youth who had their first drink 
more than a year ago drank alcohol on three 
or more days in the past month, compared to 
13% who had started drinking recently; and 
6% who drank on 10 or more days in the past 
month (vs. 1% who first drank recently). 

alCoHol use last saturday By How reCently youtH first used alCoHol
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

First drank 
alcohol recently

First drank 
more than a year 
ago

Beer Wine Liquor Coolers

14%

30%

4%
8%

22%

38%

16%
23%
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Alcohol sucks and it’s bad for you. The only 
reason kids do it is because they already have 
some in the house.
15-year-old male

“

Youth who had been drinking alcohol for lon-
ger were more likely to drink heavily. Half of 
youth who had been drinking for more than 
a year engaged in heavy sessional drinking in 
the past month, compared to around a quar-
ter (24%) who had their first drink recently. 

Youth who had been drinking for more than a 
year were also more likely to have engaged in 
binge drinking on the Saturday before taking 
the survey. Eighteen percent of males who 
had their first drink recently consumed four 
or more drinks last Saturday, compared to 
39% who had been drinking longer. Similarly, 
23% of females who were newer to alcohol 
had three or more drinks last Saturday, com-
pared to 41% who had been drinking for over 
a year.

The reasons youth gave for drinking alco-
hol the last time they drank were different 
between those who first drank recently and 
those who had been drinking for more than 
a year. For example, among those who had 
used alcohol exclusively, youth who had their 

first drink recently were more likely to report 
that they were experimenting (37% vs. 20% 
who had been drinking alcohol longer), and 
were less likely to use alcohol because they 
wanted to have fun (55% vs. 59%), or because 
they were sad (6% vs. 9%) or stressed (7% vs. 
10%). 

As youth who had been drinking for more 
than a year were more likely to drink at harm-
ful levels, it was not surprising that they were 
also more likely to experience negative con-
sequences of their alcohol use and to expe-
rience multiple consequences. For example, 
16% of youth who used alcohol exclusively 
and had been drinking for longer had passed 
out in the past year, compared to 9% of those 
who first drank recently; and 7% experienced 
three or more negative consequences, com-
pared to 3% who had first tried alcohol within 
the past year.

Finally, youth who had first used alcohol more 
recently were less likely to feel that they need-
ed help for their alcohol use (1% vs. 3% of 
those who first drank more than a year ago).
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youtH at risk for Harmful 
alCoHol use
In this section, we consider some experiences 
and challenges which might make youth more 
vulnerable to drinking alcohol at a rate which 
can cause harms. 

geograPHiCal risk
Youth in rural areas of the province were 
more likely to have tried alcohol at an early 
age. For example, 17% of 16- to 18-year-old 
youth in rural areas first drank at age 12 or 
younger compared to 13% of urban youth 
(among youth who had tried alcohol). They 
were also more likely to have drunk on three 
or more days in the past month (30% vs. 26% 
of urban youth).

Further regional differences can be found in 
the Appendix.

lengtH of time in Canada
Youth who were born in Canada were more 
likely than those born abroad to have tried 
alcohol (47% vs. 35%) and to have engaged 
in heavy sessional drinking (40% vs. 30%; 
among those who had tried alcohol). Howev-
er, among older youth who had tried alcohol, 
those born outside Canada were more likely 
to have had their first drink before turning 12 
years old (18% vs. 13% of 16- to 18-year-olds 
who were born in Canada). 

The longer females had lived here the more 
likely they were to drink alcohol. For example, 
females who had lived in Canada for less than 
two years were less likely to have tried alcohol 
than those who had lived in Canada longer 
(38% vs. 46%), and were less likely to have en-
gaged in heavy sessional drinking in the past 
month (24% vs. 39%; among those who had 
tried alcohol). 

Among those who had tried alcohol, females 
born in Canada were more likely to have been 
drinking on three or more days in the past 
month and to have engaged in binge drink-
ing on the Saturday before taking the survey. 
These differences were not seen for males.

of females in rural areas engaged in heavy  
sessional drinking in the past month (vs. 38% 
in urban areas). 

43%

risky alCoHol use By wHetHer youtH were Born in  
Canada (among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Drank on three or more 
days in past month

Had three or more  
drinks last Saturday

24%
34%

20%

29%

Born in Canada Born outside Canada
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I used to get drunk to stop feeling emotions. I’m 
getting healthier.
14-year-old female“
sexual minority youtH
Lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth were more 
likely to have tried alcohol than their straight 
peers. Among 16- to 18-year-old females who 
had tried alcohol, lesbian and bisexual fe-
males were more likely than straight females 
to have first tried drinking at age 12 or young-
er (19% vs. 10%). 

Lesbian and bisexual females were no more 
likely than their peers to have been drinking 
at risky levels. However, among males who 
had tried alcohol, gay and bisexual males 
were more likely than straight males to have 
drunk on at least three days in the past 
month.

youtH wHo Had exPerienCed 
aBuse or violenCe 
One in 10 males and 15% of females had been 
physically abused, and 4% of males and 13% 
of females had been sexually abused. These 
youth were more likely than their peers to 
have used alcohol, and among 16- to 18-year-
olds, to have had their first drink at age 12 or 
younger. For example, 77% of youth who had 
experienced sexual abuse had tried alcohol, 
compared to 41% of those who had no history 
of sexual abuse. 

Among those who had tried alcohol, youth 
who had been sexually abused were more 
likely to have been drinking on three or more 
days in the past month (40% vs. 24% who 
had not been sexually abused) and to have 
engaged in heavy sessional drinking (52% vs. 
36%) during the same time period. A similar 
pattern was seen among females, but not 
males, who had been physically abused.

There was also a link between abuse and 
binge drinking the previous Saturday. Fe-
males were more likely to binge drink if they 
had been sexually abused (45% binge drank 
vs. 29% who had not been sexually abused), 
or physically abused (38% vs. 31% who had 
not been physically abused). For males, sexual 
abuse was associated with binge drinking the 
previous Saturday (52% vs. 29% who had not 
been sexually abused) but physical abuse was 
not.

first drank at 12 or younger By wHetHer youtH 
Had Been aBused (among youtH aged 16-18 wHo 

Had tried alCoHol)

Physical abuse Sexual abuse

Abused Not abused

22%

11%

21%

12%
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Youth who had been discriminated against 
in the past year were more likely to have 
tried alcohol and, among those aged 16 to 
18, to have started drinking at 12 years old or 
younger.

Males who had been discriminated against in 
the past year were more likely to have drunk 
alcohol on three or more days (29% vs. 24% 
who had not been discriminated against) and 
to have engaged in binge drinking last Satur-
day (33% vs. 29%).

engagement in Certain extra-
CurriCular aCtivities
Weekly participation in informal sports (such 
as skateboarding, hiking, biking, or road hock-
ey) or in dance or exercise classes was associ-
ated with having tried alcohol.

Youth who participated in informal sports on 
a weekly basis were more likely than those 
who did not participate to consume alcohol 
on three or more days in the past month, 
engage in heavy sessional drinking during 

that time, and, for females, engage in binge 
drinking last Saturday. This pattern was not 
seen for youth in organized sports, although 
the more frequently youth played organized 
sports the more likely they were to have tried 
alcohol.

Peer relationsHiPs 
The role of friends as a protective factor is 
discussed on p 48 and 49. However, there 
were also some risks associated with peer 
relationships which show the complexity of 
these relationships. For example, youth who 
had at least one close friend were more likely 
to have tried alcohol than those who had no 
close friends (45% vs. 39%). Yet, among 16- to 
18-year-olds who had tried alcohol, those with 
three or more friends were less likely to have 
started drinking earlier. 

Although McCreary research has consistently 
shown positive associations for having three 
or more friends, having a larger group of 
friends increased the likelihood that youth 
who had tried alcohol would engage in heavy 
sessional drinking. Males who had 10 or more 

risky alCoHol use in Past montH By wHetHer youtH Had Been PHysiCally 
aBused (among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Physically  
abused

Not physically  
abused

Drank on three or more days Engaged in heavy sessional drinking

33%
26%

43%
37%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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close friends were more likely than those 
who had three to nine close friends to have 
engaged in heavy sessional drinking in the 
past month, while for females those with six 
or more friends were more likely than those 
with three to five friends to have drunk at this 
level.

Youth who had been in a romantic relation-
ship in the past year were more likely to 
have been drinking on three or more days in 
the past month (31% vs. 21% who had tried 
alcohol and did not have a boyfriend or girl-
friend in the past year) and to have engaged 
in heavy sessional drinking during that time 
(44% vs. 32%). If youth were in a relationship 
where they had been physically abused by 
their partner, they were even more at risk. 
Forty-seven percent of youth who had been 
in a violent relationship in the past year had 
been drinking on three or more days in the 
past month, and 62% had engaged in heavy 
sessional drinking during that time. 

Among youth who had tried alcohol, 34% 
who had been physically assaulted in the 
past year at school or on the way to or from 
school drank alcohol on three or more days 
in the past month, compared to 26% of those 
who had not been assaulted. Being assault-
ed was also associated with a higher rate of 
youth engaging in heavy sessional drinking in 
the past month (44% vs. 38%) and with binge 
drinking last Saturday for males (40% vs. 29%) 
and females. In addition, females who had ex-
perienced teasing in the past year were more 
likely to binge drink last Saturday.
Youth who had been victimized through the 

Internet or other technology in the past year 
were more likely to have tried alcohol (60% 
vs. 42% of those who had not been cyberbul-
lied). They were also more likely to drink on 
three or more days in the past month (33% 
vs. 25%) and to binge drink (among those 
who had tried alcohol). For example, 36% of 
males who had been cyberbullied binge drank 
last Saturday, compared to 29% who had not 
been cyberbullied. Both males and females 
who had met someone unsafe online were 
more likely to drink on three or more days in 
the past month (31% vs. 26%).

Had tHree or more drinks last saturday  
(among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

engaged in Heavy sessional drinking in tHe 
Past montH

(among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Bullied Not bullied

Teased

Cyberbullied in the 
past year

Assaulted

Not cyberbullied

35%

44%

31%

43%

32%

36%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of 
alcohol within a couple of hours.
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living in Poverty
Youth living in extreme poverty, that is, those 
who went to bed hungry often or always 
because there was not enough money for 
food at home, were more likely to have tried 
alcohol than their peers who did not go to 
bed hungry that frequently (75% vs. 44%). 

Among youth aged 16 to 18, those who expe-
rienced extreme poverty were more likely to 
have first tried alcohol at age 12 or younger 
(36% vs. 13% who did not experience this level 
of poverty), as were youth whose parents 
were not employed (24% vs. 13% with at least 
one parent who was working).

Among youth who had tried alcohol, those 
living in extreme poverty were more likely to 
report harmful alcohol use in the past month, 
including drinking on three or more days and 
heavy sessional drinking.

Youth who went to bed hungry often or al-
ways were more likely to binge drink last  
Saturday. For example, 57% of females who 
went to bed hungry this frequently binge 
drank last Saturday, compared to 32% of 
females who did not go to bed hungry that 
frequently (among those who tried alcohol).

government Care exPerienCe 
Female youth who had ever lived in a foster 
home, group home, or on a Youth Agree-
ment were more likely to have tried alcohol 
than those who had not been in government 
care (56% vs. 45%). This was not the case for 
males. However, among all 16- to 18-year-
olds who had tried alcohol, youth who had  
been in care were more than twice as likely as 
those never in care to have first tried alcohol 
at 12 years old or younger (30% vs. 13%).

Among youth with care experience, 36% 
had drunk on three or more days in the past 
month (vs. 26% of those who had not been 
in care) and 46% engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking during that time (vs. 38% who had 
not been in care). Females with care experi-
ence were more likely than those who had 
never been in care to binge drink last Satur-
day (44% vs. 32%), and the same pattern was 
seen for males (41% vs. 30%).

alCoHol use in tHe Past montH By How frequently youtH went to Bed Hungry
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Went to bed 
hungry often 
or always
Went to bed 
hungry less 
frequently

Drank on three or more days Engaged in heavy sessional drinking

49%

26%

58%

38%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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youtH witH a HealtH Condition 
or disaBility
Youth with any type of health condition or 
disability were more likely than their peers 
to have tried alcohol (55% vs. 41% without a 
health condition or disability). For example, 
among youth with a mental health condition, 
69% had tried alcohol compared to 42% with-
out a mental health condition.

Among 16- to 18-year-old youth who had tried 
alcohol, youth who had a mental health con-
dition were more likely to have had their first 
drink at 12 or younger (20% vs. 12% without 
such a condition), as were youth with a learn-
ing disability (22% vs. 13%).

Youth who had a mental health condition, 
behavioural condition (e.g., problems with an-
ger), or a learning disability, were more likely 
to have been drinking at risky levels. For ex-
ample, youth with a mental health condition 
were more likely to have consumed alcohol 
on three or more days in the past month (35% 
vs. 25% without a mental health condition), 
to have engaged in heavy sessional drinking 
during that time (47% vs. 37%), and to have 
engaged in binge drinking last Saturday. A 
similar pattern was seen for males, but not 
females, with a physical disability.

of females with a mental health condition 
binge drank last Saturday, compared to 30% 
without such a condition (among those who 
had tried alcohol).

Paid emPloyment
Youth who worked at a paid job in the past 
year were more likely to have tried alcohol 
(64% vs. 37% who did not work), and the more 
hours they worked, the more likely they were 
to have tried alcohol.

Employed youth were also less likely to have 
waited until they were at least 15 years old 
to first try alcohol. Forty-seven percent of 
those aged 16 to 18 with a job had waited to 
first try alcohol until after their 15th birthday, 
compared to 53% of those who were not 
employed.

Youth who had a job in the past year were 
also more likely to have recently been using 
alcohol at risky levels. For example, 33% of 
youth who had a job had been drinking on 
three or more days in the past month, com-
pared to 22% of those without a job. 

For youth with a job, the more hours they 
worked, the more likely they were to drink 
on three or more days and to engage in 
heavy sessional drinking in the past month. 
Thirty-four percent of youth who worked 
less than five hours a week had engaged in 
heavy sessional drinking in the past month, 
compared to 47% of those who worked five to 
12 hours a week and 55% who worked 21 or 
more hours a week.

42%
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ProteCtive faCtors linked to 
less Harmful alCoHol use 

youtH witH family suPPort
FAMILy CONNECTEDNESS 
Youth who felt connected to their family (i.e., 
they felt people in their family understood 
them, they had fun with their family, and their 
family paid attention to them) were more 
likely to have started drinking at a later age. 
For example, 59% of youth aged 16 to 18 
who felt most connected to their family had 
first started drinking after turning 15 years 
old, compared to 41% of those who felt least 
connected. 

All analyses in this section are among youth who had used alcohol. 

Having established what levels of alcohol use are the most harmful for youth and who 
is at risk for drinking alcohol in ways that are particularly detrimental to their health and 
safety, it is important to consider the protective factors than can help reduce the risk of 
youth using alcohol at harmful levels.

Among all youth who had tried alcohol, feel-
ing connected to their family was associated 
with a lower likelihood of engaging in heavy 
sessional drinking in the past month. Simi-
larly, males who had tried alcohol were less 
likely to binge drink last Saturday if they felt 
highly connected to their family (30% vs. 38% 
of those who were least connected), as were 
females (30% vs. 40%). Males were also less 
likely to drink on three or more days in the 
past month.

When I drink, my parents are aware of 
it, and the alcohol percentage is usually 
quite low. It is not a regular thing.
17-year-old female

“
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SuPPORTIVE ADuLT IN FAMILy 
For both males and females, having a sup-
portive adult in their family was associated 
with less risky alcohol use. Among 16- to 
18-year-olds, those who had an adult in their 
family they could talk to if they had a problem 
were more likely to wait until they were 15 
years old to drink (53% vs. 44% without such 
an adult).

Youth with a supportive adult in their family 
were less likely to drink at risky levels in the 
past month. For example, 25% drank alcohol 
on three or more days in the past month, 
compared to 30% of those without a support-
ive family member. These youth were also 
less likely to have engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking in the past month.

Having a supportive adult in the family was 
linked to consuming fewer drinks on the Sat-
urday before taking the survey. Males with an 
adult in their family they could turn to were 
less likely to binge drink last Saturday (28% vs. 
35%), as were females (30% vs. 37%).

HELPFuL FAMILy 
Youth who sought help from someone in their 
family when they had a problem and found 
that relative to be helpful were less likely 
to have first tried alcohol at 12 or younger 
(among those aged 16 to 18) or to have en-
gaged in heavy sessional drinking in the past 
month (38% vs. 43% of those who did not find 
their family member helpful), and females 
were less likely to binge drink last Saturday. 

PARENTAL MONITORING 
Among 16- to 18-year-olds who had tried 
alcohol, those whose parents knew what 
they were doing in their spare time or ate 
supper with them were more likely to have 

waited until after turning 15 years old to first 
try alcohol. For example, 58% of youth who 
reported that their parents always knew what 
they were doing with their free time had not 
tried alcohol until after their 15th birthday, 
compared to 33% of those whose parents 
never knew.

Youth whose parents always knew what they 
were doing with their spare time were less 
likely to have been drinking on three or more 
days in the past month (19% vs. 48% whose 
parents never knew what they were doing) or 
to have engaged in heavy sessional drinking 
during that time (30% vs. 60%). 

Youth whose parents always ate their evening 
meal with them were less likely to have drunk 
on three or more days in the past month or 
to have engaged in heavy sessional drinking 
during this time. They were also less likely to 
have been binge drinking last Saturday. This 
was the case for both males (26% vs. 42% who 
never ate dinner with parents) and females 
(25% vs. 46%).

engaged in Heavy sessional drinking  
in Past montH  

(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Had a supportive 
adult in family

Did not have a supportive 
adult in family

37% 42%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more 
drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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youtH wHo felt ConneCted to 
sCHool
SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS 
School connectedness was associated with 
less risky alcohol use. Among 16- to 18-year-
old youth who had tried alcohol, 63% of those 
who felt most connected to school had waited 
until they were at least 15 years old before 
drinking, compared to 40% of those who were 
the least connected. 

Among all youth who had tried alcohol, those 
with the highest levels of school connected-
ness were less likely to have been drinking on 
three or more days in the past month (24% 
vs. 33% of those with lower school connect-
edness), to have engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking in the past month (34% vs. 44%), or 
binge drank last Saturday. For example, 24% 
of males who were the most connected to 
school binge drank last Saturday, which was 
lower than the 40% who were least connect-
ed.

POSITIVE PEER RELATIONSHIPS AT 
SCHOOL 
Youth who had not been involved in any type 
of bullying in the past year, either as a vic-
tim or a perpetrator, reported less harmful 

alcohol use than those who had been either a 
victim, a perpetrator, or both.

Among 16- to 18-year-old youth who had tried 
alcohol, 54% of those who had no bullying 
involvement in the past year had not tried 
alcohol before their 15th birthday, compared 
to 48% who had either been victimized or had 
bullied others. 

Among all youth who had used alcohol, those 
who only had positive peer relationships at 
school were less likely to have had alcohol on 
three or more days in the past month (24% vs. 
28%) or to have engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking (37% vs. 40%).

Youth with positive peer relationships were 
also less likely to binge drink than their peers 
with less positive relationships. For example, 
30% of females who had not been involved 
in bullying binge drank last Saturday, com-
pared to 34% of those who had some bullying 
involvement.

HELPFuL SCHOOL STAFF 
Youth sought help from a variety of school 
staff members during the past year. When 
they found that support to be helpful, there 
were links to less risky drinking. For example, 
among youth who were 16 to 18 years old, 
those who found their teacher to be helpful 

Binge drank last saturday By wHetHer youtH found sCHool staff HelPful
(among females wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Helpful

Not helpful

Note: Binge drinking refers to females who had three or more drinks of alcohol.

School counsellorTeacher Other school staff’

29%

48%

31%
44%

30%

50%
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when they asked them for help were more 
likely to have waited until they were at least 
15 years old to first try drinking (54% vs. 37% 
of those whose teacher was not helpful).

Youth who had tried alcohol and found school 
staff to be helpful were also less likely to have 
been drinking at risky levels in the past month 
or binge drinking last Saturday. For example, 
26% of youth who found their school counsel-
lor to be helpful had been drinking on three 
or more days in the past month, compared 
to 34% of those who sought help from their 
school counsellor but did not find that person 
helpful. Similarly, 35% of those whose teacher 
was helpful had engaged in heavy sessional 
drinking in the past month, compared to 46% 
of those whose teacher was not helpful. 

PEER RELATIONSHIPS
Although peer relationships could be a risk 
for harmful alcohol use as noted earlier, 
these relationships could also be protective. 
Among 16- to 18-year-old youth, those who 
had three or more close friends at school or in 
their neighbourhood were more likely to have 
waited until after their 15th birthday to first 
try alcohol (52% vs. 46% of those with fewer 
friends), and were also less likely to have first 
tried alcohol at a very young age (e.g., 12% 
drank at 12 years old or younger vs. 19% with 
fewer friends).

Regardless of the number of friends they had, 
youth who had friends with healthy attitudes 
toward alcohol were less likely to have used 
alcohol at an early age or to have used it 
recently. For example, among 16- to 18-year-
old youth who had tried alcohol, those whose 
friends would be upset with them if they got 
drunk were more likely to have waited until 
they were at least 15 years old to first use 
alcohol (63% vs. 49% of those whose friends 
would not be upset).

Among all youth who had tried alcohol, those 
whose friends would disapprove of them 
getting drunk were less likely to have been 
drinking on three or more days in the past 
month (11% vs. 30%) or to have engaged in 
heavy sessional drinking during that time.

Having friends with healthy attitudes was 
also associated with fewer youth drinking at 
risky levels last Saturday. For example, 13% of 
females whose friends would disapprove of 
them getting drunk reported binge drinking 
last Saturday, compared to 37% whose friends 
would not be upset. Likewise, males with 
friends who would disapprove of them getting 
drunk were less likely to binge drink last Sat-
urday (15% vs. 33%). 

youtH wHo were ConneCted to 
tHeir Community
COMMuNITy CONNECTEDNESS 
Youth who felt that they were a part of their 
community were less likely to have started 
drinking at an early age or to drink at risky 

engaged in Heavy sessional drinking in Past montH
(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Friends would be upset 
if youth got drunk

Friends would not be 
upset

14%

43%

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more 
drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
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levels. For example, males who felt most con-
nected to their community were less likely to 
have been drinking on three or more days in 
the past month than those who felt the least 
connected (24% vs. 28%), and females were 
less likely to binge drink last Saturday (30% vs. 
36% who felt least connected).

MEANINGFuL ExTRACuRRICuLAR 
ACTIVITIES 
Participation in at least one extracurricular ac-
tivity on a weekly basis, such as sports, dance, 
volunteering, or music was associated with 
less risky alcohol use. For example, among 16- 
to 18-year-old youth who had tried alcohol, 
those who took part in at least one weekly 
activity were more likely to have waited until 
they were at least 15 years old before trying 
alcohol (52% vs. 43% who did not participate 
in an extracurricular activity). Females were 
also less likely to have been drinking on three 
or more days in the past month (27% vs. 32%), 
although no such pattern was seen for males.

It was also important that youth felt engaged 
and valued within the activities they took part 
in. Among 16- to 18-year-old youth who had 
tried alcohol, those who felt that the activities 
they were involved in were more meaningful 
were more likely to have waited until after 
their 15th birthday to first try alcohol (53% 

delayed alCoHol use By How muCH youtH felt 
a Part of tHeir Community

(among youtH wHo Had tried alCoHol)

Not at all/very 
little

Somewhat Quite a bit/very 
much

44%
49%

56%
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alCoHol use By meaningfulness of aCtivities
(among females wHo tried alCoHol)

Not at all/a little meaningful Quite a bit/very meaningful

Note: Heavy sessional drinking refers to youth who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.
Note: Binge drinking refers to females who had three or more drinks of alcohol.

Drank three or more 
days in the past month

Engaged in heavy ses-
sional  drinking in the 

past month

Binge drank last 
Saturday

33%
26%

43%
37% 37%

31%
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vs. 42% of those who felt their activities were 
less meaningful), as were those who felt their 
ideas were listened to and valued (53% vs. 
44%).

Finding their activities meaningful and feeling 
listened to and valued within those activities 
was particularly important for females, as 
these were associated with being less likely 
to drink on three or more days in the past 
month, engage in heavy sessional drinking 
during that time, or binge drink last Saturday.

feeling safe
The relation between feelings of safety and 
harmful alcohol consumption was complex. 
For example, always feeling safe in their 
neighbourhood at night was not protective 
against most alcohol use outcomes for youth, 
and there was no positive cumulative effect to 
feeling safe across different locations.

However, feeling safe at school, at home, or in 
their neighbourhood during the day was each 
linked to lower levels of risky alcohol use. For 
example, feeling safe at school reduced the 
likelihood of males and females using alcohol 
before their 15th birthday and was protective 
against heavy sessional drinking for males.

feeling safe as ProteCtive for risky alCoHol use (among youtH wHo tried alCoHol)

Always felt safe

Outcome At school
In neighbour-

hood during the 
day

In neighbour-
hood at night

At home

First used alcohol at 15 or 
older (among youth aged 
16-18)

Yes Yes No Yes

Less likely to drink on three 
or more days in the past 
month

Males Males No Yes

Less likely to engage in heavy 
sessional drinking in the past 
month

Males Males No Males

Less likely to binge drink last 
Saturday

Yes Yes Males Yes
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aPPendix – HealtH autHority 
and Hsda ComParisons

HealtH autHorities

nortHern 
(a) 

interior 
(b)

vanCouver 
island  

(c)

vanCouver 
Coastal 

(d)

fraser  
(e)

Ever tried alcohol
58% 

(c,d,e)
54%  

(c,d,e)
51%  

(a,b,d,e)
39%  

(a,b,c)
38%  

(a,b,c)

among tHose wHo Had tried alCoHol

First tried alcohol at 12  
years old or younger 

27%  
(c,d,e)

24%  
(d,e)

22%  
(a,e)

20%  
(a,b)

19%  
(a,b,c)

Drank at least once in 
the past year

93%
 

94%  
(d,e)

93%
 

92% 
(b)

 
92% 
(b)

Drank on three or more  
days in the past month

28% 
(e)

30% 
(c,e)

26% 
(b)

29% 
(e)

23%  
(a,b,d)

Engaged in heavy ses-
sional drinking in the 
past month

 
42% 
(e)

 
42% 
(e)

39%
 

40% 
(e)

 
35% 

(a,b,d)

Males who binge drank  
last Saturday

 
35% 
(e)

33% 29% 30%
 

28% 
(a)

Females who binge 
drank last Saturday

 
38% 
(c,e)

 
37%  
(c,e)

 
30% 
(a,b)

33%
 

30%  
(a,b)

Note: Letters indicate Health Authority regions for which the percentage estimate was statistically different. For exam-
ple, Vancouver Coastal (d) and Fraser (e) youth were less likely to report drinking alcohol in the past year than youth in 
the Interior (b).
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HealtH autHorities

nortHern 
(a) 

interior 
(b)

vanCouver 
island  

(c)

vanCouver 
Coastal 

(d)

fraser  
(e)

Ever tried alcohol
58% 

(c,d,e)
54%  

(c,d,e)
51%  

(a,b,d,e)
39%  

(a,b,c)
38%  

(a,b,c)

among tHose wHo Had tried alCoHol

First tried alcohol at 12  
years old or younger 

27%  
(c,d,e)

24%  
(d,e)

22%  
(a,e)

20%  
(a,b)

19%  
(a,b,c)

Drank at least once in 
the past year

93%
 

94%  
(d,e)

93%
 

92% 
(b)

 
92% 
(b)

Drank on three or more  
days in the past month

28% 
(e)

30% 
(c,e)

26% 
(b)

29% 
(e)

23%  
(a,b,d)

Engaged in heavy ses-
sional drinking in the 
past month

 
42% 
(e)

 
42% 
(e)

39%
 

40% 
(e)

 
35% 

(a,b,d)

Males who binge drank  
last Saturday

 
35% 
(e)

33% 29% 30%
 

28% 
(a)

Females who binge 
drank last Saturday

 
38% 
(c,e)

 
37%  
(c,e)

 
30% 
(a,b)

33%
 

30%  
(a,b)

Note: Not all differences in percentages are statistically significant.  
Heavy sessional drinking refers to you who had five or more drinks of alcohol within a couple of hours.

Hsda ComParisons

ever tried 
alCoHol

first tried alCoHol at 
12 or younger (among 
youtH wHo Had tried  

alCoHol)

engaged in Heavy 
sessional drink-
ing in Past montH 
(among youtH wHo 
Had tried alCoHol)

Northwest 57% 24% 47%

Northeast 60% 30% 37%

Northern Interior 58% 27% 41%

Thompson Cariboo 
Shuswap

55% 24% 42%

Okanagan 52% 23% 41%

Kootenay Boundary 60% 25% 47%

East Kootenay 59% 31% 42%

North Vancouver Island 52% 24% 40%

Central Vancouver Island 53% 22% 40%

South Vancouver Island 50% 22% 37%

North Shore/Coast 
Garibaldi

52% 19% 50%

Vancouver 33% 20% 36%

Richmond 35% 20% 30%

Fraser North 39% 20% 35%

Fraser South 37% 17% 36%

Fraser East 41% 21% 35%
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