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ABSTRACT

Objective: this study investigates the relationship between problematic drinking, gender, age, marijuana 
consumption, driving under the influence of alcohol and riding with an alcohol intoxicated driver among 
university students in Barbados. 
Method: a cross-sectional survey was used to collect data from 371 students, the majority of whom were 
female (73.6%) and between the ages of 18 and 21 (60.6%). 
Results: the majority of participants (81.1%) consumed alcohol in the preceding 12 months and 17.2% met 
the criteria for problematic drinking based on their Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test score. A significant 
relationship was uncovered between problematic drinking and student gender, driving under the influence 
alcohol, riding with an alcohol intoxicated driver and marijuana consumption. 
Conclusion: further research using a representative sample should be conducted to determine if the findings 
hold true for the wider student population. Nevertheless, the study highlights the presence of problematic 
drinking among the students and therefore initiatives should be implemented to reduce and eliminate its 
occurrence. 

DESCRIPTORS: Drinking. Risk-taking behaviour. University students. Drugs. Illicit drugs. Alcohol. 
Marijuana.
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BEBIDAS PERIGOSAS E SEUS CORRELATOS ENTRE UNIVERSITÁRIOS DE 
BARBADOS

RESUMO

Objetivo: este estudo investiga a relação entre o uso problemático de bebidas, sexo, idade, consumo de 
maconha, dirigir sob a influência de álcool e andar com motorista alcoolizado entre estudantes universitários 
em Barbados. 
Método: utilizou-se um levantamento transversal para coleta de dados de 371 estudantes, sendo a maioria 
do sexo feminino (73,6%) e com idade entre 18 e 21 anos (60,6%). 
Resultados: a maioria dos participantes (81,1%) consumiu álcool nos últimos 12 meses e 17,2% preencheram 
os critérios para uso problemático de bebidas com base na pontuação do Teste de Identificação dos Distúrbios 
do Uso de Álcool. Uma relação significativa foi descoberta entre o uso problemático bebidas e o gênero dos 
estudantes, dirigir sob a influência do álcool, andar com um motorista alcoolizado e consumir maconha. 
Conclusão: mais pesquisas usando uma amostra representativa devem ser conduzidas para determinar 
se as descobertas são verdadeiras para a população estudantil mais abrangente. No entanto, o estudo 
destaca a presença de consumo de bebidas problemático entre os alunos e, portanto, iniciativas devem ser 
implementadas para reduzir e eliminar sua ocorrência. 

DESCRITORES: Beber. Comportamento de tomada de risco. Universitários. Drogas. Drogas ilícitas. Álcool. 
Maconha.

BEBIDAS PELIGROSAS Y SUS CORRELATOS ENTRE UNIVERSITARIOS DE 
BARBADOS

RESUMEN

Objetivo: este estudio investiga la relación entre el uso problemático de bebidas, sexo, edad, consumo 
de marihuana, conducir bajo los efectos del alcohol y conducir con un conductor ebrio entre estudiantes 
universitarios en Barbados.
Método: se utilizó una encuesta transversal para recopilar los datos de 371 estudiantes, la mayoría de ellos 
mujeres (73,6%) y edades entre 18 y 21 años (60,6%).
Resultados: la mayoría de los participantes (81.1%) consumió alcohol en los últimos 12 meses y 17,2% 
cumplió con los criterios para el uso problemático de bebidas, según el puntaje del Test de Identificación de 
Trastornos por Consumo de Alcohol. Se descubrió una relación significativa entre el consumo problemático 
de bebidas y el género de los estudiantes, conducir bajo los efectos del alcohol, conducir con un conductor 
ebrio y consumir marihuana.
Conclusión: se debe realizar una investigación adicional con una muestra representativa para determinar si 
los hallazgos son ciertos para la población estudiantil en general. Sin embargo, el estudio destaca la presencia 
del consumo problemático de bebidas entre estudiantes y, por lo tanto, se deben implementar iniciativas para 
reducir y eliminar su ocurrencia.

DESCRIPTORES: Beber. Conducta de toma de riesgos. Universitarios. Drogas. Drogas ilícitas. Alcohol. 
Marihuana.
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INTRODUCTION

Hazardous drinking, sometimes referred to as problem drinking, is a public health issue and is 
particularly concerning given its associated harms and the popularity of alcohol consumption worldwide. 
Throughout this hemisphere, alcohol continues to be the most frequently consumed substance1 and 
Barbados is no exception, with approximately 75% of this country’s general and secondary school 
populations reporting lifetime alcohol use.2–3 Local past year prevalence rates for these populations 
stand at around 55%.2–3 Alcohol use is also common among university and college students on the 
island. One local study found that 70.6% of students at tertiary level institutions (university, colleges 
and post-secondary schools) consumed low alcohol content beverages (beer, stout, etc.) to varying 
degrees.4 Medium (wine, liqueurs, etc.) and high (rum, vodka, brandy, etc.) alcohol content beverages 
were consumed by 65.1% and 54.1% of students respectively.4 

The international literature highlights the issue of hazardous alcohol use among university 
students across the globe. One study found high rates of alcohol use disorders and hazardous 
drinking among undergraduate students from seven universities across England.5 Three-fifths of the 
sample scored eight or above on the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT), thus testing 
positive for hazardous drinking. There were no significant differences between the AUDIT scores of 
males and females. 

The AUDIT was also used to investigate alcohol consumption among university students in 
Malawi.6 Just under half of the participants (45.3%) in that study were considered problem drinkers 
as they received an AUDIT score of eight or above. Additionally, the researchers found a statistically 
significant difference in the AUDIT scores of males and females, with more males being classified as 
problem drinkers.6 Research conducted among Vietnamese medical students also found that males 
were more likely than females to be classified as problem drinkers.7 While 12.5% of participating 
medical students had an AUDIT score of eight or more, males were 14.3 times more likely than 
females to receive such a score.7 

Hazardous drinking has been associated with other dangerous behaviours. For instance, 
research conducted among Irish university students found that hazardous drinkers were more likely 
to smoke, use illicit drugs and engage in increased sexual activity.8–9 

Hazardous drinking has also been linked to driving under the influence (DUI) of alcohol. One 
group of researchers found the mean AUDIT score for drivers convicted of DUI alcohol to be greater 
than eight (M=11.1, SD=5.9), indicating hazardous use, while the mean score for those without such 
a conviction was less than eight (M=7.4, SD=5.4).10 Similarly, in another study, AUDIT scores were 
found to increase as the number of DUI convictions a person received increased.11 Persons with one 
conviction had a mean score of less than eight while persons with two or more convictions had a 
mean score greater than eight, suggestive of hazardous use.11 

Hazardous alcohol use, as measured by the AUDIT, has also been identified as a risk factor 
for riding in a car operated by an alcohol intoxicated driver.12 Correspondingly, binge drinking, an 
indicator for hazardous alcohol use, has also been proven to be a predictor of riding with an alcohol 
impaired driver.13

The issue of hazardous alcohol use and its association with DUI behaviours is of particular 
concern among university students, as young adults are the most at-risk group for DUI.14 Furthermore, 
motor vehicle accidents have been identified as the leading cause of death among persons ages 15 
to 29 in Latin America and the Caribbean.15

The aim of this study was to assess the hazardous use of alcohol among university students 
in Barbados and to determine its correlates. More specifically, the study sought to determine if 
hazardous alcohol use is related to gender, age, consumption of marijuana, consumption of marijuana 
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and alcohol in one session (combined), DUI alcohol and being a passenger in a car operated by an 
alcohol intoxicated driver. 

METHOD

This quantitative study was cross-sectional in design and utilized the survey method for data 
collection. The study’s population was limited to undergraduate and post-graduate students, ages 18 
to 29, enrolled in on-campus programmes at a university in Barbados. An online sample size calculator 
identified the minimum required sample size as 368.

A non-probability sample of 371 students was selected from within the classrooms of the 
university. To facilitate this process, lecturers were contacted and asked if they would be willing to 
have the questionnaire administered during their class time. A mutually convenient date and time for 
questionnaire distribution was established with those lecturers who consented. 

Once in the classroom, potential participants were identified and provided (as a group) with a 
verbal description of the study. Those who agreed to participate were required to sign consent forms 
and were then provided with a copy of the questionnaire to complete immediately. This process took 
approximately 20 minutes. Students placed completed questionnaires in the envelope(s) provided 
as they exited the room.

A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect the data for this study. Participants 
were asked to provide their age and gender. In addition, they were asked about their past year use 
of alcohol, marijuana and alcohol and marijuana combined. 

Persons who consumed alcohol in the preceding year were asked to complete the AUDIT to 
determine if they were hazardous drinkers. This 10-item scale was developed by the World Health 
Organization and identifies hazardous and harmful drinking patterns during the preceding 12 month 
period. It has high internal consistency and test-retest scores and correlates strongly with other 
measures used to evaluate hazardous alcohol consumption.16 Responses to each item are assigned 
a numerical score. Item scores are summed to provide a total score for interpretation. In accordance 
with interpretation instructions, persons receiving a score of eight or above were considered to have 
met the criteria for hazardous alcohol use and were therefore classified as “hazardous drinkers”. 
Those with scores of 7 or below were considered to be “non-hazardous drinkers”.

Past year alcohol users were also asked to indicate the number of times they had driven, or 
had been a passenger in a car driven by someone, under the influence of alcohol in the preceding 
12 months. Possible responses included “Never”, “Once”, “2 times”, and up to “8 or more times”. For 
the purposes of analysis, the responses to these items were recoded into “Yes/No”.

The data for this study was collected as part of a wider research project which examined DUI 
among university students. As such, the questionnaire included additional items which evaluated 
hazardous marijuana use, DUI marijuana, DUI marijuana and alcohol combined, DUI within participants’ 
social networks and the perception of risk associated with DUI. 

Data analysis was carried out using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
version 21. Descriptive statistics were used to determine the sample’s demographic characteristics 
and the proportionate use of alcohol within the sample. Chi-square analyses and cross-tabulations 
were used to evaluate the relationship between AUDIT classification (hazardous/non-hazardous 
drinker) and participant age and gender. Chi-square analyses and cross-tabulations were also used 
to investigate the relationship between AUDIT classification and DUI alcohol in the past year, being 
a passenger with a driver who has been using alcohol in the past year, past year marijuana use and 
the combined use of alcohol and marijuana in the past year. 
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RESULTS

Sample demographics

Females accounted for 73.6% of the sample and males 26.4%. This a reflection of the sex 
ratio of students enrolled at the university. The majority of participants (60.6%) were in the 18 to 21 
age group while fewer persons were in the 22-25 (31.0%) and 26-29 (8.4%) age categories. 

Alcohol consumption & hazardous drinking

Most (81.1%) participants (80.6% of males and 81.3% of females) had consumed alcohol 
during the 12 months leading up to the survey. The mean AUDIT score was 4.4073, with a minimum 
of 0 and a maximum of 22. Based on their AUDIT scores, 17.2% of these persons met the criteria for 
hazardous drinking while 82.8% were non-hazardous.

Hazardous alcohol use & sample demographics

Participant gender was related to AUDIT classification (d.f.=1, c2 =8.481, p<.05). The percentage 
of males categorized as hazardous drinkers was greater than the percentage females receiving this 
classification (See Table 1). With regards to age, no relationship was found between this variable and 
AUDIT classification (See Table 1).

Table 1 – Cross-tabulations of Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test 
Classification and participant age and sex. Barbados, 2016

Hazardous drinker Non-hazardous drinker
ꭓ2

% %
Sex 8.481*

Male 27.8 72.2
Female 13.5 86.5

Age category 3.179
18–21 19.4 80.6
22–25 16.0 84.0
26–29 4.5 95.5

*p<.05; † Data only for users of alcohol

Hazardous alcohol use & driving under the influence of alcohol

Chi-square analysis revealed an association between AUDIT classification and DUI alcohol 
(d.f.=1, c2=14.286, p<.001). Approximately three quarters (76.3%) of hazardous drinkers reported 
DUI alcohol at least once during the preceding 12 months. In contrast, only 41.4% of non-hazardous 
drinkers admitted doing so during the same time period.

AUDIT classification was also related to riding in a car operated by someone under the influence 
of alcohol during the past year (d.f.=1, c2 =5.008, p<.05). While 80.8% of hazardous drinkers reported 
engaging in this behaviour, only 64.8% of non-hazardous drinkers reported doing so (Table 2).
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Table 2 – Cross-tabulations of Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test 
classification and alcohol intoxicated driving behaviours. Barbados, 2016

Alcohol Use Disorders 
Identification Test 
classification*

Driving under the influence 
Alcohol in past year ꭓ2

Passenger with driving 
under the influence alcohol 

driver in past year ꭓ2

No(%) Yes(%) No(%) Yes(%)
Non-hazardous drinker 58.6 41.4 14.286† 35.2 64.8 5.008*
Hazardous drinker 23.7 76.3 19.2 80.8

*p<.05; †p<.001; Data only for users of alcohol

Hazardous alcohol use & marijuana use

There was an association between AUDIT classification and past year marijuana use (d.f.=1, 
c2 =20.516, p<.001). The proportion of hazardous drinkers who used marijuana in the preceding 
12 months was greater than the proportion of non-hazardous drinkers who had done so (Table 3). 
Likewise, the use of marijuana and alcohol in the same sitting (combined) during the past year was 
more common among hazardous drinkers (d.f.=1, c2 =32.172), p<.001) (Table 3). 

Table 3 – Cross-tabulations of Alcohol Use Disorders Identification 
Test Classification and marijuana use. Barbados, 2016 

Alcohol Use Disorders 
Identification Test 
classification*

Marijuana use 
in past year c2

Combined alcohol & 
marijuana use in past year c2

No(%) Yes(%) No(%) Yes(%)
Non-hazardous drinker 77.2 22.8 20.516† 90.4 9.6 32.172†
Hazardous Drinker 46.2 53.8 59.6 40.4

*Data only for users of alcohol ; †p<.001

DISCUSSION

The past year prevalence rate for alcohol use was higher than that uncovered by previous local 
research (+~25%). This is not surprising as the previous research which generated prevalence rates 
focused on the general and secondary school populations. University students on the other hand, 
typically have higher rates of alcohol consumption which may be due in part to the social environment 
on campus, the ease with which alcohol can be obtained and increased autonomy from parents.17–19 
In addition, there is also evidence which suggests that undergraduate students drink even more than 
their non-student peers.5, 17 

The level of hazardous alcohol use within the sample is not alarmingly high when compared to 
that of international studies. On the contrary, it is notably lower than that uncovered in countries such 
as the United Kingdom and Malawi.5–6 Nevertheless, it highlights the fact that hazardous alcohol use 
exists among university students in Barbados, and therefore targeted interventions aimed at preventing 
and addressing this phenomenon should be developed and implemented. However, further research 
should first be conducted to ensure a full understanding of the issue and, by extension, guide their 
development. 

The study also found that hazardous drinking among university students in Barbados is 
associated with gender and other risky behaviours such as DUI alcohol, riding with an alcohol 
intoxicated driver and using marijuana, both alone and in combination with alcohol. These findings 
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correspond with the international literature. Age was the only variable under investigation which was 
not related to hazardous drinking. 

The fact that male students were more likely to be hazardous drinkers may be a byproduct 
of socialization as society is generally more accepting of such behaviour among males.6 Associated 
behaviours, for example, excessive alcohol consumption and binge drinking, are often considered as 
signs of masculinity.9 As such, young males are more likely to adopt these behaviours in an attempt 
to prove their machismo and maturity. Additionally, it is thought that males are greater risk takers 
than females20 and thus are more likely to engage in risky behaviours such as hazardous drinking. 
It is important to note that the presence of such gender differences may have important implications 
for selective and indicated prevention interventions, and should therefore be considered when such 
efforts are being designed and implemented. 

The finding that hazardous drinking is related to DUI alcohol, riding with an alcohol intoxicated 
driver and marijuana use coincides with research which has shown an association between higher 
AUDIT scores and risk taking behaviour.17 Similarly, the findings are also consistent with research 
which has found a relationship between alcohol consumption patterns, particularly high rates of use 
and dependence, and behavioural risk taking.21–22 It is possible that hazardous alcohol consumption 
increases the risk for participating in other risky behaviours, due in part to the mere effects of 
intoxication.17, 23 

The study relied on the use of a non-probability sampling method. This prevents the generalization 
of the findings to the wider university population as the sample was not representative. Furthermore, 
certain subject areas (e.g. psychology, social work) were overrepresented within the sample due to 
many lecturers’ unwillingness to facilitate the data collection process. This may have affected the 
results; however, it is not possible to determine if non-respondents from other subject areas may 
have differed in their responses. 

The social desirability bias may have resulted in persons underreporting their drug use and DUI 
behaviours. Thus, the findings may not be an accurate reflection of what is happening within the target 
population. However, it is hoped that the anonymity afforded by the study, coupled with the guarantee 
of confidentiality, counteracted any potential impact which the social desirability bias may have had. 

Similarly, the accuracy of participants’ responses, and by extension the study’s findings, may 
have inadvertently been reduced by the reliance on self-report data, as participants may have been 
unable to accurately recall the events under study.

CONCLUSION

This study provides insight into alcohol consumption by university students in Barbados and 
highlights the existence of hazardous drinking among the student body. It also reveals a number of 
risk taking behaviours which are associated with hazardous drinking. This information can be used 
to inform university policies as well as to guide the design and implementation of programmes and 
initiatives aimed at discouraging risky drinking practices, reducing high risk behaviours and promoting 
healthy lifestyles. In so doing, it must be remembered that universities do not exist in a vacuum but 
are part of the wider communities, cities and countries in which they are located. As such, any efforts 
should be multifaceted and should involve relevant organizations and businesses, including bars and 
nightclubs, as well as other government agencies and departments, for example the police, health 
services, the local drug council, etc. so as to increase their success.

As a consequence of this study’s limitations, it is recommended that further research using a 
probability sample be conducted to determine if the findings hold true for the wider student body. In 
addition, quantitative research on the topic can be complemented by qualitative studies of a similar 
nature which can provide useful context and a greater understanding of the problem. 
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