Smoking and drinking among 15-16 year old girls: do malc peers have an influence?
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Introduction
Aleohol consumption is common in Ireland’ and peer
relationships play a crucial role in alcohol consumption and
cigarette smoking. People who begin regular drinking at an early
age are more likely to develop aleohol dependence than those
who begin drinking ar a later age. The Department of Health
commissioned a report on smoking and drinking in young
people in Treland in 1993, The results of this report suggested a
higher lifetime prevalence of smoking among boys aged 15-16
years {73%) than girls (70%). A higher rate of regular drinking
was also found ameng boys (53%) than girls (48%).°

Parental example and family relationships are among the first
and strongest influences on child behaviour. Parental influence
wanes during teenage years and is supplanted by that of the peer
group. It is unclear whether females aged 15-16 years are
influcnced by their male peers who exceed them in their weekly
beer drinking.* It is also unclear whether girls who are not
exposed to male peer influence in school are better off when i
comes to commencing an alcohol or cigarette smoking habit,

This study compared cigarette smoking and aleohol consumption
amonyg fernales aged 15-16 years in mixed-sex schools with similarly
aged fermales in single-sex schools in the Southern Health Board arca,

QUESTIONNAIRE -
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Background During adolescence, people tend to begin drinking alcohol and become involved in the culture that
Aim To compare the influence of peer relationships among females in mixed-sex schools versus single-sex schools
Methads A cross-sectional study was carried out in four schools, The information was collected by means of a

Results Two hundred and forty-eight questionnaires were completed. Of those questioned in single-sex schools, 34%
had smoked a cigarstte compared with 61% in mixed-sex schools (p<0.005). The lifetime prevalence of alcohol
consumptien in mixed-sex schools was 88% compared with 73% in single-sex schools (p<0.005).

Conclusion This study suggests that females in mixed-sex schools have a tendency to have earlier exposure to
smoking and alcohol consumption than girls of the same age in single-sex schoois.

Methods

This was a cross-sectional study, carried out in four schoals in
the Southern Health Board area — two urban and two rural.
The information was collected by means of a questionnaire
completed between January and March 2001. The question-
naire was adapted from a previous study carried out by the
Department of Health.* The measures in relation to cigarette
smoking were lifetime use, current use and regular
usc. Lifetime use includes those who have ever smoked a cig-
arette, Current use is defined as those who have smoked onc
to two cigarettes in the past month and regular use
involves smoking at least one or two cigarettes daily in the
previous month.

In relation to alcohol, measures used included lifetime
prevalence, current prevalence and the prevalence of having
felt drunk in the past year. Lifetime prevalence accounted for
those who had ever had a whole alcoholic drink, not just a sip
or a taste. Current prevalence included those who had an
aleoholic drink within the previous 30 days.

A total of 248 questionnaires were completed: 106 from
single-sex schools and 142 from mixed-sex schocls. Student’s
t-test was used to analyse the data gathered.
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Figure 1. Bar graph illustrating the diffe_renc:e in results from
ifie 1993 Department of Health study and this study.

1, Lifetime use, 2. Gurrent use, 3. Regular use, 4. Lifetime .
prevalence, 5. Current prevalence, 6. Prevalence of “feeling
drunk”. T B : '

Results
The average age of students surveyed in single-sex schools was
15.6] years and in mixed-sex schools was 15.56 years. Of the
248 questionnaires completed, 124 (50%) 15-16-year-old girls
had tried smoking at some Stage. Seventy-seven (31%) had
smoked during the past month and 47 (19%) werc smoking on
a daily basis. The overall lifetime prevalence for alcohol was 203
{82%), the current prevalence was 146 {59%) and the prevalence
of having felt drunk in the past year was 131 (53%). Up to 80%
of those surveyed started drinking between the ages of 13 and
15 years. Alcopops, which include drinks that contained spirit
and mixer in the same bottle, were the most common drink
taken followed by beer. '

Regarding lifetime smoking use, 36 (34%) of those in single-
sex schools had ever smoked a cigarette, Eighty-six (61%) in
mixed-sex schools said they had ever smoked a cigarette
(p<0.005}. A higher current usc of cigarettes was also cevident in
mixed-sex schools than in single-sex schools but this was not
statistically significant. Regular use of cigarettes was also higher
in mixed-sex schools but, again, this was not statistically
significant.

The lifctime prevalence of aleohol consumption in mixed-sex

schools was 125 (88%) and in single-sex schools was 77 (73%}.
This difference was statistically significant (p<0.005). Current
alcohol prevalence rate and frequency of being drunk was higher
in mixed-sex schools but these differences were not statistically
significant. :

Comparing this study to previous studies, particular the
1993 study, it appears ¢hat there is no reduction in
cigarette smoking among young people and an increase in
consumption of alcohol among the female population of this
age group® (sec Figure IS

Discussion _ :
This study shows that females in mixed-sex schools have a high-
er lifetime prevalence of smoking and aleohol consumption than
single-sex schools; however, the difference is not statisticaily sig-
nificant in current and regular smoking and alcohol consump-
tion. This would suggest that females in mixed-sex schools are
more likely to “try’ smoking and alcohol but not necessatily to
continue with it.

A larger study would be required to determine if there is a
statistically significant difference between the two groups with
regards to current use and regular use of cigarettes and current
prevalence and “felt drunk’ prevalence of alcohol. Of note, the
questionnaires were completed one month afrer Christmas;
therefore, the results may show a seasonal increase in the current
prevalence rate ‘of alcohol consumption. From this study
it is concluded that segregation of males and females at
sccondary school level may not influence current and regular
smoking and alcohol consumption but will reduce lifetime
prevalence rates. )
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