Spring 2008 Youth and Alcohol Use
A CONTINUING PROBLEM IN ILLINOIS

We would not have to deal with the problems created by young people using alcohol in a perfect world. After all, this is an age group prohibited by law from buying, possessing and using alcoholic beverages at any time, with certain religious exceptions, of course. They cannot have it, they cannot use it, right? Wrong! Way wrong. Let us take a look at some scary facts.

Every two years, the Illinois Department of Human Services, Division of Community Health and
Prevention, conducts the Illinois Youth Survey (IYS). This survey asks 6th, 8th, 10th and 12th grade students to self-report their use of various illicit substances, alcohol among them. The IYS compares previous years’ findings to recent findings giving us a good idea where Illinois stands with respect to our youngest citizens’ substance abuse. It also lets us know if we are doing better or worse. The findings are shocking to say the least and not at all encouraging.

For our purposes in the traffic safety community, let us take a look at what the IYS reveals regarding alcohol use and alcohol use combined with driving or riding in a vehicle.
Not surprisingly, alcohol continued to be the “drug of choice” for Illinois youth in this age group. The IYS also points out that use among 8th grade students increased significantly with the percent of 8th grade youth using alcohol in the past month going from 19.1percent in 2004 to 29 percent in 2006. That’s a substantial and disturbing increase for a number that was already too high.

The graph below indicates eighth grade students’ alcohol use increased significantly. While tenth grade students’ use increased somewhat and twelfth grade students’ use remained stable.

Regarding the negative effect of alcohol/illicit drug use and driving, the IYS revealed troubling findings. Students surveyed were asked how often in the past year they rode in a car driven by a “drunk or high teen” and how often by a “drunk or high adult”. The results revealed that 27.1 percent rode with a teen under the influence, 32.6 percent rode with an adult “DUI”, 16 percent of 8th graders and 39.6 percent of 12th grade students reported riding with a drunk or high teen driver. A total of 33 percent of 8th grade youth and 30.3 percent of 12th grade youth reported riding with a drunk or high adult.

The survey also asked high school students how often in the past year they drove after drinking, using marijuana or other illegal drugs. Some 9.4 percent of 10th graders and 25.5 percent of 12th graders said they had. Of 10th grade youth, 8.7 percent and 21.4 percent of 12th grade youth said they had driven after illicit drug use.

As seen below, in 2006, 9.4 percent of 10th grade students and 25.5 percent of 12th grade students reported driving when they had been drinking. A larger percentage of males than females reported driving under the influence for both grades surveyed. So, what does all this mean for impaired driving crashes among those old enough to drive in this age group? Well, the news is just what you might expect, with alcohol-involved statistics among young drivers differing very little from that of the entire driving population. Again, do not forget these are people who have very limited access to alcohol and are not legally allowed to possess or use it.
Despite this fact, the 2005 chart below shows – that 19 percent of drivers age 16-20 involved in fatal crashes in Illinois were legally impaired. This percentage of alcohol involvement is actually higher than that in the 45-54 age group. The national average was 16 percent and you can see how Illinois stacks up with other states in this regard.
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