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1 Preface

Systematic self-report studies on adolescent drinking have been available in
most Nordic countries at least since the 1970s and in some cases even earlier.
Changes in young people’s drinking habits clearly interested both researchers
and the general public.

In 2016 the Nordic Welfare Centre was given the opportunity to apply for
funding in the field of public health for projects of current interest from a policy-
making perspective. Adolescent drinking habits was a natural choice given that
drinking among adolescents has declined in all Nordic countries. We should look
at the available research evidence and map the changes and possible reasons, so
that policy-makers could make this change persist. We should also highlight why
it is important to pay attention to adolescent drinking in the first place: what is
the connection between drinking and harm in adolescence and in adulthood?

The Nordic states offer a unique arena for exploring developments in alcohol-re-
lated issues. The five Nordic countries have relatively high levels of universal
state provision in health, social care, and education, for example, making the
countries egalitarian and social and economic differences relatively small. The
Nordic states also share an alcohol policy which aims to reduce alcohol-related
harm by restricting availability of alcohol through, among other things, opening
hours, pricing, and enforcing age limits.

Looking at adolescents’ drinking habits in the Nordic countries separately from
those in other Western states may help to underline developments similar to
both welfare states and other states. The declining trend in youth drinking has
been observed in many Western countries, but it has been strongest in the Nor-
dic countries and in Ireland. Studying the Nordic developments separately from
other Western countries may suggest what is universal about drinking among
young people and which mechanisms are at work regardless of state subsidies,
social benefits, or drinking culture. We might also learn what kind of social
harms may be limited by the welfare state or alcohol monopolies —and also
which factors may change if Nordic alcohol policies are liberalised.

This report compiles information from the current Nordic literature about ado-
lescent drinking in the five Nordic countries. We hope this report will be useful
for policy makers, practitioners and researchers, and anyone with an interest in
young people’s drinking habits.
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2 Summary

Adolescent drinking was on the increase all through the 1970s, the 1980s, and
well into the 1990s. Researchers, decision-makers, and the public alike viewed
the development as problematic and troubling. Then, sometime around the turn
of the millennium, adolescent drinking in the Nordic countries started to decline.
Drinking is now less common among underage young people in all Nordic coun-
tries compared to the situation some 10 or 15 years ago. Some differences be-
tween the Nordic countries nevertheless persist. This report is based on an over-
view of the most recent Nordic research literature on adolescent drinking.

The Nordic states offer a unique arena for exploring developments in alcohol-re-
lated issues. The Nordic countries have relatively high levels of universal state
provision in health, social care, and education, among other things, making
them egalitarian and social and economic differences relatively small. The Nor-
dic states also share an alcohol policy which aims to reduce alcohol-related harm
by restricting availability of alcohol through, for example, opening hours, pric-
ing, and enforcing age limits. Looking at drinking habits among young people in
the Nordic countries separately from those in other Western states may help to
highlight developments of declining adolescent drinking that are similar and dis-
similar in welfare states with restrictive alcohol policies and in other states. De-
clining trends in adolescent drinking have been observed in many Western coun-
tries, including the United States, Canada, Australia, and in most of Europe. A
decline has taken place in countries with differing alcohol policies, differing eco-
nomic situations, and with differing trends in adult drinking. Could it be that ad-
olescent drinking is partly influenced by different factors than adult drinking?

The declining trend in drinking has been particularly strong in the Nordic countries.
The share of adolescents who have never drunk alcohol has increased markedly
in all Nordic countries. Those adolescents who do drink alcohol drink smaller
amounts and the number of drinking occasions has declined as well. Also, ado-
lescents are older when they take their first drink and are intoxicated for the first
time. There has also been a decline in other norm-breaking behaviour such as
youth delinquency and truancy.

Youth drinking is nowadays least prevalent in Iceland and Norway, followed by
Sweden and Finland. Denmark serves as the ‘Nordic exception’. It is the only
Nordic country where adolescent drinking is above the European average. Still,
adolescent drinking has also declined in Denmark, although less than in other
Nordic countries. According to the ESPAD study (The European School Survey
Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs), the share of adolescents in 2015 who had



ever in their life drunk alcohol was 92% in Denmark, 81% in the Faroe Islands,
74% in Finland, 65% in Sweden, 57% in Norway, and 35% in Iceland. The ESPAD
average was 80%. The share of adolescents who had been intoxicated during the
last 30 days was 32% in Denmark, 13% in Finland, 10% in the Faroe Islands, 9% in
Sweden, 8% in Norway, and 3% in Iceland. The ESPAD averaged was 13%.

Figures from some Nordic countries suggest that the declining trend in adoles-
cent drinking might be coming to a halt or evening out at this low level, but it is
still too early to talk about a break in the declining trend.

But why should we be interested in how much adolescents drink? The main rea-
son is that adolescent drinking is connected to many types of harm, such as nega-
tive somatic and mental health outcomes, risky behaviour (such as unwanted or
unsafe sex), and also the risk for accidents, violence, and victimisation. Harm can
occur as a direct consequence of drinking or more indirectly as a consequence of
a lifestyle where drinking is one part (for example, as a heightened risk for alco-
hol problems in adulthood).

Many direct harms of alcohol use in adolescence such as delinquent/risky/violent
behaviour and health problems may be avoided when young people consume
less alcohol. The overall consumption level of alcohol among adolescents has
been shown to be connected to the level of self-reported alcohol-related prob-
lems. Also, the drinking style of the adolescents matters. Intoxication-oriented
drinking and binge-drinking particularly may lead to unwanted outcomes both
in adolescence and later in life. Early initiation of drinking, and early initiation of
heavy drinking in particular, have a strong connection to problems in adulthood.
Still, not all adolescents that drink hard continue to do so in adulthood, and not
all adults who drink too much have done so in their youth. Preventive efforts
should thus target entire populations of young people and not just those who
drink heavily.

In most Nordic countries, a reduction in drinking has been observed among all
kinds of drinkers, from light to heavy consumers. Research indicates that both
those who drink a lot and those who drink less have started to drink less. Some
groups, however, have not followed the trend: drinking has increased in certain
socioeconomically deprived groups. There should be more research on these de-
velopments and a potential polarisation of drinking.

It is unclear whether this generation of adolescents that drinks less than previ-
ous generations will continue to do so when they reach adulthood. A few Finnish
studies indicate that once they reach the legal age for drinking, young adults
tend to drink similarly from one cohort to another. At the same time, there are



signs that drinking might also be on the decline among young adults. More lon-
gitudinal studies following adolescents to adulthood are needed to study this
question further.

Why have adolescents started to drink less, then? Many questions remain re-
garding the reasons for the decline in adolescent drinking over time. The main
conclusion is that for the most part researchers are still looking for answers.

Nordic studies have found statistical support for the role of certain decisive fac-
tors behind the decline. For example, parents know where their adolescents
spend their free time and have greater control of it. Secondly, adolescents find it
harder to get hold of alcohol. Parents seem to employ stricter rules about alcohol
use among teenagers than before. These factors stress the importance of
known mechanisms of influencing adolescent drinking: limiting the availability
of alcohol, and the role of parents.

The relationship between parents and their children indeed seems to have un-
dergone changes that may have contributed to the decline in drinking, but more
studies are needed to examine in what ways this impacts adolescent drinking. It
seems to matter that parents have become more restrictive regarding adoles-
cent alcohol use. Parents of relatively heavy drinking adolescents as well as
mod-erately drinking or abstaining adolescents all seem to have become more
restric-tive than previously.

Youth culture itself seems to have changed, too, possibly deflating the role of al-
cohol. However, what these changes are and how they might affect drinking is
still under research. Also, this is where the Nordic countries appear to differ from
one another: in Denmark drinking still seems to play an important role in youth
culture, and remains relatively common despite the decline.

Adolescents today spend much time in front of digital screens. However, to days
date, there is little or no support for the idea that this leads to less ‘hanging out’
in the streets and thus to less drinking. However, the area needs more research.
It seems important to specify what type of device is used (computer,
smartphone, etc.) and what the digital equipment is used for (games or different
social media applications, etc.). Social media can indeed also be used to get ac-
cess to alcohol. Factors such as mental health, social capital, and loneliness
should be considered in this research.

Current Nordic research does not corroborate the claim that declining alcohol
use would substitute alcohol with cannabis. Most young people who use canna-
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bis also use alcohol, and the substances are usually used at the same time. Can-
nabis use has not increased among underage young people (although a recent
Norwegian study suggests otherwise). However, attitudes toward cannabis use
have become more lenient, and adolescents today do not perceive cannabis to
be as risky as adolescents did for example 10 years ago. Also, cannabis use
among young adults has increased in many Nordic countries.

Studies that try to answer why young people drink less today than young people
did 10 or 15 years ago should further look at the following questions: adoles-
cents’ living conditions and habits, use of time, leisure activities, family back-
grounds and conditions, interaction with parents and peers, and alcohol use pat-
terns. Official alcohol policy and economic factors are likely to influence the de-
velopment as well as are (social) media and advertising.

Drinking cultures change slowly and in a collective manner. It is a question of
many factors whether these generations of adolescents who have been more
sober than previous ones will continue to drink less also in adulthood and
whether future cohorts of adolescents will keep drinking less. The way that gen-
erations of young people experience both adolescence and adulthood indeed
plays a part in how their drinking habits will turn out —and the economic, social,
and especially alcohol political factors should not be forgotten, either. The
changing role of parents and the way in which they control and influence their
children’s drinking deserves to be rehearsed many times over.

Adolescents who grow up today seem to value school and education. They want
to perform well, and drink and smoke less. However, they also experience more
stress, anxiety, and disrupted sleep. The apparently deteriorating mental health
of adolescents, coinciding with declining alcohol use, has puzzled scholars. It
clearly needs to be addressed in future studies. Some studies point at certain
mental health symptoms in adolescence heightening the risk for alcohol prob-
lems in adulthood.



3 Introduction

Adolescent drinking seemed to be on the increase throughout the 1970s, the
1980s, and well into the 1990s. Researchers, decision-makers, and the public all
viewed the development as problematic and troubling. Then, sometime around
the turn of the millennium, adolescent drinking in the Nordic countries started
to decline. Drinking is now less common among underage young people in all
Nordic countries compared to the situation some 10 or 15 years ago. Some dif-
ferences between the Nordic countries nevertheless persist.

What does this development mean for those, for example, who work with young
people or who make decisions that impact their lives? What kind of questions
are important to consider about young people’s drinking today? This report pre-
sents recent developments in Nordic adolescent drinking that are important for
practitioners, civil servants, politicians, and researchers alike. The report has
been written with this broad audience in mind. The chapters provide an overall
introduction into the main themes, and are complemented by footnotes. Those
wanting to grasp a quick overview are advised to start with the main summary
and the short summaries at the end of each chapter.

The report is based on an overview of the most recent Nordic research literature
on adolescent drinking. An expert group of Nordic researchers on adolescent
drinking have been consulted in the writing of this report. (see chapter 11)

The report discusses the drinking habits of underage young people — adoles-
cents — after the turn of the millennium. It shows how these habits have changed
in the Nordic countries and points out similarities and differences between
them. The report shows which groups and age groups drink less, recognises cer-
tain problem groups, and asks whether the changes are likely to have effects
also when the young people are adults. Drawing on the available research, the
report suggests possible reasons for the changes and identifies areas of further
research.

3.1 What do we talk about when we talk about adoles-
cent drinking?

This report is based on a literature search of Nordic research on adolescent
drinking. The search was carried out by Pia Portfors, Information Specialist at
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the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL), and consisted of peer-re-
viewed research articles, book chapters, and dissertations, some of which were
later omitted. We also used research reports to determine changes in the preva-
lence of alcohol and drug use in the Nordic countries. The literature search cov-
ered the years 2000-2016. Some newer and older publications were later added
by project managers at the Nordic Welfare Centre.

The literature has been reviewed in light of the themes that are interesting from
a practical and policy-making perspective. The search used key words according
to certain themes and is presented thematically in the report. Some central in-
ternational studies have also been cited.

The tables presented in the study mainly come from survey data on adolescent
drinking. There are several good statistical sources for information on drinking
among underage young people. In this publication, the figures mainly stem from
the European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD),
which produces comparable data on substance use over time among 15-16-
year-old students. At times we have also referred, for example, to Nordic na-
tional studies concerning the health of school-age children.

While the report focuses on the question of drinking among adolescents, it also
touches on the relationship of alcohol to the use of other drugs, mainly canna-
bis.

3.2 Why look at the Nordic states separately?

Youth drinking has declined in most Western countries, but there are still in-
sights to be had from looking at youth drinking in a distinctly Nordic context.
The Nordic states share an alcohol policy which aims to reduce alcohol-related
harm by restricting availability of alcohol through opening hours, pricing, age
limits, etc. All Nordic countries with the exceptions of Denmark and Greenland
regulate alcohol sales of wines and spirits through state alcohol monopolies
(Alko in Finland, Systembolaget in Sweden, Vinmonopolet in Norway, Vinbud in
Iceland, and Rusdrekkasegla Landsins in the Faroe Islands?).

The Nordic countries are welfare states characterised by relatively high levels of
universal state provision of health care and social services, including education
that is free of charge for its citizens. This makes the Nordic countries egalitarian,
with relatively small social and economic differences.

* The monopoly store in the Faroe Islands was founded in 1992.



The Nordic states offer a unique arena for looking at how alcohol-related issues
develop when the social policies are not too dissimilar — whether there is an alco-
hol monopoly or not.

The amount of alcohol drunk per capita is known to connect to the level of alco-
hol-related harm. The relationship between alcohol use and harm, however, also
varies according to drinking patterns? in different drinking cultures. For example,
the level of violence is different depending on different patterns of drinking.
Some studies indicate a causal relationship between alcohol consumption and
violence; drinking to intoxication plays an especially important role in violent of-
fences. The strength of this relationship is, however, culturally dependent, and
the amount of alcohol that is drunk and patterns of drinking are not the only fac-
tors behind rates of violence (Osterberg & Karlsson, 2011).

Looking at drinking habits among young people in the Nordic countries sepa-
rately from other Western states may help to highlight developments that are
similar in both welfare states and other states. The declining trend in youth
drinking has been observed in many Western countries, but has been strongest
in the Nordic countries and in Ireland (see more in chapter 4). Studying the Nor-
dic developments separately from other Western countries may suggest what is
universal about drinking among young people and which mechanisms are at
work regardless of state subsidies, social benefits, or drinking culture. We might
also learn, for example, what kind of social harms may be limited by the welfare
state or by alcohol monopolies — and also which factors may change, if Nordic
alcohol policies are liberalised (cf. Room et al., 2002).

2 Drinking patterns refer to the temporal and cultural ways of drinking alcohol. For example, drinking one glass of wine at
home every evening as opposed to seven glasses of wine in a restaurant on a Friday night represent different drinking
patterns.

13
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4 Adolescent drinking habits in
the Nordic countries in 2000-
2017

Adolescent drinking seemed to constantly be on the increase during the 1g970s,
1980s, and well into the 1990s. Researchers, decision-makers, and the public all
viewed the development as problematic and troubling (Raitasalo, Tigerstedt, &
Simonen 2018). Then, around the turn of the millennium, adolescent drinking in
the Nordic countries started to declines. Drinking is now less common among
underage young people in all Nordic countries compared to the situation some
10 or 15 years ago. The decline concerns both the number of drinking occasions
(prevalence of drinking) and the amounts of alcohol consumed (Brunborg et al.,
2014).

Until around the millennium, adolescent drinking in the Nordic countries fol-
lowed the trends in total alcohol consumption quite closely. This changed after
the 1990s: while the total consumption of alcohol in the whole population in-
creased, youth drinking started to decline. This development has been much an-
alysed in Norway, Finland, and Sweden (Bye, 2012;Vedey & Skretting, 2009; Lin-
tonen et al., 2000; Svensson, 2013), and has also been studied in Iceland (Bjar-
nason, 2006).

Youth drinking seems in part to follow its own logic and cannot be entirely ex-
plained by the same factors that influence adult drinking (although there are
also many similarities) (Raitasalo, Simonen, Tigerstedt, Makel3, et al. 2018). This
conclusion is further supported by the fact that a decline in adolescent drinking
has also been observed in countries with differing alcohol policies, differing eco-
nomic situations, and with differing trends in adult drinking (Pape et al., 2018).

Similar trends have also been observed in the US, Canada, Australia, and the
UK. Adolescent drinking has in fact declined (Pape et al., 2018) in most of Eu-
rope. The average percentage of young people who have ever drunk alcohol in
their lives in all of Europe declined from 89% in 1995 to 80% in 2015.

3 While the trends and developments in young people’s drinking lean towards a similar direction in all Nordic countries,

the actual levels of drinking and the timing of the changes differ from one country to another.



The declining trend in drinking has been particularly strong in the Nordic countries*
(Kraus et al., 2016; Pape et al., 2018; de Looze et al., 2015).

Figure 1 Prevalence (%) of young people who have never drunk alcohol 1995-
2015 in the Nordic countries (ESPAD study)
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There are indeed many similarities in the Nordic countries regarding the declin-
ing trend of drinking. Adolescents in all Nordic countries are older when they
drink or get intoxicated for the first time. Among those who do drink, there has
been a decline in both the number of drinking occasions and the share of heavy
drinking (Raitasalo et al., 2015; Bye & Skretting, 2013, Raninen, 2013). Girls’ and
boys’ drinking habits have become more similar (Demant & Torronen, 2011).

Figure 1 shows the share of 15-16-year olds who have completely abstained
from alcohol in their lifetime in the Nordic countries in 1995—2015. Two things
stand out. Firstly, in all countries the share of young people who have never
drunk alcohol has increased during this time period. Secondly, the differences
between the Nordic countries have grown. In 2015, the percentage of abstainers
was 65 in Iceland and 8 in Denmark.

“The trend has also been strong in Ireland.
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Figure 2 Prevalence (%) of heavy episodic drinking (five drinks or more) during
the last 30 days, in the Nordic countries 1995-2015. ESPAD
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The 2015 ESPAD report shows that Iceland and Norway had the lowest percent-
age of young people who report having been drunk during the last 30 days or
consuming more than five alcohol units during the last 30 days. Denmark scored
above the ESPAD average (Bye & Skretting, 2017), and thus continues to serve
as the ‘Nordic exception’.

Adolescent drinking seems to be affected by national particularities. Such par-
ticularities can be seen in the (adult) drinking culture at large and in youth cul-
ture and youth drinking culture — along with a number of other factors (eco-
nomic fluctuations, alcohol policies, etc.). Chapter 4 will discuss the most recent
developments in youth drinking and overall developments in the Nordic coun-
tries one by one. Chapter 5 discusses harmful consequences of alcohol use in ad-
olescence and how these may be reduced when adolescents drink less. Chapter
6 will review what we know about the developments in drinking in different
groups. Are all groups of young people drinking less or is some group drinking
more?

Along with the decline in drinking there has been a reduction in many other
problem behaviours among Nordic adolescents. Smoking has declined tremen-
dously among 15-16-year-olds. However, the use of snuff and e-cigarettes has



on the whole not declined (Kraus et al., 2016). There appears to be less delin-
quency and truancy among Nordic adolescents, who seem to be increasingly
well-adjusted, to focus on school and organised activities, and to spend more
time with parents and at home (Bakken, 2017; @ia & Vestel, 2014). Whether or
not these and many other contemporary changes in society play a part in ex-
plaining and framing the decline in adolescent drinking will be discussed in chap-
ter 7. Chapter 8 takes up some important issues that should be studied further.

4.1 Denmark

Alcohol use among adolescents in Denmark is common in both the Nordic and
the European context, as is intoxication-oriented drinking (Statens Institut for
Folkesundhed, 2018a). In 2015, 90% of Danish 15-16-year-olds reported at least
having tried alcohol during the last year. The share of adolescents who had
drunk alcohol during the last month was 73%, whereas the European average
was 48%. The share of young people who reported intoxication during the last
month was 56% in Denmark compared to the European average of 35%. Canna-
bis use was less prevalent than in Europe on average: 12% had ever tried canna-
bis in Denmark, while the European average was 16%s (Kraus et al., 2016).

The use of alcohol has become relatively less common also among Danish ado-
lescents. From 1984 there has been a steady decline in the share of young peo-
ple aged 11, 13, and 15 who have been drunk. The most marked decline has oc-
curred after 2010. Numbers from the cross-national Health Behaviour in School-
Aged Children study (HBSC) further show that the age of alcohol debut has risen
(Sundhetsstyrelsen, 2015). While the Danish rate of cannabis use is now lower
than the European average, it is still the highest in the Nordic countries (Kraus et
al., 2016).

In Denmark the legal age for buying beer and wines is 16, whereas it is 18 in the
other Nordics. This impacts Nordic comparisons in many ways (see also section

5.1).

5 In Denmark the prevalence for lifetime use of cannabis fell under the ESPAD average only in 1995. Indeed, the ESPAD
results show that the prevalence has declined markedly in Denmark since 2007. However, in the light of other infor-
mation it is possible that these numbers are not completely accurate. The response rate to the ESPAD studies has also
declined (a lot) in Denmark. Based on knowledge from other school surveys in Denmark (that the response rate is very
low in the Copenhagen area in the two most recent ESPAD surveys) we know that the prevalence of cannabis use is
much higher in the capital area than in the rest of the country and, thus, we might underestimate the true prevalence.
Data from other surveys (such as the national health survey) shows that the prevalence of cannabis use is very stable in
this age group (and has remained so in the last two decades). It will be very interesting to see the 2019 ESPAD results,

where schools from Copenhagen will have been oversampled to account for this ‘selection bias’.
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There is a traditionally liberal alcohol policy in Denmark that relies on individual
control rather than on public regulation (Elmeland & Kolind, 2012; Elmeland &
Villumsen, 2017°).

A Danish study followed a sample of youth between the ages of 15 to 25, exam-
ining how their drinking behaviours developed during this time.” Three major
‘Danish’ traits were identified in the drinking trajectory groups as compared to
international trajectory-type studies. The study found that the groups of cau-
tious users were small. The largest groups used alcohol in large amounts in
young adulthood, with some decline in the amounts with age, or continued us-
ing copious amounts also in young adulthood® (Bastholm & Jarvinen, 2018).

Alcohol use and intoxication have traditionally had a positive role in Danish
youth culture as a means of constructing maturity (Demant & Krarup, 2013; De-
mant & Jarvinen, 2006). Many young people in fact have their first drink at home
(Maller, 2002).

A survey on Danish adolescents® focused on what it takes to start drinking in a
country like Denmark, where drunkenness among young people is common-
place and there are few abstainers among adults. A decisive factor is the demys-
tification of the risk experience associated with alcohol intoxication and the fact
that one learns to find pleasure in losing control. Both the adolescents and their
parents share this perception albeit for different reasons (dstergaard, 2009).

5A study using focus group interviews among adults and young adults by Gronkjaer et al. (2011) suggests that alcohol is
widely accepted and associated with mutual expectations to drink, leading to identification of cultural influences and

facilitation to drink.

7 The sample consisted of register data and three surveys of young people born in 1989 and interviewed in 2005, 2008,

and 2015. The sample totalled 2000 adolescents, with a response rate of 72% in 2005, 67% in 2008, and 50% in 2015.

8 First, cautious alcohol users represented two small groups and made up 6% and 5% of the sample, respectively; these
adolescents came from a non-Danish ethnic background or had very high school motivation/achievement. Second, there
were two relatively large groups who could be characterised by having a ‘fling’ with alcohol: their consumption was high
at the age of 18/19 and slightly declined when they grew older (less however than in the reference group ‘stable moder-
ate’). These groups of relatively high consumption (although falling with age) had social drinking patterns and made up
13% and 29% of the sample, respectively. Third, there was a small group of alcohol users — the ‘chronic high’ group (6%)

—that started out using large amounts of alcohol and whose alcohol use increased with age.

9 A survey on 2000 Danish adolescents aged 15-16 years, 28 focus group interviews with adolescents, and 8 focus group

interviews with parents.



The Ungdomsprofileundersogelse [Youth profile study] of 2014 (Statens Institut
for Folkesundhed 2018a) shows that young people aged 1625 at high schools
and vocational schools who drink large amounts or who drink often differ from
those who drink more seldom. Interestingly, those who drank more often had
parents with high socioeconomic status or education (and the parents often
thought it was ok for the young people to drink). Negative consequences of al-
cohol use were more often experienced by young people at vocational schools
(33%) than high schools (10%).

There are official efforts to curb drinking or harmful drinking among young people
especially in the 16—20 age group. For example, the absolute majority of high
schools and many vocational schools have policies regarding alcohol use on
school premises (Sundhetssyrelsen, 2018a). There are also official campaigns to
keep youth drinking at a minimum or at least below the limit for low-risk con-
sumption. A recent campaign is the ‘Meget mere med’ [A lot more present] that
is directed at young people aged 16—20 years (Sundhetsstyrelsen, 2018b).

Critique toward the adolescents’ intoxication-oriented cultures comes from
many directions. A recent survey asked whether 16—20-year-olds thought that
there was too much drinking at their high school or vocational school. More re-
spondents felt that this was the case than in the previous similar study; 52% of
the young people thought there was too much drinking, and 44% believed there
should be more rules concerning drinking (Sundhetsstyrelsen, 2018a).

The interplay between changes in youth culture and drinking habits is an area
where researchers see a need for further study (Kolind et al., 2013).

4.2 Finland

The overall trend in Finland during the last 10 years shows that an increasing
share of adolescents (15-year-olds) do not drink alcohol at all and those who do,
drink less than generations before them. In 2015, 26% of ninth graders reported
having never drunk alcohol, while the corresponding figure in 1999 was 14% ac-
cording to the ESPAD study. The share of young persons who reported being
drunk at least once a month had dropped from 48% in 1999 to 23%. The trends
are similar both among girls and boys. Young people are also older when drink-
ing for the first time. The average age of the first drink has risen. In 1995 75 % of
adolescents had drunk beer (the most common alcoholic beverage) at the age of
14 or younger but in 2015 the corresponding percentage was only 36 %. (Rai-
tasalo et al., 2015.).
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Smoking has similarly declined among 15-16-year-olds (snuffing and using e-
cigarettes have not). The share of young people who have tried drugs has not
changed. Cannabis is the most common drug used by young people. The atti-
tudes toward especially cannabis use have become more lenient; today young
people do not perceive cannabis to be as risky as young people did 10 years ago.
The ESPAD study shows that adolescent cannabis use increased somewhat in
the 1990s but has stabilised or even decreased after the turn of the millennium:
in 2015, 7% of Finnish adolescents reported having ever tried cannabis (Raitasalo
etal., 2015).

Girls" and boys’ drinking habits have as a whole become more similar. However,
at the time of writing the numbers of drinking occasions and occasions of drunk-
enness are still higher among boys than girls (Kouluterveyskysely, 2017).

The most recent school health study indicates that abstinencne has continued to
increase between 2015-2017 among ninth graders, as well among second grad-
ers in high school and vocational school. However, the decreasing trend seems to
have levelled off concerning frequent binge-drinking (at least once a month) and
frequent drinking (at least once a week)* (Kouluterveyskysely, 2017).

Research on the same data also indicates that although Finnish adolescents’
drinking has declined overall, there are changes in the drink of choice. The popu-
larity of beer, cider, and wine has declined whereas spirits and alcopops have be-
come more popular (Lintonen et al., 2018).

There are still some problem groups. Torikka and colleagues (2017) observed
that in 2000-2011, the general decrease of alcohol use was contrasted by the
likelihood of frequent drinking and drunkenness among adolescents who were
depressed and had unemployed parents with low levels of education.=

In Finland it seems that there is no polarisation tendency of drinking habits ac-
cording to drinking frequency.*> However, we lack a detailed analysis of different

*° Girls reported sobriety (51.7%) a little more often than boys (54.6%) in 2017 (in 2016 the percentages were almost
equal). Boys (6.5%) also report weekly alcohol use to a higher degree than girls (3.5%), and being ‘really drunk’ once a
month or more is more common among boys than girls.

** During 2008-2011, the prevalence of frequent drunkenness was 75.8% among the boys in this group, whereas the cor-
responding prevalence was 2.3% for boys without depression and with highly educated, employed parents. The corre-
sponding figures for girls were 41.7% and 1.4%, respectively.

2 Collectivity refers to the situation where, when the level alcohol use declines among young people, all drinking groups
drink less, both those who drink smaller amounts and those who drink more drink less than they used to (cf. Skog,
1968).



drinking groups of young people — those who drink a lot compared to those who
drink less — and their corresponding developments over time.

A study by Karvonen (2010) suggests a slightly increasing differentiation of
drinking habits according to the adolescents’ academic achievement and ac-
cording to whether they are active participants in extracurricular activities. Kar-
vonen talks about 'lifestyle polarisation’.® In the overall picture, drinking has de-
clined both in urban and rural environments (with a slight decrease in differ-
ences), and in many other segments of young people’s lives to a similar degree
(Karvonen, 2010).

In sum, even if there are some signs of the decreasing trend levelling off, today’s
adolescents have much ‘drier’ drinking habits than did young people 10 or 15
years ago. Drinking has declined quite evenly in all consumption groups; Both
those the heavy-drinking group and the group that drinks less drinks less than
before. However, there are also problem groups. A particular at-risk group are
depressed young people with unemployed parents with low levels of education.

4.3 lceland

High levels of cannabis and alcohol use among adolescents received much atten-
tion in Iceland in the 1990s*. A great deal of attention was also earned by the de-
creased alcohol and cannabis use that followed.

Over the past two decades, the alcohol consumption of Icelandic adolescents has
decreased dramatically, more than in any other Nordic country. According to the
ESPAD study, the share of abstainersin Iceland grew from 20.8%in 1995 to 65.5%
in 2015. The prevalence of students (aged 15-16) who had consumed alcohol dur-
ing the last 30 days in 2015 was 9%, while heavy episodic drinking during the last
30 days was reported by 8% of the students. The prevalence for lifetime use of
cannabis and of other drugs was 7% and 3%, respectively (Kraus et al., 2016).

3 Other literature calls such differentiation according to social background hardening and not polarisation (see for exam-

ple Pape et al., 2018).

4 For example, adolescent alcohol use increased in the short run following the legalisation of beer in 1989 (Olafsdottir,
1999). The reform allowed the sale of beer stronger than 2.25% on March 1, 1989 after a 74-year-long ban and pro-
duced a 23% spike in national alcohol sales between 1988 and 1989, but by 1993 alcohol sales had reduced to the same
level as in 1988 (Olafsdottir, 1999). The legalisation of beer did however transform the Icelandic alcohol culture, which
was previously dominated by distilled spirits. Beer quickly became the most prevalent type of alcohol consumed by all
sociodemographic groups (Olafsdottir, Gudmundsdottir, & Asmundsson, 1997).
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In their study on frequent use of alcohol and cannabis, Arnarsson and colleagues
(2018) established that both the overall use and the frequent use of alcohol de-
creased dramatically in Iceland in 1995—2015. The proportion of students who had
consumed alcohol 4o times or more decreased from 13.7% in 1995 to 2.8% in
2015. There was however a marked increase in the prevalence of those who had
used cannabis 40 times or more in the same period, from 0.7% to 2.3%. This group
also had many other problem behaviours.

Bjarnason and colleagues (2006) found that while Icelandic adolescents drank in-
creasingly less in 1995—2003 both in terms of amounts and drinking occasions,
heavy drinkers did not drink any less. In fact, adolescents who consumed alcohol
regularly increased their drinking in 1995-2003. More studies should be con-
ducted on the post-2003 situation (cf. Arnarsson et al., 2018).

In Iceland, then, where the decrease in drinking has been most drastic, some ad-
olescent groups seem to have developed more extreme drinking habits: those
who are not able to keep up with the conscientious majority culture appear to be
having a harder time. An Icelandic study from 2009 indeed finds support for rela-
tive deprivation: social comparisons contextualise how people experience eco-
nomic struggles, for example. This study with 5491 Icelandic young people
showed that the effects of economic deprivation on adolescent anger, normless-
ness, delinquency, violence, and subjective relative family status were weak in
school communities where economic deprivation was common, while the effects
were significantly stronger in school communities where economic deprivation
was rare (Bernburg et al., 2009).

4.4 Norway

The most recent ESPAD report (Bye & Skretting, 2017) indicates that drinking
among Norwegian 15-16-year-olds in 2015 is at its lowest level since 1995, as is to-
bacco use.

The proportion of Norwegian 15—-16-year-olds who reported that they had

ever drunk alcohol declined from 85% in 1999 to 59% in 2015. The proportion re-
porting drinking during the past 12 months decreased from 78% in 1999 to 49%
in 2015, and the share of those who had consumed alcohol during the past 30
days decreased from 55% in 1999 to 24% in 2015. There was also a decline in the
number of drinking occasions during the same period. In 2015, there was no dif-
ference between girls and boys on whether they had ever drunk alcohol or had
drunk alcohol in the past 12 months, while there were more girls than boys who
reported drinking in the past 30 days (Bye & Skretting, 2017).



The very latest Ung Data study, from 2018, seems to indicate that the decline in
alcohol among adolescents (pupils in classes 8 to 10 in the Norwegian compul-
sory school) use may have levelled off at this low level (Bakken 2018). However,
it is impossible to tell whether this is a break in the trend or not.

Cannabis use among adolescents is at a low level in Norway according to the ES-
PAD study from 2015%. (Bye & Skretting, 2017). The most recent UngData stud-
ies show small signs of increase in the use of cannabis, particularly noted in Oslo.
Compared to previous studies, a larger share of young people had been victims
of bullying or violence, or reported issues of ill health across all socioeconomic
groups. There are some differences between Oslo and the rest of the country:
cannabis use has been found to be more prevalent in Oslo in other studies, too,
but most factors are similar throughout the country (Bakken, 2018).

A feature of the adolescent drinking scene in Norway has been given much at-
tention. This is the so-called russetid celebrated by many young people at high
school graduation, including plenty of alcohol during several days (Fjeer et al.,
2016). Although the celebrations are not attended by all adolescents, an analysis
of the Norwegian health care registers (Norsk Pasientregister) from 2007-2011
shows that the month of May (when the russetid takes place) is the time of year
with the highest number of hospital stays for injuries among 19-year-olds. The
19-year-olds also had relatively more injuries compared to the 16-year-olds and
those aged 21, and head injuries were overrepresented during this time (Austdal
etal., 2015).

Norwegian youth drinking seems to have declined fairly evenly among different
types of drinking groups, suggesting a collective change of drinking habits. An
analysis of the Norwegian ESPAD data in 1995—2011 showed a strong relation-
ship between mean alcohol consumption and the proportion of heavy drinkers.
An increase in the mean consumption among adolescents was also associated
with an increase at all consumption levels, from light to heavy drinkers. The find-
ings of this study suggest that by reducing the total consumption of alcohol
among adolescents, consumption and the risk of harm may be reduced in all
consumer groups (Brunborg et al., 2017).

5 The share of 15-16 year olds who had used cannabis somtime in their lives decreased from 12,3 % in 1999 to 6,5 in and

the share who had used cannabis during the last month decreased from 9,1 % in 1999 to 5,3 % in 2015.
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4.5 Sweden

While Denmark stands out as a ‘wet’ nation in terms of adolescent drinking,
Sweden now represents a ‘drier’ end. Drinking among Swedish 15-16-year-olds
halved during 2000-2012 (Thor & Landberg, 2017). The prevalence of adolescent
drinking was at its highest in the 1970s when the measuring of youth drinking
started: around 90% of young people had consumed alcohol. Between the 1980s
and 1990s the prevalence of youth drinking was around 80%, but has decreased
drastically since the turn of the millennium (Thor et al., 2017). Youth consump-
tion kept falling and non-drinking rates continued to rise defying higher availa-
bility and increasing population drinking. Youth drinking followed per capita
consumption and adult consumption during the last two decades of the 20th
century, but developed an independent trajectory shortly before 2000 (Nor-
strom & Raninen, 2015).

The prevalence of alcohol users is at a historically low level in 2017 both among
ninth graders and high school second graders according to the school study
Skolelevers drogvanor, conducted annually by The Swedish Council for Infor-
mation on Alcohol and Other Drugs (CAN). In the 2017 study, 40% of ninth grad-
ers and 74% of second graders in high school reported having drunk alcohol ever
in their lifetime (Thor et al., 2017).

A slightly higher percentage of ninth-grade girls admit to drinking than boys;
43% of girls and 37% of boys in 2017. The difference is statistically significant.
The amount of alcohol consumed (as 100% alcohol) was unchanged among
ninth graders (1.2 litres) but increased slightly among high school second grad-
ers compared to 2016 (Thor 2017b). The average age for the first drink is higher,
and the average age for the first intoxication is now 14 (Raninen, 2013).

There are some signs that the declining trend would be evening out. The prelim-
inary results from the most recent survey support such levelling off among ninth
graders but the decline seems to have continued among second graders in high
school. The researchers are careful to point out that the prevalence for drinking
is at a historically low point also for ninth graders (less than 40% have ever tried
alcohol) (Englund, 2018).

Some surveys suggest that a decline in drinking also seems to indicate less
harm, at least when young people self-report such harm (Thor, 2017a). However,
there was an increase in alcohol-related hospitalisations among young people in
Sweden during the same time (Svensson, 2013). Svensson and Landberg (2013)
furthermore found that the aggregate link between alcohol and violence has be-
come weaker now that drinking is less common.



It seems that drinking has declined relatively evenly among youth in all Swedish
drinking groups (Raninen et al., 2014). A study by Norstrom and Svensson (2014)
found that when drinking declined, both those who drank a lot and those who
drank less had started to drink less. Still, the relative decrease was smaller for
heavy drinkers (top 5%) than for light drinkers (below the median). Drinking has
also declined regardless of differences between different groups with a number
of risk factors for drinking (Norstrém & Raninen, 2017).

However, there is some evidence of a group in the capital city of Stockholm
where drinking has increased even though drinking has declined on the overall
level. Some other regional varieties also emerge when it comes to harmful con-
sequences of drinking (Hallgren et al., 2012; Hallgren, 2014).

The most recent biennialstudy of the city of Stockholm — the so-called Stock-
holmsenkaten from 2018 — shows that capital stands out as an area where drink-
ing and drug use are both more common than in the rest of the country (So-
cialforvaltningen, 2018). It is not uncommon that (Nordic) capital cities tend to
have more prevalent drinking or other delinquent behaviour (Bakken, 2018).2

The Stockholm studies also indicate that young people living in the more afflu-
ent neighbourhoods of Stockholm are overrepresented among drinkers and as
users of cannabis and other drugs (Berggren et al., 2016). This is not a rare find-
ing, either: young persons who have more resources are overrepresented among
drinkers in other studies, too, while it seems that their alcohol-related harms are
not as pronounced (Pedersen, Bakken, & von Soest 2017).

So, although drinking has declined to a high degree, some problem groups exist.
There are still adolescents who use cannabis and also drink frequently. Accord-
ing to a study on the risky alcohol consumption by adolescents who seek treat-
ment at the Maria clinics in Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmé for abusing
cannabis, the alcohol use is related to drug use patterns and to different back-
ground and risk factors. The study distinguished nine risk factors — including
mental health and socioeconomic status — that were strongly related to their
combined use of cannabis and alcohol. Attention therefore needs to be paid to
ado-lescents’ risky alcohol consumption, and, if necessary, specific interventions
tar-geting alcohol problems should be provided (Anderberg & Dahlberg, 2015).

The most recent school study on alcohol and drugs by CAN included a new ques-
tion on whether the young people had felt gloomy, depressed, or low in spirits.

36 There are obviously other factors at play, too, but better availability of drugs seems to entail more drinking.
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It showed that the use of alcohol and drugs was more common among those
who said they were feeling low or depressed several times a week compared to
peers who were feeling low only once a week or not at all. It is important to fol-
low up on this in the next survey to establish where this trend is headed (En-
glund, 2018).

4.6 Adolescent use of cannabis in the Nordics: A few
notes

According to the 2015 ESPAD report, the share of young people in the Nordic
countries who have tried cannabis, the most common drug, has remained sta-
ble.?” The use of other drugs is relatively uncommon (Kraus et al., 2016). How-
ever, a recent Norwegian study (Young in Oslo/Ung i Oslo) indicates a slight in-
crease in cannabis use and delinquent behaviour among adolescents in Oslo.
UngData studies for the entire country point to similar findings (Bakken, 2018).
No reports on an increased prevalence of trying cannabis have come from the
other Nordic countries yet.

A concern that declining alcohol use would mean substituting alcohol with can-
nabis is not supported by current Nordic research. Cannabis has not replaced al-
cohol. In fact, the absolute majority of cannabis users also use alcohol (Bye &
Skretting, 2017; Raitasalo, Tigerstedt & Simonen,2018). A Norwegian study ar-
gues that cannabis is a complement to rather than a substitute for alcohol. A
study using ESPAD data showed that polysubstance use was especially preva-
lent in countries where cannabis use was relatively widespread and alcohol was
consumed rather frequently. It concludes that because adolescents most often
combine cannabis with alcohol, their use of the drug may be quite harmful. Poli-
cies that reduce adolescent drinking may reduce the use of cannabis as well
(Pape, Rossow, & Storvoll 2009). It is important to continue mapping trends in
simultaneous alcohol use and cannabis use to see whether this trend continues
and what the polydrug group looks like in terms of background factors and
harmful outcomes of the substance use.

7 In Denmark the prevalence for lifetime use of cannabis fell under the ESPAD average only in 1995. Indeed, the ESPAD
results show that the prevalence of cannabis use has declined markedly in Denmark since 2007. However, in the light of
other information it is possible that these numbers are not completely accurate. The response rate to the ESPAD stud-
ies has also declined (a lot) in Denmark. Based on knowledge from other school surveys in Denmark (that the response
rate is very low in the Copenhagen area in the two most recent ESPAD surveys) we know that the prevalence of canna-
bis use is much higher in the capital area than in the rest of the country, and we might thus underestimate the true
prevalence. Data from other surveys (such as the national health survey) shows that the prevalence of cannabis use is
very stable in this age group (and has been extremely stable in the last two decades). It will be very interesting to see
the 2019 ESPAD results where we will have oversampled schools from Copenhagen to account for this ‘selection bias’.



Also, we need to bear in mind that the attitudes towards cannabis use have be-
come more lenient: today’s adolescents do not perceive cannabis to be as risky
as young people did 10 years ago. Cannabis use has indeed increased among
young adults in the Nordic countries (Raitasalo., Tigerstedt & Simonen 2018;
Egnell et al., 2018).

4.7 Summary of chapter 4

e Inthe 1980s young people’s drinking seemed to be constantly increasing.

e Around the end of the 1990s youth drinking started to decline while adult
drinking continued to increase for some time.

e Declining trends in adolescent drinking have also been observed in many
European countries, Canada, the USA, New Zealand, and Australia.

e The decline has been observed in countries with differing alcohol policies,
differing economic situations, and with differing trends in adult drinking.

e It seems that the reasons behind young people’s drinking may be partly dif-
ferent from those behind adult drinking.

e Thedeclining trend is strongest in the Nordic countries and Ireland.

e  Within the Nordics the decline has been steepest in Iceland and weakest in
Denmark.

e Sobriety among adolescents has become more common in all Nordic coun-
tries. Those adolescents who do drink, drink smaller amounts, and there are
fewer drinking occasions. Young people are older when they take their first
drink and become intoxicated for the first time.

e Along with less drinking there has been a decrease in other norm-breaking
behaviours such as youth delinquency and truancy.

e  Smoking has declined among 15-16-year-olds (whereas snuffing and using
e-cigarettes have not).

e The share of young people who have tried drugs has not changed. Still, a re-
cent study from Norway shows an increase in the proportion of adolescents
who have used cannabis.

e Cannabis is the most common drug. Cannabis has not replaced alcohol. The
absolute majority of cannabis users also use alcohol and they are often used
in combination.

e Attitudes toward cannabis use in particular have become more lenient;
young people no longer perceive cannabis to be as risky as they did 10 years
ago.

e Cannabis use among young adults has increased.
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Some signs suggest that the declining trend in drinking would be evening
out at this low level in some Nordic countries, but it is too early to talk about
a break in the trend yet.



5 Harms associated with adoles-
cent alcohol use

Young people are more prone to negative outcomes of drinking compared to
adults (Jackson et al. 2014). Adolescent alcohol use is connected to a number of
negative consequences such as traffic accidents, violence and injuries, unwanted
sex, health problems, and depression (Helmersson & Bergmark, 2010; Dan-
ielsson, 2011). Some harms occur at the time of intoxication as a direct conse-
quence of the drinking, while other harms are indirect associations. Alcohol use
in adolescence is also a risk factor for problem behaviours in adulthood, espe-
cially related to the use and misuse of alcohol and other substances (Helmersson
& Bergmark, 2010).

The following chapters will look at some Nordic studies on harms connected to
adolescent drinking. Now that adolescent drinking is less frequent, we may ex-
pect a reduction in some of the harms.® This will be discussed more closely in
section 5.5.

5.1 Drinking is delinquent as such

Using alcohol may be seen as norm-breaking or delinquent behaviour, as adoles-
cent alcohol use is in most cases forbidden or restricted (Obstbaum, 2006). Alco-
hol use among adolescents in the Nordic countries is restricted by law in differ-
ent ways. Norway and Sweden forbid the selling of alcohol to those below the
legal age of 18. In Denmark, the legal age of buying alcohol (under 16.5%) is 16.
To buy alcohol over 16.5% and to be admitted into bars, one has to be 18. Itisiil-
legal for minors to consume alcohol in Finland; minors are not allowed to buy al-
cohol, and public drinking may bring them into contact with security guards or
the police (Saarikkomaki, 2017).

Despite these restrictions many adolescents at least try alcohol, and some drink
more regularly (Lintonen et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016).

8 Some of the decline in adolescent problem behaviours (such as some types of delinquency) may have to do with the
decline in alcohol use (see for example Lavikainen et al., 2011). It is however probable that there are also other factors
behind the decline in problem behaviours, as there are factors that impact both alcohol use and problem behaviours
simultaneously (cf. Bakken et al., 2017).
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5.2 Drinking is not healthy

Alcohol is a toxic substance. Drinking alcohol in adolescence has an impact on
physical health and the growing adolescent brain. Intoxication at an early age is
particularly damaging for the brain (Monti et al., 2005; see also Kaarre et al.,
2017).

Alcohol use has connections to mental health problems. Many Nordic studies
have established links between adolescent alcohol use and for example depres-
sive symptoms, anxiety, social phobia (Torikka, 2001; Strandheim et al, 2010;
Edwards et al., 2011; Frojd et al., 2011), and self-harm (Rossow et al., 2011).
Heavy drinking is associated with a higher risk for these harms (Rossow & Nor-
strom, 2014).

However, the connection between alcohol and mental health problems also has
to do with a variety of other factors of well-being, ranging from school factors,

bullying, parenting factors, and more. (Abebe et al., 2016) There are also large

groups of youngsters who do not drink but show symptoms of anxiety and de-

pression (Skogen et al., 2009).

In many Nordic countries mental health problems such as anxiety, stress, and
nervousness seem to have become more common among young people, espe-
cially girls. Recent reports have highlighted this in Sweden (Folkhalsomyn-
digheten, 2018), Norway (Abebe et al., 2016), and Finland (Kouluterveyskysely,
2017). This has happened simultaneously as alcohol use has declined, which has
puzzled scholars (Hegna et al., 2013; @ia et al., 2012; see also section 7.4.1).

5.3 Drinking is connected to accidents, risky behaviour,
delinquency, and victimisation

Adolescent drinking heightens the risk for accidents, risky behaviour, delinquent
behaviour, and victimisation.

Adolescents are more prone to accidents under the influence of alcohol. For in-
stance, in Finland about 30% of 15-19-year-old boys’ fatal accidents and violent
incidents are related to alcohol (Mdkeld, 2003). Alcohol use also raises the risk
for risky behaviour or being subjected to such behaviour (Englund, 2014). A
Finnish study by Lavikainen et al. (2009) found that the likelihood for teenagers
of engaging in sexual intercourse increased with the frequency of alcohol use.



Alcohol use is a central explanatory variable for many kinds of delinquent acts.
Also, young people who use alcohol are more likely to engage in delinquent be-
haviour ranging from graffiti, shoplifting, theft, and driving without a licence to
fighting and assaults (Salmi, 2012; Obstbaum, 2006). A recent Norwegian study
has pointed at connections between alcohol use and positive attitudes toward
delinquent behaviour (Nordfjern et al., 2013).

The association between alcohol drinking and violence is well established also
among young people (Eklund et al., 2009). The relationship between alcohol and
adolescent violence seems at times to be direct yet at times connected to a life-
style where alcohol use is only one part (Aaltonen, 2007; Ellonen et al., 2012).

A study by Nasi (2016), however, found that intoxication during delinquent be-
haviour has become less common among Finnish adolescents during the last 10
years. This has happened simultaneously as delinquent behaviour at large has
become less common among young people. It is likely that less alcohol drinking
is one of the reasons for the declined delinquency. However, it is also probable
that some factors affect delinquency and drinking simultaneously. The relation-
ship between declined delinquency and declined drinking is complex. It is known
for example that the prevalence of alcohol-related aggression among adoles-
cents varies