The Nature of the Task


America has changed its mind lots of times about how it wants to accommodate alcohol in society. We have always taxed alcohol, but have done so for different reasons (a convenient source of revenues, use taxation as an public policy instrument to discourage drinking through the price system, use taxation to generate revenues that could compensate society for the costs imposed on it by the adverse consequences of alcohol use). For much of our history, use of alcohol was largely unregulated by government, but we went through a two decade period in which we prohibited alcohol by constitutional amendment. We have varied regimes controlling the supply and distribution of alcohol at state levels that seem to have some relationship to whether the state has a wet or a dry social and political culture. Alcohol purchases and use has been prohibited to young people, but the age of prohibition has varied both over time and across states.

Recently, behind the leadership offered by the Volpe Commission, and the federal programs it recommended, states throughout the nation came into an a powerful alignment. Over the years from ___ to ___ , ____ states changed their laws to increase the legal drinking age from 18-21. As a consequence, drinking is prohibited to those under age 21 in all states of the union.

One might view this unusual unanimity among states as a reflection of a strong cultural and political commitment to radically reducing underage drinking. One might also expect that the combination of the strong cultural commitment tied to the explicit authority of the state would be effective in driving underage drinking to very low levels in the society.

Yet, the reality is much different than this. Underage drinking remains high in the United States. Part of the explanation for this fact has to do with the fact that the social commitment to this goal is more ambivalent than we imagined. The youth do not necessarily agree that they should be denied the pleasures of drinking as the consequence of paternalistic effort to protect them; they think they ought to be able to make decisions about drinking for themselves.  And the reasonableness of this claim gets stronger and stronger as they approach the magical age of 21. Parents, school teachers, college administrators, co-workers, officers in the military, and other adults who interact with the underage population also have ambivalent attitudes. Indeed, they may think that they have some responsibilities to prepare underage drinkers to drink by drinking with them. This lends their support to the practice of underage drinking. State agencies, understaffed, and themselves ambivalent about whether their goal is to respond to local industry demands, raise revenues for their states, or achieve public policy objectives of reducing the adverse effects of alcohol may or may not use their full powers to limit the availability of alcohol to underage drinkers.

So, there is a large gap between our explicitly endorsed collective aspirations on one hand (to end underage drinking), and our collective actions to achieve this goal on the other (a more half-hearted acceptance of the importance of the goal, reluctance to accept the responsibility for action in the various sites and locations from which effective action could be launched, and a certain amount of confusion about what would constitute appropriate and effective action). One important way to understand the assignment to create a “cost effective strategy to reduce underage drinking” is to find the means for closing this gap: that is, to find a way to build what is in fact both a strong cultural and political commitment to reducing underage drinking, along with some continuing capacity to learn what is working well and do more of that and less of the things that seem to be ineffective.


The special interest in a “national media campaign” to reduce underage drinking by persuading those who are underage to refrain from drinking takes on a somewhat different light when we think of the task as mobilizing a collective commitment and capacity to act to reduce underage drinking. We can imagine a media campaign that focuses not only on underage drinkers, but also on the large number of other actors who stand in particular positions in society that give them some effective capacity to act to discourage underage drinking. The goal of the campaign would not be simply to dissuade the drinkers from continuing their activities, but instead to help those in a position to act effectively to understand the significance of the underage drinking problem, to accept responsibility for acting to control it, and to devise efficient and effective means for doing so. Such a campaign would create a background for effective action, not only by government at different levels, but also by industry, civic groups, and community organizations of many different types.


This approach – one that emphasizes efforts to improve society as a whole’s capacity to govern the problem of underage drinking rather than sole reliance on government policies and programs to solve the problem – seems particularly appropriate in dealing with the particular problem of underage drinking precisely because an effective response to underage drinking requires both some voluntary restraint from people whose (entirely lawful) conduct may nonetheless be acting to increase underage drinking, and actions that are highly tailored to particular groups and community conditions. Law is necessarily a blunt instrument. It also depends on social and political commitments to enforce the law through both formal and informal means of enforcement to be effective. So, while law provides an important first step in galvanizing and guiding collective action to deal with a problem, it needs to be supplemented by additional collective processes in which individuals talk to one another and agree to take action because it is in the public interest to do so.


The law currently creates a bright line between legal and illegal drinking on the basis of age. This simple fact creates two different problems for efforts to discourage underage drinking. The first is simply the coherence of the message that society seeks to communicate about alcohol. It seems to want to say that alcohol is at least harmless, with respect to use by adults, and very harmful with respect to use by those under the age of 21. One can make this story persuasive to some degree. One can point to the special vulnerabilities of young people and their decision-making. One can point to the long term consequences that tend to be ignored by underage drinkers, and so on. Yet, the concept is a bit shaky, and inevitably somewhat arbitrary. We have to depend to some extent on the tolerance of the young for this kind of regulation, and not push us too hard on the logic. Because the message is shaky, one can imagine that the tolerance or even encouragement of adult drinking in the society helps to undermine the argument that drinking by the underage population is exceedingly dangerous.


The second is a more concrete effect on the success we could possibly have in trying to restrict or control the availability of alcohol to underage drinkers in a world in which we have already committed ourselves to allowing convenient access to alcohol for adults. We can try to wrap a practical boundary around legitimate drinking by alcohols. But there will inevitably be leakage. And that leakage will support underage drinking. The more determined we are to contain.


Voluntary action helps to respond to these limitations of the law. They help to animate the force of the law, but also to give the shape of the law a particular quality.

