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Abstract  
Aim:  The study investigates patterns of alcohol drinking among 15-year-old Polish students in Warsaw over the past 20 years. 

Methods:  Data were collected from six consecutive surveys, beginning in 1988 (N = 3918) and conducted every four years (in 
2008, N = 1229). 

Results:  Two-step cluster analysis across all six consecutive surveys indicated a clear differentiation of the social context of 
adolescent alcohol drinking patterns.  Adolescents are least likely to drink alcohol alone (< 5%) or heavily with peers (< 10%), 
more likely to drink with parents (15%-20%), in moderate amounts with peers (11%-28%) or not at all (11%-27%), and most 
likely to be light social drinkers (30%-46%).  Cross-gender comparisons suggest that traditional gender differences are fading 
away; the data show increases in moderate social drinking among females and abstinence among males.  

Conclusions:  Our results confirm that adolescents’ patterns of alcohol use are stable over time, despite the social and political 
changes that have occurred in Poland since 1988, and reflect a pattern of mostly moderate drinking. 
 

 
About 10 years before national surveys on adolescent 
alcohol use (European School Survey Project on Alcohol 
and other Drugs [ESPAD], and Health Behavior in School-
Age Children [HBSC]) were conducted in Poland (Mazur 
& Małkowskiej-Szkutnik, 2011; Sierosławski, 2011), a 
survey monitoring local trends was initiated in Warsaw 
(Wolniewicz-Grzelak & Ostaszewski, 1983).  It is the only 
survey covering a period of over 20 years, including a time 
of significant political, economic and social change in 
Poland.  In 1980, the first independent trade union in the 
Soviet Bloc, Solidarity, was created.  However, it was 
outlawed in 1981, when the communist government 
proclaimed martial law.  This radical action could not stop 
the fall of the regime.  The late 1980s were a period of 
agony under communist rule in Poland, as the population 
struggled with galloping inflation, rationing of goods, and 
marasmus of the society tired with the everyday life 
problems.  In 1989, the situation changed: Solidarity was 
legalized again and ran candidates in the parliamentary 
election—the first partially free election in Poland since the 
Second World War.  This was the beginning of a period of 
democratic change, which included the liberalization of 
governmental control over alcohol production, distribution 
and import, and the appearance of alcohol advertisements 
(Świątkiewicz, 1997).  In 1993, legislation limiting the 
number of alcohol outlets (selling beverages with more 

than 4.5% alcohol) was annulled, and the number of these 
outlets rose from 30,160 (“Profilaktyka i rozwiązywanie 
problemów alkoholowych,” 2006) to approximately 
100,000 in 2008 (“Profilaktyka i rozwiązywanie 
problemów alkoholowych”, 2008).  These developments 
changed the context of drinking behaviors, including 
adolescent alcohol use (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Borucka, 
2008). 
 
A Warsaw survey of adolescents found a significant 
increase in alcohol consumption from the mid-1980s to the 
mid-1990s (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Borucka, 2006).  For the 
past 10 years (mid-1990s to mid-2000s), the Warsaw study 
findings are congruent with the results of national surveys, 
showing similar local and national tendencies: increasing 
alcohol consumption up to the beginning of the 2000s, and 
recent stabilization (Mazur & Małkowskiej-Szkutnik, 2011; 
Ostaszewski et al., 2009; Sierosławski, 2011). 
 
The lifetime prevalence of alcohol drinking by 15-year-old 
Poles has been rather stable across past decades: about 90% 
of teenagers have used alcohol in their lifetime 
(Sierosławski, 2011).  Therefore, in a statistical sense, this 
may be interpreted as a normative behavior.  However, it is 
not homogenous.  Some youth drink alcohol only 
occasionally, others more often and in higher amounts.
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As described below, several drinking patterns exist among 
adolescents, distinguished by the level of alcohol consumed 
and the size and gender composition of drinking groups.  
Although the differences between various styles of alcohol 
use are not clear-cut, classifying specific types or groups of 
adolescents is useful for the description and understanding 
of alcohol use as a social phenomenon.   
 
Probably the most studied type is “social drinking,” usually 
described as drinking with others to experience positive 
emotional states and pleasant situations (Mohr et al., 2001).  
Some social drinkers drink in small quantities, while others 
drink much more (Senchak, Leonard, & Greene, 1998).  
Moderate social drinkers are sometimes called “competent” 
drinkers, since they do not enter into risky situations related 
to drunkenness (Bogren, 2006), while heavy social drinkers 
tend to have heavy-drinking episodes but do not drink 
alone (Christiansen, Vik, & Jarchow, 2002).  Demant and 
Torronen (2011) distinguish “heroic” and “playful” styles 
among heavy, intoxication-oriented drinkers; the first is 
characterized by extreme, individual experiences, while the 
second is more audience oriented and controlled.   
 
Some researchers use the term “social drinking” when 
referring to those who have never drunk alone (Tucker, 
Ellickson, Collins, & Klein, 2006).  In fact, drinking alone, 
or “solitary drinking,” used to be defined in the literature as 
episodic behavior which does not exclude drinking in 
company and may even be assumed to include customary 
social drinking (Bourgault & Demers, 1997).   
 
Another pattern of teenage alcohol use that is interesting 
from a psychosocial perspective concerns drinking with, or 
getting alcohol from, parents, or drinking in the parental 
home.  Like solitary drinking, drinking with parents is not 
clearly separated from other drinking styles.  Adolescents 
who occasionally drink with parents tend to drink alcohol 
with peers as well.  Statistically, this pattern of alcohol use 
is associated with not getting drunk and not using alcohol 
in public places (Bellis et al., 2007; Forsyth & Barnard, 
2000).  Our previous research indicated that alcohol use 
with parents was most common among teenage moderate 
drinkers (Okulicz-Kozaryn & Borucka, 2008).  
 
In the present study, we investigated past and current 
patterns of alcohol drinking among Warsaw 15-year-olds.  
As we know from previous analysis across the past 20 
years, significant changes have occurred in the prevalence 
of alcohol consumption.  Now, we ask whether the social 
context of drinking has changed as well.  

Method 

Procedure 
The study is based on data from a drug use monitoring 
survey conducted every four years among students from 
one part of Warsaw (in the 1980s the area was a single 
district, Mokotow; it is now divided into three separate 
administrative units).  Data from six consecutive surveys 
(1988, 1992, 1996, 2000, 2004 and 2008) were analyzed 

(due to technical problems, it was not possible to include 
data from 1984).  At all time points, data were collected at 
the beginning of the school year (Fall).  Between 1988 and 
2000, the participants of the survey were in the first grade 
of high school and the majority of them were 15 years old.  
Since 2004, due to structural changes in the educational 
system, the same age group has been in the final (third) 
grade of middle school.  
 
In 1988, all first-grade classes from all high schools in this 
district participated in the study.  Since 1992, 
approximately 50% of classes have been randomly 
selected.  At all time points, classroom surveys were 
conducted by trained research staff who had no connection 
with the schools.  The anonymity of individual students, 
classes and schools was guaranteed.  
 
Participants 
The number of participants ranged from 3,918 in 1988 to 
1,229 in 2008 (there were 2,000 students in 1992; 2,484 in 
1996; 2,471 in 2000; and 1,461 in 2004).  Between 1988 
and 2000, there were more girls (51%–53%) than boys in 
the sample.  This proportion changed in 2004, when boys 
were in the majority (52%).  Every year, the percentage of 
students absent from school on the day of the survey was 
similar and did not exceed 10% (Ostaszewski et al., 2009).  
The social status of students participating in the study has 
never been directly assessed in the survey.  Nevertheless, 
random selection of school classes from this area which is 
representative for the whole Warsaw (Cichomski, 2004) 
suggests that students’ social characteristics are similar to 
the general population of the Polish capital city.  
 
Measurement 
Alcohol use is measured by the description of the last 
drinking occasion.  This is based on the assumption that in 
big samples, the last drinking occasion is representative of 
usual consumption, and this measure may be more precise 
than recalling longer time periods since there is less risk of 
memory error and bias (Święcicki, 1963; Wolniewicz-
Grzelak, 1985). 
 
Respondents were asked “when” and “in what quantity” 
they had last used three kinds of alcoholic beverages—
beer, wine, and vodka—for a total of six questions 
(Wolniewicz-Grzelak, 1995).  Nine response options for 
time of last consumption were provided, ranging from 0: 
“I've never drunk” to 8: “from 1 to 4 days ago”).  For the 
quantity questions, a 7-point scale was used (from 0: “I've 
never drunk” to 6: “more than 4 bottles” [for beer 
drinking], “a bottle or more” [for wine drinking], and “1/4 
litre or more” [for vodka drinking]).  An overall scale of 
alcohol use was computed by totaling scores from the 
frequency and quantity questions.  It ranged from 0 
(abstinence) to 26 (drinking 1–4 days ago; beer, wine and 
vodka in maximum quantities).  
 
To describe with whom they had last been drinking, the 
respondents were to choose one of the following options: 
“with parents,” “with other adults,” “only with teenagers,” 
“alone.”  Because of the relatively low rate of adolescents 
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choosing “other adults,” and the ambiguity of this answer 
(“other adults” tells us only that these were not the 
respondent’s parents; they could be other adult relatives, 
friends of the parents, older friends of the respondent, or 
strangers), the group of adolescents who chose this answer 
was excluded from further analysis. 
 
Data analysis 
The measures of alcohol use and drinking companions 
were combined to reveal natural groups of adolescent 
differentiated by the predominant drinking preference for 
each person.  Since one of these variables (assumed to be 
independent) is categorical, the two-step cluster analysis 
method was used1.  In this procedure cases represent 
objects to be clustered.  The first case from the data set is 
taken as a reference, and all other cases are successively 
compared to it.  This approach, however, does make the 
statistic sensitive to case order.  To minimize this effect, 
cases were put into different random orders (uniform and 
student's t distributions were used).  To verify the stability 
of this solution, 10 runs were conducted with cases sorted 
into different random orders.  As well, the BIC criterion for 
auto-clustering was applied.  The results were displayed 
separately for each year of the survey.  

Results 

Clusters were automatically identified by the statistical 
software in each year of the study, as follows:  
 
• 1988:  (1) abstainers (never drank alcohol); (2) social 

drinkers (last drank with peers); and (3) others (last 
drank with parents or alone).  

• 1992:  (1) abstainers; (2) family drinkers (last drank 
with parents); (3) solitary drinkers (last drank alone); 
(4) social light drinkers (last drank with peers, in 
limited amounts); (5) social moderate drinkers (last 
drank with peers, but in larger quantities than light 
drinkers); (6) social heavy drinkers (last drank with 
peers, in high quantities).  

• 1996:  the same clusters as in 1992.  
• 2000:  (1) social drinkers; (2) others (abstainers, 

family and solitary) 
• 2004:  (1) abstainers; (2) family drinkers; (3) solitary 

drinkers; (4) social light/moderate drinkers (last drank 
with peers, in lower quantities than respondents in 
cluster 5); (5) social moderate/heavy drinkers (last 
drank with peers, more than those in cluster 4).   

• 2008:  the same clusters as in 1992 and 1996.  
 

Table 1 shows the prevalence of each drinking pattern 
revealed in a given year and the average amount of alcohol 
consumed by adolescents classified into different clusters. 
 
To analyze changes over time in various groups of 
adolescents, for the next set of two-step cluster analysis, the 
number of clusters was fixed at six, as this was the most 

1  Statistical package SPSS PC version 15.0 

prevalent number of clusters across the years.  As Figure 1 
shows, the most stable feature over time is the prevalence 
of solitary drinking (4% of the population) and social heavy 
drinking (6%–7%).  The percentage of adolescents drinking 
with parents increased slightly (from 15%–17% in the ‘90s, 
to 19%–20% in the 2000s).  The most significant changes 
are visible in the most prevalent drinking patterns.  Light 
drinking with peers, which had been increasing up to the 
end of the ‘90s (from 30% in 1992 to 43% in 1996), 
recently diminished to 29%.  The opposite trends may be 
observed for abstinence, which had been decreasing—from 
27% in 1988 to 11% in 1996—but has been increasing 
since then, to 19% in 2008.  Social moderate drinking was 
the most popular category at the beginning of our survey 
(30% in 1992); later, it diminished to 11%, then in 2008 it 
returned to 1988 levels (21–22%).  
 
Mean alcohol use in the cluster of adolescents who drink 
with parents has been low and stable across the years (from 
1.57 to 1.73, Figure 2).  Also stable, but slightly higher, 
have been the indicators of alcohol consumption among 
social light drinkers (from 1.52 to 1.94) and adolescents 
drinking alone (2.42–2.70).  The average consumption of 
social moderate drinkers increased between 1988 (3.94) 
and 2004 (7.26), but in 2008 was lower again (5.63) 
although not as low as the 1988 level.  The same trend may 
be observed among social heavy drinkers (average alcohol 
use = 9.16 in 1992, 12.72 in 2004, and 11.21 in 2008).   
 
Cross-gender comparisons (Table 2) indicate that drinking 
with parents has been more popular among teenage females 
(20% and higher) than males (13%–17%).  Other drinking 
patterns have followed different trends over time: (1) 
abstinence was more prevalent among girls in the ‘80s and 
‘90s, but in 2004 become more popular among boys; (2) 
gender differences relating to social moderate, social 
heavy, and solitary drinking (traditionally more prevalent 
among boys) have been diminishing since the beginning of 
the 2000s; (3) since the mid-1990s, social light drinking has 
been more prevalent among girls than boys.   

Discussion 

Despite the gaps between surveys (four years), the 
extended period of time covered (twenty years), and 
significant social and political changes (transition from 
communism to a market economy system), our study 
revealed several patterns of alcohol use by 15-year-old 
Poles that have been stable over time.  This finding is 
statistically confirmed and is in accordance with findings 
from studies in other countries (Bogren, 2006; Bourgault & 
Demers, 1997; Christiansen et al., 2002; Mohr et al., 2001; 
Senchak et al., 1998).  The main differences are between 
adolescents who drink alcohol with peers (social drinkers), 
and all others (including abstainers), with a general 
increase in social drinkers until the 2008 survey.  However, 
social drinkers are not a homogenous group; some of them 
drink heavily, others in much lower amounts. 
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Table 1.  

Cluster characteristics across years  

Year 

Clusters 

Abstainers 
Family 

drinkers Solitary drinkers 

 Social drinkers 

 Light Moderate Heavy 

1988 N = 946 (27%) 
avg.alc .= 0.01 

N = 858 (25%) avg.alc. = 1.83  N = 1688 (48%) avg.alc. = 3.51 

1992 N = 262 (14%) 
avg.alc. = 0.01 

N = 313 (17%) 
avg.alc. = 1.73 

N = 78 (4%) 
avg.alc. = 2,56 

 N = 539 (30%) 
avg.alc. = 1.52 

N = 504 (28%) 
avg.alc. = 3.98 

N = 124 (7%) 
avg.alc. = 9.16 

1996 N = 250 (11%) 
avg.alc. = 0.01 

N = 347 (15%) 
avg.alc. = 1.65 

N = 90 (4%) 
avg.alc. = 2.60 

 N = 978 (43%) 
avg.alc. = 1.90 

N = 489 (21%) 
avg.alc. = 5.44 

N = 130 (6%) 
avg.alc. = 11.44 

2000 N = 711 (32%) avg.alc. = 1.20  N = 1511 (68%) avg.alc. = 3.81 

2004 N = 177 (14%) 
avg.alc. = 0.03 

N = 248 (20%) 
avg.alc. = 1.63 

N = 57 (4%) 
avg.alc. = 2.70 

 N = 580 (46%) avg.alc. = 2.58 N = 202 (16%) avg.alc. = 8.83 

2008 N = 202 (19%) 
avg.alc. = 0.04 

N = 197 (19%) 
avg.alc. = 1.57 

N = 43 (4%) 
avg.alc. = 2.42 

 N = 305 (29%) 
avg.alc. = 1.94 

N = 221 (21%) 
avg.alc. = 5.63 

N = 75 (7%) 
avg.alc. = 11.21 

 
 

 
Figure 1  

The prevalence of alcohol use patterns among Warsaw adolescents, 1988–2008 
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Figure 2  

Average number of drinks consumed by Warsaw adolescents, grouped in five clusters of alcohol users, 1988–2008 

 
 

 
Table 2.  

Cross-gender comparisons of the prevalence of alcohol use patterns among Warsaw adolescents, 1988–2008 

Year 
(N) Gender 

Clusters  

Abstainers 
Family 

drinkers 
Solitary 
drinkers 

 Social drinkers 

Χ2  Light Moderate Heavy 

1988 
(3492) 

female 32% 23% 3%  22% 18% 2% 200.854*** 
male 21% 16% 7%  20% 26% 10% 

1992 
(1808) 

female 18% 20% 2%  31% 25% 4% 72.510*** 

male 11% 14% 6%  28% 31% 10% 

1996 
(2262) 

female 13% 17% 3%  47% 18% 3% 77.262*** 
male 9% 13% 5%  39% 26% 8% 

2000 
(2208) 

female 11% 20% 2%  52% 11% 4% 50.501*** 
male 12% 15% 5%  44% 17% 8% 

2004 
(1255) 

female 10% 23% 4%  47% 12% 4% 24.394*** 
male 18% 17% 5%  44% 11% 5% 

2008 
(1036) 

female 16% 23% 3%  33% 20% 5% 30.808*** 
male 23% 15% 5%  25% 23% 9% 

*** p<0.000 
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Comparing the prevalence of various drinking patterns 
across 20 years indicates that the smallest groups of 
adolescents were those who drank alcohol alone (<5%) or 
heavily with peers (< 10%%).  Larger percentages of 
adolescents reported drinking with parents (15%–20%), 
drinking in moderate amounts with peers (11%–28%), or 
remaining abstinent (11%–27%), while the largest group 
has consistently been that of social light drinkers (30%–
46%).  
 
Time trends comparison indicates a significant decrease in 
the rate of abstainers and increase in the rate of social 
drinkers (especially light drinkers) after 1988.  Changes in 
alcohol consumption after the fall of communism in Poland 
in 1989 are mainly due to the introduction of a free market 
economy, which meant increased availability of alcohol, 
aggressive marketing, and better quality of alcoholic 
beverages, especially beer.  Changing social attitudes also 
played a role, as the influence of the Catholic Church 
weakened and social norms regarding adequate and non-
adequate behaviors were liberalized (Okulicz-Kozaryn & 
Borucka, 2008). 
 
Recently, however, the percentages of adolescents not 
drinking at all, drinking with parents, and drinking socially 
in moderate amounts tend to approximate each other (at the 
level of about 20%).  The percentage of adolescents 
classified as light social drinkers approaches this level as 
well.  This trend may indicate increasing social tolerance 
for various alcohol drinking patterns (including abstinence) 
among teenagers.  But it remains unclear what social 
(macro, parental, and/or peer) factors are responsible for 
this phenomenon.  Maybe the magic of market freedom and 
the ease of obtaining goods do not affect teenagers of the 
21st century to the extent it affected previous generations.  
The great majority of our study respondents in the 2004 
survey were born in 1989, so they do not remember times 
of political and economic constraint.  Another hypothetical 
explanation is that alcohol use tended to lose importance as 
a determinant of status within the peer group (Bogren, 
2006; Demant & Jarvinen, 2006; 2011; Jarvinen & 
Gundelach, 2007; Tucker et al., 2006).  This suggests a 
need for exploration of other behaviors which may have 
taken over the social function of alcohol drinking, such as 
cannabis use or activities in social media.    
 
The inversion, in 2004, of the growth trend of the most 
prevalent drinking style—light social drinking—may be 
associated with structural changes in the Polish educational 
system.  In 2004, 15-year-olds, who were previously in the 
lowest grade of high school, became the oldest students in 
middle school, which may have worked for them as a 
protective factor against alcohol use (Kuntsche, Gmel, 
Wicki, Rehm, Grichting, 2006).  However, a reversal of 
negative tendencies for other drinking styles and quantity 
of alcohol consumed appeared later, in 2008, suggesting a 
weak association between alcohol consumption and 
students’ age relative to others within their school.  
 
Only two drinking patterns had low prevalence: drinking 
alone and social heavy drinking.  Both of these are 
described in the literature as “bad” or “sad” in young 

people’s narratives, because they are contrary to collective 
and joyful mainstream drinking (Demant & Jarvinen, 
2011).  They are also related to the highest actual and 
future risk (Christiansen et al., 2002; Tucker et al., 2006).  
However, the rather low amounts of alcohol consumed by 
adolescents drinking alone suggest they may be at a higher 
risk of stronger beliefs concerning the ability of alcohol to 
enhance positive or attenuate negative affect (Mohr et al., 
2001), but that their risk of social or health consequences is 
not significantly higher than for other drinkers (Bourgault 
& Demers, 1997; Gonzales, Collins, & Bradizza, 2009).  
 
Comparison of the prevalence of various drinking patterns 
among males and females suggests that traditional gender 
differences are fading away.  This is especially visible for 
social drinking, regardless of the level of consumption.  As 
Demant and Torronen (2011) emphasize, this process, 
observed in several countries, is related to an increase in 
women’s activity (including alcohol drinking) in public 
places, a decline in social perceptions of female drinking as 
immoral, and adoption of a more playful drinking style (as 
opposed to heroic drinking) by boys.  Moreover, in our 
study, we observed increasing rates of abstinence among 
boys beginning in the mid-2000s.  This may be related to 
the fact that boys tend to spend more time in private—
playing computer games or using the internet—which 
prevents them from spending time with peers.  In contrast, 
girls spend more time outside of the home (Ostaszewski, et 
al. 2005).  
 
Only drinking with parents remains more prevalent among 
girls than boys, as it was twenty years ago.  Probably, this 
reflects the stability of parental attitudes toward teenage 
drinking, and suggests that parents are more willing to 
introduce daughters than sons to alcohol in home.  
Unfortunately, the phenomenon of introducing a child to 
alcohol in the home (Abar, Abar, & Turrisi, 2009; Bellis et 
al., 2009; Smyth, Marker, Donnelly-Swift, Barry, & 
Allwright, 2010; Warner & White, 2003) is not widely 
explored yet, and more research explaining gender 
differences is needed.  
 
Some limitations of this study have to be taken into 
account.  First of all, the aspiration to maintain the 
comparability of survey results across the years led to very 
minor modifications to the study procedure and 
questionnaire.  Generally, methodological solutions chosen 
over 20 years ago are still currently acceptable.  However, 
asking about the last drinking occasion is not popular in 
present studies (e.g., in ESPAD and HBSC, respondents are 
asked about alcohol use in a given past period), though it is 
sometimes still used as a measure of a typical drinking 
occasion—for example, in Forsyth and Barnard’s 2000 
study focusing on the places in which school-aged Scottish 
adolescents report using alcohol.  Both measures of alcohol 
consumption—asking about average alcohol consumption 
in a given period of time and asking about the last drinking 
occasion—have different estimation errors.  In the first 
method, the bias is related to respondents’ inability to 
assess their average consumption, especially over longer 
time periods and when drinking is irregular and doses 
highly differentiated.  The main problem with the second 
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measure concerns the difficulty of drawing conclusions 
about usual consumption patterns based only on the last 
drinking occasion.  As mentioned earlier, our study is based 
on the assumption that this kind of generalization is 
justified in big samples (Święcicki, 1963; Wolniewicz-
Grzelak, 1985).  Comparisons of our study results with the 
alcohol use trends found in national surveys (Mazur & 
Małkowskiej-Szkutnik, 2011; Sierosławski, 2011) 
generally confirm the accuracy of assessments based on 
descriptions of the last drinking occasion.  Empirical 
verification of this assumption would be useful, however, 
especially for the assessment of alcohol doses, since with 
knowledge of only one case of alcohol use, it is not 
possible to derive conclusions about the average quantities 
of alcohol consumed by adolescents.  We are aware that in 
our study, the assessments of the quantities of alcohol used 
by students are inaccurate and are useful only for 
comparisons in time.  
 
The possibility of generalizing this study’s results is limited 
by its local context—it covers only a part of Warsaw, 
Poland.  Therefore, there are dangers in drawing 
conclusions regarding the general population of Polish 
adolescents.  However, as the results concerning average 
level of alcohol consumed across years are generally 
consistent with national studies (Mazur & Małkowskiej-
Szkutnik, 2011; Sierosławski, 2011), it seems highly 
plausible that similar patterns of alcohol use would be 
found amongst adolescents in other settings.   
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