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Background
Problematic college student alcohol use continues to be a significant public health 
issue. Roughly half of college students report engaging in heavy drinking 
(usually defined as at least five drinks per occasion for males or four drinks for 
females) at least once every two weeks. Heavy drinking, in turn, is associated with 
increased risks of unprotected sex, injury, sexual and physical assault, impaired 
driving, diminished academic performance, and other negative effects. Given these 
patterns, it is important to document the risk and protective factors that are 
predictive of heavy drinking among college students. 

Physical activity is one such factor. A perceived benefit of regular physical activity 
during the childhood and adolescent years is that healthy youth will continue to 
make positive health habits and decisions that persist into adulthood. Evidence 
supports this idea for some adult behaviors, such as smoking and exercise 
frequency. However, research on alcohol paints a more complex picture.  
Researchers have recently identified a positive association between 
physical activity and alcohol use among college students, a pattern that 
contrasts with the clustering of positive and negative health outcomes during other 
developmental periods. Moore and Werch (2008) studied 400 first year university 
students and documented that frequent exercisers drank more frequently and more 
heavily than did infrequent exercisers. Buscemi et al. (2011) noted that the 
association between physical activity and alcohol use was particularly strong among 
male students, and among students in the Greek system, at a large Southern 
university. 

No known research has examined whether physical activity during the high school 
years predicts alcohol use, either concurrently or across the transition to college. 
We examined the associations between physical activity and alcohol use 
(frequency of getting drunk) in a sample of students before and after the 
transition to their first year of college. We also examined two potential 
moderators of this association: gender and high school athlete status. 

ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND ALCOHOL USE 
BEFORE THE COLLEGE TRANSITION

We first examined the associations between physical activity and alcohol use, 
and potential moderators, prior to the college transition. All variables entered 
were centered to minimize multicollinearity issues. 

As Table 1 indicates, physical activity was associated with frequency 
of getting drunk, an association that was moderated by gender. 
Follow-up analyses showed that the association between physical activity and 
binge drinking was significant for male students but not female students. 

We next examined high school varsity athlete status as a potential moderator 
of the association between physical activity and binge drinking. As seen in 
Table 2, varsity athlete status emerged as a significant predictor of binge 
drinking, as did the athlete X physical activity interaction term. Follow-up 
analyses showed that physical activity was positively associated with 
binge drinking for varsity athletes but was unrelated for non-
athletes.

ASSOCIATIONS ACROSS THE COLLEGE TRANSITION

Finally, we examined whether physical activity levels prior to the college 
transition predicted rates of binge drinking after the college drinking. In a 
final model, fall semester binge drinking rate was the dependent variable. 
High school binge drinking was entered into the model along with HS 
physical activity rates, gender, and varsity athlete status. As seen in Table 3, 
high school physical activity positively predicted increases in binge drinking 
rates across the transition to college. All potential moderators were non-
significant and are not included in this model.

Method
PARTICIPANTS

• Students completed online surveys in the spring of their HS senior year (n=428; 
67% female) and again in the fall of their first year of college (n=241; 69% 
female).

MEASURES

 Students completed measures of binge drinking frequency at T1 and T2: “In 
the past 12 months, how frequently have you gotten drunk (consumed 5 or 
more drinks in one occasion)?”; physical activity at T1 and T2: “Considering a 
7-day period, during your leisure time, how often do you engage in any regular 
activity long enough to work up a sweat (heart beats rapidly)?”; and high 
school athlete status at T2 (i.e., participation in HS varsity sports).

Results

Table 1 (n=428) HS Binge 
Drinking
Step 1; B (SE)

HS Binge 
Drinking
Step 2; B (SE)

HS Physical Activity .75** (.07) -.05 (.05)

Gender .02 (.13) -.02 (.13)

Physical Activity X Gender -- -.16* (.08)

R2 .02* .03**

Table 2 (n=241) HS Binge 
Drinking
Step 1; B (SE)

HS Binge 
Drinking
Step 2; B (SE)

HS Physical Activity -.04 (.05) -.03 (.05)

HS Varsity Athlete Status -.27* (.05) -.29* (.14)

Physical Activity X Athlete -- .22* (.09)

R2 .02* .04*

Table 3 (n=241) College  Binge 
Drinking
Step 1; B (SE)

HS Physical Activity .12* (.06)

Gender .13 (.19)

HS Varsity Athlete Status .16 (.18)

HS Binge Drinking .93** (.08)

R2 .41**

This study is the first to our knowledge to document that 
physical activity during the high school years is related to 
binge drinking both concurrently and after the transition 
to college. For results focused on high school binge 
drinking, moderational analyses found that the association 
between physical activity and binge drinking was 
particularly strong for males and for varsity athletes.   

Across the transition to college, high school physical 
activity – but not varsity sports participation – was a 
significant predictor of increases in binge drinking 
frequency upon attending college. 

Substantial questions remain as we attempt to understand 
these findings. The issue of why frequent exercisers drink 
more in high school, and increase their binge drinking in 
college, remains unanswered. One possibility is that some 
embrace a ‘work hard, play hard’ mentality that is 
reflected in high rates of both physical fitness and alcohol 
use. In any event, these findings suggest that patterns of 
healthy behavior may be more complex during late 
adolescence and emerging adulthood than during other 
developmental periods. 

An important future direction for this domain of research 
will be to (1) continue to focus on the ways in which 
patterns of change in health behaviors are related to each 
other across the transition to adulthood, and (2) examine 
the precursors and implications of those changes.   


