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J. Østergaard: Mind the gender gap! When 

boys and girls get drunk at a party 

This article investigates the gender 

gap in alcohol use and partying among 

Danish adolescents by means of a 

survey of 15–16-year-olds. The aim 

is, first, to reveal the present gender 

differences in alcohol use when using 

measurements such as ‘age of onset 

of drinking’, ‘frequency of intoxication’, 

‘binge drinking’ etc. Second, by drawing 

on other types of questions, the issue 

of the gender gap is readdressed from 

a perspective which contextualises 

adolescents’ use of alcohol. The context 

is the last party the adolescent went to, 

and the questions centre on whether boys 

and girls party differently and how alcohol 

might effect how they party. By using 

graphical models for high-dimensional 

contingencies developed by Kreiner 

(1987; 1996; 2003), it is first analysed if 

consumption of alcohol makes boys rate 

the party more successful than girls. 

Second, by mapping out what boys and 

girls do when they party it is analysed 

whether alcohol consumption results in 

boys and girls doing the same or different 

activities at the party. Finally, it is analysed 

what activities are associated with rating 

the party as successful. At the very end 

it is then discussed how a gender gap 

in alcohol consumption could also be 

explained by how alcohol is embedded in 

a social setting, where the adolescents 

perform traditional gender roles.
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Introduction
In the beginning of the 21st century, a new word 

made it into the Oxford Dictionary: ‘ladette’, 

meaning ‘a young woman who behaves in a 

boisterously assertive or crude manner and 

engages in heavy drinking sessions’ (Oxford 

Dictionary 2006). This word suited a trend 

of the 1990s, where in particular the British 

media turned its attention to young girls sud-

denly acting like boys by displaying drunken-

ness and rowdy behaviour in public. The me-

dia attention has been supported by research 

(Hibell et al. 2004; Gill 2002; Sweeting & West 

2003) which suggests that girls in the United 

Kingdom get drunk as frequently as the boys 

and also drink the same quantities. Findings 

like these have also been reported in other 

European countries, for instance in Finland, 

where research suggests that over the last two 

decades especially 14-year-old girls have de-

veloped a way of drinking that is not so differ-

ent from that of the boys (Lintonen et al. 2000; 

Ahlström & Österberg 2004). 

The convergence of boys’ and girls’ way of 

drinking foster new interpretations of both 

alcohol and gender or in other words the 

meaning of alcohol in relationship to gender 

(Sulkunen 2002). Do girls become like boys 

when they drink like boys, such as implied in 

the notion of ladettes? Is alcohol then used by 
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the girls to achieve some form of equality 

with the boys (Young et al. 2005)? Or do 

the girls drink like the boys because of a 

greater equality in other areas, for exam-

ple that girls now do what boys used to 

do—hang out with friends in the street 

and other public areas? Have girls taken 

control of the public areas and are the 

boys, in sharp contrast to previously, left 

in the home environment taking a greater 

interest in playing computers (Sweeting & 

West 2003)? 

‘Girls drinking like boys’ raises many 

interesting questions, some of which have 

been answered—namely that girls are as 

likely to be in traditional male arenas such 

as the street and other public places, or 

semi-public places like parties, and that 

this can explain some of the increased 

use in various substances such as alcohol 

(Sweeting & West 2003). However, from 

this research, it is still not known if girls 

who frequent the same places and drink 

like the guys also act like the guys? The aim 

of this article is to contribute an answer to 

this issue by asking the question: What are 

the gender differences when adolescents 

party and, in particular, get intoxicated at 

a party? The data used for the analysis are 

a self-administrated questionnaire sent to 

2000 Danish adolescents aged 15–16 years 

in the beginning of 2005. 

 

Previous studies 
Gender difference in adolescents’ way 

of drinking is considerably less identifi-

able as compared to gender differences in 

adults’ way of drinking. As teenagers girls 

drink more like the boys, but as they get 

older they seem to lower their alcohol con-

sumption especially in comparison with 

men (Ahlström & Österberg 2004). How-

ever, there are specific differences when 

countries are compared. Girls in countries 

which can be characterised by extensive 

drunkenness (Room & Mäkelä 2000) cer-

tainly drink more than girls in countries 

that can be characterised by a higher de-

gree of regularity of drinking (Ahlström 

2005; Hibell et al. 2004). Therefore the 

gender gap is considerably smaller among 

adolescents aged 15–16 in the Nordic 

countries compared to Southern European 

countries and not even present in coun-

tries like the UK where adolescents drink 

quite often with the purpose of getting 

intoxicated (Ahlström & Österberg 2004; 

Brain 2000; Sweeting & West 2003; Room 

2001). The gender gap in drinking alcohol 

among adolescents in the Nordic countries 

then mirrors the gender differences in the 

adult population, as women in the Nordic 

countries drink less differently from the 

men (Bloomfield et al. 2001; Wilsnack et 

al. 2000). 

The reason put forward in explaining 

country-specific differences is a combina-

tion of biological differences and country-

specific differences related to the drinking 

tradition and also to egalitarianism such as 

a higher level of equality in education and 

the labour market (Bloomfield et al. 2001; 

Bloomfield et al. 2006; Mäkelä et al. 2006). 

Hence the underlying argument given 

for a stronger convergence in the Nordic 

countries is that women are emancipated 

from the traditional female role and there-

fore have the possibility of becoming more 

equal to men. In this process women natu-

rally acquire the lifestyle of men includ-

ing their way of drinking. Hence the un-

derlying notion behind this hypothesis is 

that equality in other areas of men’s and 

women’s lives result in that women will 
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develop the same drinking behaviour as 

men, i.e. that alcohol has the same mean-

ing to women as it has to men. 

In this way the convergence hypothesis 

and in fact also the concept of ‘ladette’ 

draws on a very traditional notion of the 

association between gender and alcohol 

consumption. Traditionally alcohol con-

sumption has been reserved for men in 

the public sphere (Eriksen 1999). In bars, 

restaurants etc. men could demonstrate 

their ‘strength’, ‘vitality’ and ‘manliness’ 

by drinking excessively. Hence “con-

sumption of alcohol was a symbol of mas-

culinity whereas sobriety was a symbol of 

femininity” (ibid., 3). Therefore, if women 

were drinking in public places, it would be 

displayed as an ‘abnormal’ and ‘acquired’ 

male behaviour. 

Although women today are allowed to 

drink in public, the convergence hypoth-

esis and in particular the notion of a new 

‘ladette culture’ targeting teenage girls, 

arises from the same critic and indignation 

characteristic of women’s drinking in pub-

lic places in the 19th century. According 

to the Oxford Dictionary, ‘ladette’ is the 

equivalent of young teenage girls drink-

ing excessively i.e. ‘binge drink like boys’. 

The boys’ excessive use of alcohol, how-

ever, needs no further explanation, as it is 

neutralised by referring to that as a sym-

bol of masculinity. Therefore, when girls 

suddenly drink like guys, a natural way 

of explaining this new phenomenon is by 

saying they are acquiring male behaviour.	

Neither the concept ‘ladette’ nor the con-

vergence thesis is acknowledging that 

drinking the same amount of alcohol still 

can result in girls acting differently from 

boys. When the convergence hypothesis is 

tested it is usually by comparing similarity 

(or differences) in the amount of consumed 

alcohol, the frequency of intoxication or 

binge drinking etc. Hence it is implied that 

a result that shows boys and girls drinking 

the same quantity or equally frequently is 

equal to no gender gap. However, if boys’ 

and girls’ way of drinking is not contex-

tualised, there is a danger of overlooking 

how drinking the same amount or equally 

frequently can be associated with gender-

specific differences, such as acting differ-

ently (Sulkunen 2002; Törrönen & Maunu 

2007) or doing it for different reasons with 

different purposes. 

In quantitative research there has been 

a long tradition for studying drinking mo-

tives (Kuntsche et al. 2006). This tradition 

has been based on or inspired by a Motiva-

tional Model developed by Cox and Klin-

ger in 1988 (Kuntsche et al. 2005). It sug-

gests that no differentiated drinking mo-

tives can be detected in early adulthood, 

that no gender-specific motives arise until 

subsequent years and that they might also 

change over time (Kuntsche et al. 2006). 

A review over the previous 15 years of re-

search on drinking motives suggests that 

social motives (defined by referring to 

such statements as ‘one drink to be socia-

ble’, ‘to have a good time or to feel better 

about oneself’ etc.) are the main reasons 

for drinking among adolescents (Kuntsche 

et al. 2005). This result and the fact that 

differentiated drinking motives cannot be 

detected in early adulthood, suggests that 

the social situation is important in deter-

mining adolescents’ ways of using alcohol. 

A Canadian study of college students con-

firms this, as it revealed how young people 

would drink differently in various social 

situations (Demers et al. 2002). Hence 

their reasons for drinking were highly in-
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fluenced by the social context.  

Drinking or getting drunk is then not 

only an individualised choice but a learned 

component, as Mary Douglas famously 

formulated it: ‘Drinking is essentially a so-

cial act, performed in a recognized social 

context’ (Douglas 2003, 4). Therefore in 

determining gender differences in drink-

ing alcohol it is important also to pay at-

tention to how drinking among boys and 

girls might be governed and constrained 

by different norms and collectiveness 

which could also change according to the 

specific drinking setting. In quantitative 

research mapping, the drinking setting has 

mainly been done by asking questions as: 

when, where and with whom (Demers et 

al. 2002, Engels et al. 1999, Greenfield & 

Room 1997). For instance by asking col-

lege students about a number of circum-

stances where they consumed alcohol (i.e. 

at a party, a get-together), and the location 

(at home, at a restaurant, disco/bar etc.), it 

is revealed that the highest quantity of con-

sumed alcohol takes place at parties, with 

friends, on Saturday evening, followed 

by a lower consumption on Friday and 

Thursday. Also boys are more influenced 

by the group size than women, but drink-

ing in gender-mixed or non-gender-mixed 

groups does not have an impact on the 

situational alcohol consumption (Demers 

et al. 2002). However, from this research it 

is still not known how alcohol might affect 

what boys and girls do at a party. Does get-

ting drunk at a house party mean that the 

party is equally fun for boys and girls and 

are there any gender differences in what 

boys and girls do at the party when they 

are intoxicated? 

Qualitative studies suggest that drinking 

parties are constructed around an already 

defined set of expectations on both how to 

drink and what should happen during the 

evening (Garvey 2005; Demant & Øster-

gaard 2006; Young et al. 2005). An obser-

vational study conducted in Norway on 

pre-parties—the Vorspiel—among young 

adults reveals how drinking at the Vorspiel 

is organised around the expectation that 

everybody drinks together and preferably 

the same amount. If this social rule is bro-

ken—for instance a participant is drinking 

less and perhaps also lying about it—it is 

interpreted as a deceit by the other group 

members. At that moment, the social trust 

based on the commitment to get intoxi-

cated together has been violated (Garvey 

2005). The Norwegian study, however, 

does not go any further into discussing if 

expectations on how to drink and behave 

at the party might be different for boys and 

girls. 

Studies in England on how young adults 

party suggests intoxication is bounded dif-

ferently for girls than for boys (Brain 2000; 

Measham 2002). The notion of ‘bounded 

and unbounded substance use’ is one way 

to approach how differences in young 

people’s use of alcohol and drugs can be 

approached. The dichotomy captures how 

alcohol consumption for a vast majority of 

young adults is about maintaining ‘control 

over a deliberate loss of control’ (Measham 

& Brain 2005, 274) and how this ‘control-

led loss of control’ is imbedded in a hedon-

istic consumer-oriented ‘leisure’ lifestyle, 

where the state of intoxication is part of 

leisure ‘time out’ from the more structured 

and restrained everyday life associated 

with schools, work etc. However, for a 

small minority, that is not constrained by 

school, work etc. this recreational drug use 

is unbounded as it is not just the ‘leisure’ 
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lifestyle, but the whole lifestyle. The stud-

ies also point to how this ‘controlled loss 

of control’ changes depending on class 

and gender (Measham & Brain 2005). The 

young women interviewed in the Measham 

study (2002), for instance, describe how it 

is important that they enforce self-polic-

ing and self-restraint when intoxicated, as 

they otherwise would cross the boundary 

of what is a socially acceptable display of 

their drunkenness. Hence they are strug-

gling with the fine line between making 

themselves sexually attractive and active, 

but not sexually too active and thereby 

sexually promiscuous. The young women 

can enjoy life, seek the pleasure and the 

fun of partying, but not completely lose 

it like the boys, who do not hold back in 

telling admirable and glorifying stories 

of sickness, hospitalisation, i.e. how they 

take the risk of ‘losing it’. 

For adolescents, getting intoxicated is 

about having fun, relaxing, unwinding, 

letting go from a more structured working/

school life (Gusfield 2003; Sande 2002; 

Pedersen 1994). However, for the girls the 

notion of ‘controlled loss of control’ has 

different boundaries compared to the boys 

or in other words, different social rules ap-

ply to how girls are expected to use alco-

hol to have fun and relax at a party. Even 

though they might drink as much as the 

guys it does not necessarily mean they act 

the same as intoxicated guys. Focus group 

studies in the USA even suggest that the 

notion of females ‘drinking like a guy’  is 

not interpreted as equality at least among 

heavy drinking females (Young et al. 2005). 

Rather, it is interpreted as the way to make 

themselves (hetero)sexually available, i.e. 

to be ‘liked by the guys’ by being ‘one of 

the lads’. 

The present study 
The analysis on how girls and boys party is 

based on quantitative data from a survey of 

adolescents aged 15–16 years conducted 

in the beginning of 2005, as part of a larg-

er Danish research project on Youth and 

Alcohol (The PUNA project)1  sponsored 

by Rockwool Fonden. First, gender differ-

ences will be analysed by using measure-

ments such as age of onset of drinking, fre-

quency of intoxication and binge drinking 

(5+ units at one occasion). Based on previ-

ous research (Ahlström 2005; Hibell et al. 

2004) the hypothesis is that the gender gap 

is considerably noticeable among Danish 

adolescents aged 15–16 years. 

The second aim is to contextualise gen-

der differences by looking at the impor-

tance of alcohol in establishing a fun party. 

According to previous research, drinking 

alcohol at a party is about having fun and 

letting go. But because the boundaries for 

the ‘controlled loss of control’ are different 

for boys and girls, the association between 

the individual’s alcohol consumption and 

the notion of a fun party could be gender 

specific. Hence the first hypothesis is that 

a high consumption of alcohol at the indi-

vidual level is associated with rating the 

party as more fun in particularly among 

boys. 

The second hypothesis is formulated 

with reference to how drinking is a social 

act. As the Norwegian study suggests, cer-

tain social rules apply to how alcohol is 

consumed at a party. Preferably one should 

drink the same amount and definitely not 

less than others. Hence the second hypoth-

esis is that adolescents who evaluate their 

drinking to be similar to the other people 

at the party find the party more fun.

The individual’s alcohol intake at a 
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house party has been hypothesised to be 

influenced by the interaction of the group 

(Douglas 2003; Demers et al. 2002; Sen-

chak et al. 1998). Hence the bigger the par-

ty group, the more the adolescents drink, 

and the older the other participants, the 

more the adolescents drink. The gender 

composition of the group was not asked; 

however, as mentioned earlier, it did 

not have a big effect on college students’ 

drinking (Demers et al. 2002). Since re-

search suggests that particularly among 

young adults men are more influenced 

by the social composition of the drinking 

group (Hammer 1992; Demers et al. 2002), 

the hypothesis is that boys consume more 

alcohol when they party in bigger groups 

and with older adolescents. 

The third and final aim of this article 

is to analyse what boys and girls actually 

do when they party and how what they 

do at the party impacts the rating of the 

party. A number of pre-defined social ac-

tivities such as dancing, flirting, meeting 

new people, getting into a fight, throwing 

up etc. have been listed. The Norwegian 

study suggests that drinking alcohol in 

public enhances the possibilities of ap-

proaching strangers—among other things 

because the more disciplined behaviour is 

left at home (in the private space) (Garvey 

2005). Therefore the hypothesis is that 

approaching strangers is strongly related 

to alcohol consumption, both for boys 

and for girls—as this is the essence of the 

party. Likewise the hypothesis is that for 

both boys and girls a high alcohol intake is 

strongly associated with sexualising each 

other (Measham 2002; Young et al. 2005). 

However, gender differences are hypoth

esised to exist in terms of what activities 

make a fun party. As Measham suggests, 

the boundaries for losing control at a party 

are much more constrained and defined 

for the girls. Hence the hypothesis is that 

activities that stress the notion of losing 

control—such as for instance throwing up 

or getting into a fight can make the boys 

rate the party as fun, whereas this is not 

the case for the girls. 

Methods 
As part of the PUNA project two surveys 

were conducted in the beginning of 2005. 

Adolescents aged 15–16 were asked about 

their alcohol use and attitudes, their social 

networks and leisure activities, upbringing 

and social background. Their parents were 

also asked to participate in a separate sur-

vey on attitudes to adolescents’ drinking, 

upbringing, rules about alcohol, and their 

own alcohol use and social background. 

The two questionnaires were sent in sepa-

rate envelopes to the adolescents and the 

parent, and included a letter emphasis-

ing their anonymity (in particular that the 

parents would not see the adolescents’ an-

swers). 

The Danish Civil Registration System 

was used to select a representative sam-

ple of 2000 adolescents born in 1989. The 

personal identification number of the ado-

lescents made it possible to identify the 

biological parents, one of which was asked 

to participate in the separate parent sur-

vey. When the adolescent lived with both 

biological parents, the participating parent 

was selected by criteria of birth. The re-

sponse rate for both surveys was 72%. 

Among the 1445 adolescents who an-

swered the questionnaire there was an 

almost equal amount of boys and girls (re-

spectively 49% vs. 51%). Because the sam-

ple is based on year of birth, the adoles-
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cents are in different school classes rang-

ing from the 7th to 10th grade/high school. 

However, far more than the majority of the 

adolescents (85%) are in the 9th grade, but 

significantly more girls (89%) than boys 

(82%) are in the 9th grade, whereas more 

boys (15%) than girls (7%) are in the 8th 

grade. 

The issue of the gender gap will only 

be analysed for adolescents in 9th grade 

(n=1219), as this makes it possible to com-

pare the results with other surveys. Also 

there are very few respondents in the 7th 

and 10th grade, and furthermore it is in the 

9th grade that a more regular drinking prac-

tice develops (Settertobulte et al. 2001; De-

mant & Østergaard 2006).

 Measures 

The drinking setting is restricted to the 

previous party the adolescents went to, 

because previous research suggests par-

ties are where young adults drink the most 

alcohol (Demers et al. 2002; Engels et al. 

1999). Because the survey is restricted to 

15–16-year old adolescents, who are le-

gally prohibited from drinking alcohol 

in clubs and bars etc., the previous party 

has been narrowly defined to the previous 

house party, which is usually held private-

ly or in rented premises. Asking detailed 

questions on the previous house party 

presupposes the adolescents have been 

to one. Therefore the first question asked 

the adolescents to recall if they had ever 

been to a house party and if not, skip all 

the following 8 questions. If they had been 

to a house party, they were then asked to 

report how long ago this party took place: 

1) less than a week ago, 2) a week ago, 3) 2 

weeks ago, 4) 3 weeks ago, 5) a month ago, 

6) 2–3 months ago, 7) 4–6 months ago, 8) 



7 months ago or more. The two last cat-

egories have been grouped together for the 

purpose of analysis.

The social composition of the other 

participants is measured by asking two 

questions: First, a very broad question on 

the age of the other participants, which is 

formulated as ‘how old were the majority 

of the other people, who also were at the 

party’ (1=younger than me, 2=same age as 

me, 3=older than me). The two first cat-

egories have been grouped together for the 

purpose of analysis. Second, the size of 

the party is measured by asking how many 

people attended the party: 1) 5 people or 

less, 2) 6–10 people, 3) 11–15 people, 4) 

16–20 people, 5) 21 people or more. 

Respondents were asked to place a tick 

next to any one of 14 listed activities that 

may take place at a party. 

Alcohol intake per person (i.e. consump-

tion at the individual level) was measured 

by asking, ‘did you drink alcohol at the 

party and if so, write how many units’. 

This variable was then grouped into 6 cat-

egories: 1) zero units (if the adolescents 

did not drink or wrote they drank less 

than a unit) 2) 1–2 units, 3) 3–4 units, 4) 

5–6 units, 5) 7–9 units, 6) 10 + units. To 

measure the collectiveness of the drinking 

at the party, the adolescents were asked to 

evaluate ‘how much did you drink in com-

parison with others?’ 1) did not drink alco-

hol, 2) drank much less then the others, 3) 

drank less than the others, 4) the same as 

the others, 5) drank more than the others, 

6) drank much more than the others. The 

first two and the last two categories have 

been grouped together for the purpose of 

analysis. 

The outcome variable was formulated 

as follows: ‘How would you describe 
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the atmosphere at the party?’ Based on a 

seven point Likert scale, the adolescents 

were then asked to put a cross at the scale, 

where one meant not very good and sev-

en very good. The party atmosphere was 

deliberately chosen as a way to measure 

whether the party had been successful, 

because ethnographic research (Lincoln 

2005) suggests that the atmosphere of a 

room creatively can be transformed by the 

use of music and alcohol and because the 

PUNA focus group studies indicated that 

alcohol was crucial in the establishment 

of the ‘right’ party atmosphere. Since the 

scale is screwed to the upper end, the first 

three categories have been grouped togeth-

er for the purpose of analysis.  

 The statistical method

The gender gap as measured by age of first 

intoxication, frequency of subjective in-

toxication etc. is tested using Pearson chi 

squared statistic and—in the case of two 

ordinal or binary variables—the g-coeffici

ents for measuring the degree of associa-

tion. The gender gap in how adolescents 

party will be analysed by using chain-

graph for high-dimensional contingencies, 

using strategies and techniques described 

by Kreiner (1987; 2003). “A chain-graph 

model is a block of recursive models where 

each component is a graphical regression 

model” (Kreiner 1996, 167). The variables 

in each of the components in the graphical 

model at the different recursive levels are 

connected by “arrows pointing from lower 

to higher levels, while variables at the same 

recursive level are connected by undirect-

ed edges” (Kreiner 2003, 7). These arrows 

are also called an edge. Any edge between 

two pair variables in the model is then ana-

lysed as a conditional relationship: “that a 



relationship between two variables exists 

if and only if the association does not dis-

appear completely, when one controls for 

the effect of antecedent and or/intervening 

variables” (Kreiner 1996, 157). This is sim-

ilar to how controls for confounding and 

effect modifications are used in epidemiol-

ogy. Using log linear analysis, the associa-

tions between all variables are tested for 

conditional independence. The test statis-

tic used for removing or adding an associa-

tion/edge between two variables are either 

the standard chi squared statistics and in 

the case of two ordinal or binary variables, 

the g-coefficients. Instead of asymptotic p-

values, Monte Carlo estimates of p-values 

are used. Both backwards and forwards 

model search are used until only correla-

tions that are conditionally dependent are 

left as edges in the model. The final model 

then only includes highly significant and/

or highly relevant associations. For ordinal 

and binary data, the partial g-coefficient is 

used to measure the strength of the condi-

tional association and it is usually lower 

than marginal g-coefficients because they 

are calculated as a weighted sum2. In the 

case of higher order interactions, however, 

the partial g-coefficient cannot be used as 

a measurement of the strength. The statis-

tical program DIGRAM version 1.43.2 has 

been used for the analysis. 

The first statistical model set up to be 

tested is then defined in the following 

way: The first block is the conditional dis-

tribution of the atmosphere at the party. 

The second block is the symmetrical rela-

tionship between the variable ‘alcohol in-

take at the individual level’ and the vari-

able ‘the collectiveness of drinking’. The 

third block is the symmetrical relationship 

between the two variables measuring the 
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social compositions of the participants—

group size and age. The fourth block is the 

time span. The fifth block is gender.

The second statistical set up to be tested 

is defined as: The first block is the condi-

tional distribution of the atmosphere at the 

party. The second block is the symmetrical 

relationship between all the social activi-

ties. The third block is the variable ‘al-

cohol intake at the individual level’. The 

fourth block is gender. 

Where is the gender gap in 
alcohol use among Danish 
adolescents?
Two contradicting tendencies become ap-

parent when looking at gender differences 

in the PUNA survey according to measures 

such as ‘age of onset of drinking’, ‘the to-

tal consumption of alcohol at first intoxi-

cation/previous intoxication’, ‘frequency 

of getting intoxicated the last 30 days/12 

months’, and ‘binge drinking’. On the one 

hand the gender gap is absent in terms 

of frequency of subjective intoxication. 

Hence girls subjectively experience drunk-

enness just as frequently as the boys. On 

the other hand there are significant gender 

differences when looking at the age of on-

set of drinking alcohol (although weak), 

total consumption of alcohol when first 

drunk/last drunk and in terms of binge 

drinking, if the traditional measure (drink-

ing 5+ units during the previous month) 

and not the alternative definition is used.3 

So when boys and girls are the same age 

and in the same school class, boys report 

that they start to experiment with alcohol 

at a slightly younger age. The girls, how-

ever, catch up to the boys—in particular 

when they are about 14 years old, which 

is the average age for girls to first experi-

ence intoxication. Therefore, at the age of 

15–16, the most prevalent gender differ-

ence among the Danish adolescents is that 

the boys still drink larger quantities (i.e. 

binge drink), when they drink. 

The Danish European School Survey4 

conducted in 9the grade school classes in 

2003 points to a somewhat different result 

than the PUNA survey. According to the 

ESPAD survey, Danish boys aged 15–16 

years experience a greater frequency of 

subjective intoxication than the Danish 

girls. The PUNA survey and the ESPAD 

agree upon gender differences when it 

comes to binge drinking (5+ units). How-

ever, the PUNA survey does suggest a con-

siderably lower number of instances of 

binge drinking. These conflicting results 

can be caused by many indefinable rea-

sons such as the different survey designs, 

the two-year time span etc. In fact another 

recent Danish survey also conducted in 

the 9th grade school classes suggests a de-

crease in the number of times the adoles-

cents have been binge drinking between 

2002 and 2005 (Sundhedsstyrelsen 2007). 

According to this survey the percentage 

of adolescents who have tried to binge 

drink once or more within the last month 

is very similar to the PUNA survey result. 

With reference to these three different sur-

veys it can then be concluded that there 

is a significant gender gap in alcohol use 

among Danish adolescents aged 15–16 

when measured by reported quantities of 

consumed alcohol beverages. Girls may 

be less inclined to drink in larger quanti-

ties, because they physically cannot toler-

ate the same amount of alcohol. However, 

they also might be less inclined to drink 

heavily because it is not very feminine 

(Measham 2002). In contrast, for the boys, 
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binge drinking is a way of displaying mas-

culinity. It symbolises, among other things, 

that they dare to take risks (i.e. get sick, 

hospitalised etc.) associated with heavy 

drinking (Eriksen 1999; Measham 2002).  

In the following this gender gap in alcohol 

use will be contextualised by analysing if 

alcohol is equally important for boys and 

girls in establishing the right atmosphere 

at the party. 

A description of a house party
Some 10% of the teenagers in the 9th grade 

report they have never been to a house par-

ty and therefore they will not be included 

in the analysis. It is characteristic of these 

122 individuals that they have very little 

experience with drinking alcohol (i.e. 85% 

of them report that they have never been in-

toxicated and among those 18 individuals 

left, 15 individuals were intoxicated once 

or twice within the last 12 months. Further-

more onset of drinking predominately hap-

pened in the presence of relatives—parents, 

sibling etc.). Analysing how alcohol is as-

sociated with partying is rather pointless, 

if the adolescents hardly have any experi-

ence with either drinking alcohol or party-

ing. Hence the 10% who are left out of the 

analysis cannot substantially change the re-

sult, as they have not yet entered a world of 

partying or drinking. Although this might 

have other implications such as social ex-

clusion (Demant & Järvinen 2007; Järvinen 

& Gundelach 2007), this issue is not the fo-

cal point of this article. 

A party is about meeting people, cele

brating birthdays, calendar events etc. 

(Sande 2002; Pedersen 1994). According 

to the PUNA focus group studies, the ado-

lescents also associate a house party with 

having fun and doing things with friends 

that are a little bit out of the ordinary. It is 

described as a place where they can ‘relax’ 

and be themselves (Demant & Østergaard 

2006). Therefore it is less surprising that 

the majority of the adolescents (64%) re-

port the atmosphere at the party was 6 or 

7 at the rating scale, and almost nobody 

(0.3%) said it was not very good, as that is 

of course in line with the aim of the party 

—to have fun and to do things that are dif-

ferent from the everyday life. But this also 

means that only small differences are to 

be revealed in the statistical analysis. Fur-

thermore adolescents in the 9th grade seem 

mainly to party with others of the same 

age, as only a minority of 16% partied with 

older people and practically none (0.4%) 

of the teenagers reported that the major-

ity of the other people at the party were 

younger than themselves. The sizes of the 

parties are more varied, as about half of the 

adolescents report that the party was quite 

big, with 16 or more people. Only about 

5% of the adolescents reported they went 

to a house party with 5 people or less. 

One fifth of the adolescents reported that 

they drank less than a unit of alcohol or 

that they did not drink at all. However, at 

the opposite end, approximately one fifth 

of the adolescents reported that they drank 

10 units or more. (The average consump-

tion is 6 units of alcohol). Finally in eval-

uating their drinking practice about half 

of the adolescents (48%) saw themselves 

drinking like the others at the party. Only 

few (7%) thought they were drinking more, 

and about one fifth reported that they do 

not drink at all. Hence drinking the same 

way or at least feeling that one is consum-

ing the same amount of alcohol seems to be 

very characteristic of how the adolescents 

see themselves drinking at the house party. 
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The atmosphere at the party

1–3 4 5 6 7 Total n Partial g
% % % % % %

Boys 5 6 20 34 35 100 499
.09*

Girls 3 6 20 34 37 100 574

Did not drink/drank less 9 11 20 31 29 100 242

.19***
Drank a little less than the others 4 8 24 32 32 100 245

Drank the same 2 4 17 36 41 100 505

Drank more or much more than the others 0 6 24 33 37 100 70

*p < .05  **p < .01  *** p < .001

Table 1. The association between the dependent variable— the atmosphere at the party 
(1=not very good, 7=very good)—and the independent variables, percentage. Only variables 
where the association is significant is reported.

A successful party is when 
boys and girls drink in tune 
The first result of the statistical analysis is 

reported in Table 1 and shows the condi-

tional distribution of the dependent vari-

able given the only two independent vari-

ables where the association is significant. 

Hence the party is rated a little bit more 

fun if one is a girl compared to if one is 

a boy. However, as the table indicates the 

difference is very small and therefore this 

result should be interpreted with some 

caution. 

The hypothesis—that there would be 

a positive association between the vari-

able ‘quantities of consumed alcohol at 

the individual level’ and the rating of the 

party—is surprisingly not the case at least 

when the collectiveness of the drinking is 

included in the analysis. Only the collec-

tive experience of drinking is positively as-

sociated with the atmosphere at the party. 

Hence 41% of the teenagers who feel they 

drink in tune with the other participants 

rate the party very successful. In contrast 

if the teenagers report that they drank less/

did not drink alcohol only 29% rate it that 

successful.

The positive association between the 

collectiveness of drinking and the rating 

of the party does not differ between boys 

and girls. Although boys in particular rate 

the party very successfully if they feel they 

have drank more than the other people at 

the party, this tendency is not statistically 

significantly different from what charac-

terises the girls. This result is interesting 

because boys actually consume more al-

coholic beverages at the party (see below). 

Therefore it could be expected that the 

boys to a higher degree report they drink 

more than the others (for instance the other 

girls) and vice versa. Since this is not case, 

it could mean that in evaluating how one 

drinks at a party, boys look to other boys 

and girls compare themselves to other girls 

perhaps because they are mainly drinking 

in non-mixed gender groups. This interpre-

tation is furthermore confirmed, given that 

there is no gender difference when look-

ing at the very strong correlation between 

units of alcohol consumed and the percep-

tion of how one drinks in comparison (g = 

.81; p < 0.001). This association suggests 
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that when adolescents consme rather large 

quantities of alcohol they also to a higher 

degree answer that they are drinking like 

the others or even more at the party. How-

ever, since this association is not affected 

by gender, it does suggest that drinking at 

the same pace as the others means to drink 

at the same pace with either the other girls 

(if one is a girl) or the other boys (if one is a 

boy). It does not mean that girls when they 

evaluate how they drink compare them-

selves to the boys and vice versa. 

  
The pressure to consume 
alcohol 
There is a significant association between 

‘quantities of consumed alcohol at the in-

dividual level’ and the following four in-

dependent variables: gender (g = -.27 p < 

.001); time since the adolescent went to 

the party (g = .24, p < .001), number of par-

ticipants at the party (g = .12 p < .001) and 

the age of the other participants (g = .39 

p < .001). The intake of alcohol increased 

significantly if the adolescent is a boy, the 

previous house party took place recently, 

the party was big, and the other partici-

pants were mainly older. 

For instance 30% of the boys reported 

consuming 10 units or more whereas this 

was only the case for 15% of the girls. 

However, the gender gap in quantity of 

consumed alcohol is only true if the ado-

lescents attended the previous party with-

in the previous month. If it is more than 

two months since they attended a house 

party, the gender gap disappears. One im-

portant factor in explaining the gender gap 

in quantity of consumed alcohol beverages 

is then the time span. This means that ad-

olescents who do not party frequently do 

not consume large amounts of alcohol irre-

spective of their gender. Or in other words 

it is only ‘natural’ for boys to drink more 

than girls if they are regular partygoers. 

The positive association between a big 

party and quantity consumed is also only 

true for the girls, not the boys. An analysis 

of collapsibility5 shows that if there were 

more than 5 people at the party, the girls re-

port to a higher degree that they have con-

sumed 6+ units than if they were partying 

with less than 5 participants. In contrast, 

boys’ alcohol consumption is not affected 

by the size of the party. This result can 

be interpreted in two ways: The drinking 

pressure is stronger for girls when they go 

to bigger parties compared to when they go 

to smaller parties. Or boys can drink heav-

ily even in smaller groups—most likely in 

a male-only-group—whereas some girls 

find this strange and pointless. The focus 

group study points in particular towards 

the issue of pointlessness, with many girls 

saying that they find it pointless just to sit 

and drink together in a group of girls, un-

less they are going to a big party later on 

in the evening (Demant 2006). In contrast 

intoxication seems to be more meaningful 

to the boys irrespective of the size of the 

party.	

Both boys and girls feel pressured to 

drink more alcohol if they party with pre-

dominately older adolescents. As already 

mentioned only a few of the adolescents 

report that they partied with older teenag-

ers—and the analysis even reveals that they 

are primarily girls (g = .4 p < .001). Howev-

er, the pressure to drink larger quantities is 

still rather strong for both boys and girls. 

The reason could be that older teenagers 

most likely have more alcohol experience, 

so in order to drink in tune and thereby 

create the right atmosphere, both the boys 



139NORDIC STUDIES ON ALCOHOL AND DRUGS   V O L .  24.  2007  .  2

Mind the gender gap! 

and girls ‘naturally’ end up drinking more 

alcohol (see also below). 

The collectiveness of drinking 
The adolescents’ evaluation of their own 

way of drinking is influenced by two 

variables, namely the size of the group (g 
= -.18 p < .001) and the age of the other 

participants (g = -.36 p < .001). Hence ado-

lescents tend to underevaluate how much 

they drink, when the number and the age 

of the other participants increases. Hence 

the concept of drinking in tune is depend-

ent on the social composition of the group. 

If the adolescents go to bigger parties with 

older participants, they are less likely to 

feel they are drinking in tune. In this way 

the social composition— i.e. the social in-

teraction at the party — has an indirect ef-

fect on the atmosphere at the party. If the 

adolescents mainly interact with people 

who are like themselves in terms of age or 

if the number of people to interact with is 

not too big, the adolescents also to a higher 

degree find they are drinking in tune and 

this creates the best party atmosphere both 

for boys and girls. 

The social activities at the 
house party 
The adolescents were asked to select all 

the social activities they did at the previ-

ous party. As there was no limit to how 

many social activities they could tick off, 

a ranking of the answers will suggest what 

prevalent social activities happen at a 

house party. Table 2 shows the ranking of 

the social activities and the small statisti-

cal differences in what boys and girls re-

port. The most common answer is ‘to talk 

to someone one does not usually talk to’ 

which is mentioned by in total 58% of the 

teenagers. It is closely followed by danc-

ing (53%), getting drunk (46%) and flirt-

ing (42%). Like the Norwegian study sug-

gests (Garvey 2005), a house party is then 

all about meeting new people, extending 

one’s social network, but it is also about 

dancing and flirting and drinking alcohol. 

Girls report to a higher degree than boys 

the social activities ranked in the top 5, 

except from feeling they are getting drunk. 

The only activity boys do more than girls 

is fighting, although very few actually ex-

perience this. 

In the following statistical analysis it 

will be analysed how alcohol intake at the 

individual level affects what boys and girls 

do at the party. Furthermore it will be ana-

lysed what activities are associated with a 

good atmosphere at the party and whether 

boys and girls agree upon this matter. 

 Girls still do more social activities than 

boys

Consuming a lot of alcohol cannot ex-

plain that girls more so than boys dance, 

flirt, talk to strangers and talk intimately 

to someone. Girls still supersede the boys 

in these matters and therefore it can be 

noted that more girls generally do more of 

the listed activities, when they are party-

ing. However, as mentioned in the previ-

ous analysis, at the party, boys consume 

larger quantities of alcohol than the girls. 

So even though girls according to table 2 

report that they feel they ‘get drunk’ just 

like the boys, the girls still consume less 

units of alcohol during the party6. Hence 

one could say that the only thing boys end 

up doing more of compared to the girls is 

consuming alcoholic beverage. 

However, alcohol intake at the indi-

vidual level is positively associated with 


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Did you experience any of the following at the party? Boys   Girls 

Talked to someone I don’t usually talk to 53 63**

Danced 38 65***

Got drunk 49 43

Flirted 35 48***

Talked intimately to someone 20 30**

Did something I don’t usually do 24 21

Made out/kissed with someone (scored) 14 15

Vomited 12 9

Saw someone getting into a fight 9 10

Had a quarrel with someone 9 7

Made a fool of oneself 9 8

Got injured 6 5

Was together with someone and regretted it afterwards 4 4

Got into a fight 4 1*

*p< .05  **p< .01 *** p < .001 (n=998)

Table 2. Social activities at the previous party, percentage 

two important activities listed in table 2, 

namely flirting (g = .22 p < .001) and talk-

ing to strangers/acquaintances (g = .14 p < 

.05). Alcohol then clearly makes it easier 

to flirt, and it does have some influence on 

whether the adolescents engage in what 

they do most at the previous party—in-

teract with strangers. The associations are 

true both for boys and girls. Hence girls 

who drink alcohol flirt and talk more to 

strangers than girls who do not drink alco-

hol and the same is the case for the boys. 

In this sense alcohol seems to play a cen-

tral role for two connected activities—to 

make contact with new people, most 

likely the opposite sex and then sexualise 

them. Alcohol can then be said to play an 

important role for sexualising the opposite 

sex at the party, perhaps because alcohol 

makes it easier for the adolescents to in-

teract more freely. For instance it is less 

embarrassing to say ‘stupid’ things if there 

is alcohol involved (Demant & Østergaard 

2006). 

However, less surprisingly, a high alco-

hol intake is also associated with reporting 

of vomiting (g = .15 p < .01) and feeling 

drunk (g = .75 p < .001). But it is not asso-

ciated with either ‘talked intimately with 

someone’ or dancing. Especially the lat-

ter result is interesting, as it could be ex-

pected that alcohol would make it easier 

for both boys and girls to enter the dance 

floor, perhaps especially for the boys, who 

lack behind the girls in doing this social 

activity at the party.  

 Flirting and dancing makes a party 

more fun

In closing, it will be reported what kind of 

social activities make the adolescent rate 

the atmosphere at the party as very good—

and whether boys and girls are of the same 

opinion in this matter.

A successful party or fun party is where 

the adolescents feel more free to sexualis-

ing each other by doing such social activi-

ties as flirting and dancing. Hence if the 


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The atmosphere at the party

Category 1 (1–6) Category 2 (7) Total N Partial g

% % %

Boys who did not vomit 65 35 100 393
.46***

Boys who did vomit 40 60 100 52

Girls who did not vomit 65 35 100 496
.02

Girls who did vomit 65 35 100 52

*p< .05  **p < .01  *** p < .001

Table 3. Collapsibility of ‘the party atmosphere’ and ‘vomit’ among boys and girls, 
percentage.  

adolescents report they flirted (g = .14 p< 

.05) or danced (g = .12 p < .05) at the party, 

more of them answered the party was very 

good. The result is the same for boys and 

girls. 

Even though flirting and dancing are 

very ‘female’ oriented social activities, as 

it is what girls do more so than boys at the 

party, they are vital for both boys and girls 

in creating the right atmosphere at the par-

ty. Hence when the boys occasionally stray 

into the dance floor, it makes such a bigger 

impact on them that they actually rate the 

party better than if they did not dance.

Consuming a lot of alcohol also has a 

positive effect on the rating of the atmos-

phere (g = .14 p < .001), but only for the 

boys (g = .27 p < .001). So when boys drink 

heavily at the party, they rate it as more 

successful than if they drink little or no 

alcohol. This is not the case with girls (g = 

.05 p = .21); heavy drinking does not make 

the girls rate the party any better, most 

likely because this increases the likelihood 

of vomiting. And one of the most remark-

able results is that vomiting makes the 

party successful (g = .26 p < .01), but again 

this is true only for the boys. This result 

is remarkable because as table 2 reveals 

few of the adolescents actually report they 

vomited at the previous party. However, 

an analysis of collapsibility shown in table 

3 below discloses why vomiting can make 

such an impact for boys’ way of rating the 

party. The atmosphere at the party can be 

collapsed into two categories, one catego-

ry which refers to seven on the scale—the 

rating of the party as ‘very good’—and one 

category which refers to all the remaining 

categories—one to six—on the scale. 

The table then clearly shows that if boys 

vomited, they rate the party as more suc-

cessful compared to if they did not vomit. 

This is not the case for the girls, where 

there is no significant difference. Hence 

only boys can—probably retrospective-

ly—see a house party as fun if they drank 

over their limits and vomited. As the focus 

group studies suggest among boys vomit-

ing demonstrates (to other boys) that one 

is willing to take a risk and this way the 

party is made unpredictable and therefore 

fun and exciting. Also retrospectively, it 

can be a fun story to tell one’s male friends 

and therefore it gives the party a life af-

ter it actually happened (Demant & Øster-

gaard 2006).  
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When a party goes wrong, it is 
not because of alcohol
Very few negative experiences at the pre-

vious party are mentioned by the teenag-

ers, and therefore we also find that only 

two social activities—which are not very 

widespread—can turn the party into being 

less successful: getting into an argument or 

quarrel with someone (g = -.36 p < .001), 

or seeing other participants fight (g = -.29 

p < .001). These social activities cannot, 

however, be explained by the amount of 

consumed alcohol. This does not mean 

adolescents who drink and party a lot do 

not get hurt or have other risky experi-

ences over a longer time span (Østergaard 

2006). The questions used in this analysis 

refer explicitly to very specific experienc-

es at the previous house party, and here 

alcohol is mainly associated with positive 

activities such as flirting and meeting new 

people. 

The house party: a social 
setting for traditional gender 
roles 
Measham writes that “certain social set-

tings, social occasions and social activi-

ties (including legal and illicit drug use) 

proved the resources for ‘doing gender’”, 

meaning that gender can be constructed 

through the use of various substances 

(Measham 2002, 351). In her study it is 

mainly the club scene, as her research is 

focusing on young adults and recreation-

al illicit drug users. The PUNA project is 

targeting adolescents at a much younger 

age than the young adults studied by Mea-

sham, and for this age group the social set-

ting for drinking alcohol is the house party. 

The focus group studies, conducted as part 

of the PUNA project, likewise suggest that 

the house party is an important arena for 

sexualising each other (Demant 2006)—for 

‘doing gender’, if the wording of Measham 

is used. In the above-mentioned statistical 

analysis, the issue of the gender gap has 

been approached, not from the question 

of ‘doing gender’, but from whether gen-

der can explain adolescents’ way of party-

ing, as gender in quantitative analysis is 

restricted to a fixed attribute. However, in 

discussing the predictor power of gender, 

especially when the focus is on a specific 

drinking situation, the issue of gender can 

be elaborated. 

The variable used to measure whether 

boys and girls party differently was de-

fined to a good or bad atmosphere at the 

previous house party. Because traditional 

drinking measurements suggest the gender 

gap among 15–16-years olds are mainly 

detected in the quantity of consumed alco-

hol both statistical analyses controlled for 

alcohol intake per person (i.e. consump-

tion at the individual level). 

The first statistical analysis then revealed 

that girls—independently of alcohol—rate 

the party atmosphere better. Although the 

differences among boys and girls in rat-

ing the party are minor (respectively 35% 

vs. 37%), it does suggest that girls’ notion 

of having fun and relaxation at a party is 

less strongly related to consumption of 

alcohol—at least heavy consumption of 

alcohol. As the second statistical analysis 

that looked upon what boys and girls do 

at the party revealed, when the variable 

which measures the ‘collectiveness of the 

drinking situation’ is not included in the 

statistical model, alcohol intake at the in-

dividual level does have a positive impact 

on how the party atmosphere is rated—but 

only for the boys. 
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Hence the first hypothesis, that alcohol 

intake increases the likelihood of rating 

the party as fun in particular for the boys, 

is only partly confirmed. The reason is that 

when a variable measuring the collective-

ness of the drinking experience is included 

in the model, this one can explain a good 

party atmosphere. The second hypothesis 

is surely confirmed—drinking in tune is 

the way to create the right atmosphere at 

the party both for boys and girls—or said 

differently, the collectiveness of drinking 

is equally important to boys and girls. In 

this sense the symbolic meaning of drink-

ing alcohol (together) is no different for 

boys and girls. It marks that the party has 

begun and it symbolises a commitment to 

create a fun evening (Garvey 2005; Demant 

& Østergaard 2006). 

The hypothesis that boys drink more 

heavily than girls at a drinking setting was 

confirmed, but controlling for the time 

span added new information to this as-

pect, because boys only drink more than 

the girls if they are frequent partygoers7. 

Hence the notion that boys drink more 

than girls at a drinking setting like a party 

is only true if they are part of the party 

scene. This certainly suggests that drink-

ing heavily is a learned component among 

the boys. Of course boys might binge drink 

more because they physically can. How-

ever, they might also consume more alco-

hol because it is what is expected of them 

when they party frequently.

What is notable is that drinking more 

does not make the boys evaluate their own 

way of drinking differently from the girls. 

So it seems as if boys look to boys and 

girls look to other girls when evaluating 

how they drink in comparison with oth-

ers. Hence the importance of the collec-

tiveness of drinking in creating the good 

atmosphere does not make the girls feel 

more pressured to drink. Only the social 

composition of the party group increases 

alcohol intake among the girls. So if the 

girls attend rather big parties, they drink 

more and likewise if they party with old-

er adolescents. The latter, however, also 

has an impact on boys’ consumption of 

alcohol. The pressure to drink alcohol 

is then clearly influenced by the social 

composition of the drinking group. But 

not necessarily the way previous research 

suggests—that mainly the boys are influ-

enced by the group setting. In this analy-

sis both boys’ and girls’ alcohol intake is 

impacted by the social composition of the 

party group, and girls’ even more so than 

boys’. Perhaps one explanation is that the 

girls go to different types of parties than 

the boys. Because when girls are asked to 

recall and answer questions about the pre-

vious house party, they to a higher degree 

than the boys describe the social composi-

tion as older participants and many par-

ticipants. Focus group studies conducted 

as part of the PUNA project also imply that 

girls party with older (boys) and boys are 

left behind to party in male-only-groups or 

with younger girls (Demant 2006). Hence 

another way to interpret the result of the 

first statistical analysis is that drinking al-

cohol gives the girls access to bigger par-

ties with older teenagers, whereas this is 

to a lesser degree the case for the boys, 

who drink more heavily even at small 

house parties.

The third aim of this article was to ana-

lyse how boys and girls act when they 

party, how their acting at the party might 

be influenced by alcohol intake, and final-

ly how what they did at the party affects 
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their rating of the atmosphere at the party. 

This statistical analysis clearly revealed 

that sexualising each other—flirting and 

talking to strangers—is something that is 

easier when alcohol is consumed. As this 

is the case both for boys and girls it could 

imply, in agreement with other research 

(Garvey 2005; Measham 2002; Young et al. 

2005), that drinking at a party is essential-

ly about exploring the boundaries of one’s 

sexuality. Adolescents who do not drink 

heavily at the party tend not to go down 

that path of flirting and interacting with 

new people to the same degree as adoles-

cents who consume a lot of alcohol. 

However, the statistical analysis also im-

plied that a house party is a social setting 

where the activities generally are favoured 

toward performing very traditional gender 

roles. Girls—at least measured by the ac-

tivities listed in the questionnaire—take a 

more active role at the party irrespective of 

how much alcohol they consume. Where-

as the boys’ main activity surely is focused 

on consuming rather large quantities of al-

cohol or when they do the other activities 

at the party it is to a higher degree related 

to the consumption of alcohol compared to 

the girls. Of course one can raise the criti-

cism that social activities are lacking from 

the list, such as inventing games, for in-

stance drinking games. However, another 

explanation of why girls do more activities 

is that the house party is a social setting 

dominated by feminine activities. 

If the increased activities among girls 

are interpreted by using Measham’s (2002) 

research, it could suggest that when girls 

dance and flirt more than the boys, they 

actually do what is socially expected of 

them if they want to display themselves as 

feminine. This way they also make them-

selves sexually available to the boys. In 

contrast boys do what is socially expected 

of them: they binge drink. 

The social boundaries for how to act and 

especially how to act when alcohol is con-

sumed are different for the girls compared 

to the boys. This is most clearly stated in 

the final statistical analysis, where there 

are some significant gender differences in 

what activities are associated with a good 

atmosphere at the party. Hence the bound-

ary for the ‘controlled loss of control’ 

is different for the boys, because heavy 

drinking and vomiting make them rate 

the party even more successful. Inspired 

by Measham’s (2002) research, one could 

then say that by taking the risk associated 

with consuming alcohol in large quanti-

ties, the boys show they are willing to ‘lose 

complete control’ and this way they dis-

play their masculinity. 

 In contrast girls who drink heavily and 

vomit at the party do not find the party 

successful. In this sense the experience 

of a ‘complete loss of control’ is not posi-

tive or meaningful to the girls. Or in other 

words the boundary for how a girl should 

act at a party is crossed if she consumes 

alcohol too heavily, as she then crosses the 

fine line of what is socially acceptable, per-

haps by becoming too sexually active and 

promiscuous. Furthermore one could say 

that when the girls are heavily intoxicated 

it is more difficult for them to perform all 

the social activities expected of them. 

The house party then seems to be a so-

cial setting where adolescents can practice 

very traditional gendered forms of social 

interaction, as alcohol makes it easier to 

approach the opposite sex in a flirtatious 

way, and in this way consumption of al-

cohol at the house party makes it easier 
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to bridge two otherwise partly segregated 

gendered social arenas. 

Conclusion 
Two different approaches to the study of 

the gender gap in drinking alcohol among 

15–16-year olds have been presented here. 

By looking at traditional quantitative 

measurements the PUNA survey suggests 

that the most significant gender gap con-

sists in the quantity of consumed alcohol 

beverages. Hence boys still drink larger 

quantities when they drink. Not surpris-

ingly this is also the case, when focusing 

on the previous house party. However, the 

statistical analysis also revealed that it is 

not just the alcohol in itself—the consump-

tions of large quantities—which makes a 

party fun. The good party atmosphere is 

only reached when the adolescents feel 

they are drinking in tune with the other 

participants. And this is the case no matter 

if one is a boy or girl. The essence of creat-

ing the right atmosphere at the party is the 

collectiveness of drinking and here there 

is no gender gap. Alcohol is an equally 

important symbol for both boys and girls 

in establishing the right atmosphere at the 

party. In this sense alcohol can be said to 

have the same symbolic meaning to boys 

and girls at the age of 15–16.  

However, there are some differences in 

what boys and girls do at the party and in 

particular the kind of activities they asso-

ciate with a successful party. Girls gener-

ally do more activities that are not associ-

ated with their alcohol consumption. By 

taking a more active part in doing things 

at the party, the girls perform a traditional 

female role of being the good ‘hostess’, 

who is visible and active in making peo-

ple comfortable. The activities boys do 

similarly to the girls are to a higher degree 

associated with their alcohol consump-

tion. In this sense, and also because they 

consume more quantities, boys can be 

described as more focused on drinking al-

cohol, as this is certainly a secure way to 

display masculinity. 

Alcohol, however, does increase the 

likelihood of crossing the boundaries of 

these very traditional gender roles. But 

only for the boys can this crossing add 

to the fun of the party—as when flirting 

makes the party more fun. In contrast, do-

ing masculine activities, such as vomiting, 

does not make the girls rate the party any 

more successful, most likely because they 

have crossed the boundary of what is the 

‘controlled way of losing control’ for a girl, 

who wants to display femininity. There-

fore girls cannot binge drink to the same 

degree as the boys at the party, or if they 

do, the party is no longer fun. In contrast, 

when boys completely lose it the party be-

comes even more fun, and this is perhaps 

the most obvious reason to why the gender 

gap is still very prevalent when measuring 

the quantity of consumed alcohol. 
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  Notes

1) Focus group interviews with teenagers aged 
14–16 has also been part of the PUNA pro-
ject, and some of the insights from this area 
of research have been used in formulating 
questions in the survey, in particularly the 
questions which contextualise adolescents’ 
consumption of alcohol (see also Demant & 
Østergaard 2006).

2)  “The relationship between two binary 
variables can also be measured by the odds 
ratio statistic and the Mantel-Haenszel 
statistic. There is, however, a one-to-one 
relationship between Goodman’s and 
Kruskall’s marginal g-coefficient, so one is 
as good as the other. Things are not quite 
that simple for the partial g-coefficients 
and the Mantel-Haenszel statistic but both 
statistics can be viewed as weighted sums 
of respectively stratified g-coefficient and 
stratified odds-ratio statistics with no clear 
indication of one being better than the 
other.” (Kreiner 2003, 45)

3)  The alternative definition of binge drinking  
was defined as whether the teenagers had 
tried to be drunk two days in a row (MacLach-
len & Smyth 2004).

4)  ESPAD is a collaborative cross-sectional 
survey conducted in 9th school grade in 
33 European countries on adolescents’ 
substance abuse and it has been repeated 
several times, recently in 2003 (Hibell et al. 
2004).     

5)  The analysis of collapsibility is meant to 
simplify the description of fairly complex 
relationships. Imagine a two-way table 
illustrating the distribution of the depen-
dent variable with the dependent variable 
in the columns and with rows defined by a 
stacked variable combining two indepen-
dent variables. The analysis is performed 
by repeated restricted comparisons of nea-
rest neighbours. A subset of row categories 
is collapsible if the conditional distribution 
of the column variable is the same for all 
categories within the subset. Collapsibility 
of column categories can be defined in the 
same way. (Kreiner 2002) 

6)  Two different measurements of alcohol 
consumption are included in this analyse. 

One is the ‘objective’ (i.e. quantities of con-
sumed alcohol at the individual level) and 
the other is the ‘subjective’ (i.e. the feeling 
of drunkenness). There is no gender dif-
ference in terms of the subjective measure-
ment (just like there is no gender difference 
in terms of frequency of subjective intoxi-
cation reported on page 11).      

7)  There is a rather strong positive association 
between the question ‘time since went to a 
previous house party’ and a number of oth-
er questions which capture how frequently 
adolescents go to various parties, such as 
clubs, bars, public parties and house par-
ties. For instance the association between 
‘time since previously went to a house 
party’ and the question ‘how often do you 
go to house parties’ (answer categories: 
rarely, never, within the last month, within 
the last two weeks etc.) is g = .80 p < .001.      
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