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j Abstract Background Remark-
ably, little attention has been paid
to the role of intimate partners
and their drinking behavior in
relation to adolescent alcohol use.
In the current study, we examined
associations between adolescent
alcohol use and romantic partners’
drinking behavior. Methods A
total of 428 families, consisting of
both parents and two adolescents
(aged 13.4 and 15.2 at Time 1)
participated in a prospective study
with four annual waves. Correla-
tions and multivariate regressions
were used to examine (1) similar-
ity in drinking behaviors of ado-
lescents and intimate partners, (2)
whether alcohol use of partners
prospectively predicts adolescent
alcohol consumption, and (3)
whether adolescents who consume
alcohol select partners over time
who show similar drinking
behaviors. Results (1) Frequency
of alcohol consumption of ado-
lescents and of their romantic
partners correlated significantly.

(2) Alcohol use of partners was
not predictive of adolescent alco-
hol consumption over time, if
previous levels of alcohol con-
sumption were taken into account.
(3) Adolescents acquired partners
with similar drinking behaviors.
Gender effects were found; ado-
lescent girls, but not boys, were
more likely to become involved
with partners who also frequently
consumed alcohol. Conclusions
Regarding alcohol consumption,
adolescents and their intimate
partners were relatively similar in
alcohol use. This resemblance is
best explained by adolescents’
selection of future partner on the
basis of alcohol consumption. Less
indication was found for influence
effects, perhaps due to the tran-
sient nature of most adolescent
romantic relationships.

j Key words adolescent –
alcohol – romantic relationship –
partner

Introduction

In most Western societies, adolescence is an impor-
tant period in life; one in which identities are formed
and the capacity to form intimate relations is devel-
oped [17]. While children focus on relationships with

parents and same-sex peers to fulfill their primary
needs such as closeness and trust, adolescents shift
their attention to peer groups and romantic partners.
It is the period in which youngsters start to display
interest in dating and sexual experiences [59], with
romantic partners generally becoming a central aspect
of their lives [20]. Adolescents spend a lot of time with
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their romantic partners, go out to bars and clubs to-
gether, and interact more with their partners than with
parents or friends [33]. In addition, partners form an
important source of support for adolescents [21].

Adolescence is also a period of experimenting with
risk behaviors, such as using alcohol. Alcohol con-
sumption has become quite common among young-
sters in most Western societies. A Dutch nation-wide
study showed that almost 90% of 12 to 15-year-old
adolescents had tried alcohol at least once, and that the
frequency and quantity of alcohol consumption in-
creased with age, until the age of 25 [43]. In addition,
over half of Dutch adolescents (58%) has consumed
alcohol in the previous month [40] and 34% reports
binge drinking during two previous weeks [38]. In the
search for social-environmental factors that may affect
adolescent drinking, it was shown that both friends’
and parents’ drinking patterns are important in the
initiation and persistence of adolescent alcohol use
[48, 51, 53]. Since romantic relations are highly
important in adolescents’ lives [4] it seems likely that
partners will affect adolescent alcohol use as well.
Studies on the relationships between alcohol con-
sumption of romantic partners and adolescent
drinking behavior, however, are scarce, and a number
of important issues have remained unaddressed.

To begin with, whether adolescents and their part-
ners actually resemble each other in drinking behavior1

is unknown. Studies on married adult couples show that
consumption patterns of substance use tend to be sim-
ilar for partners (mate correlation: [24, 26, 36, 47, 56]).
This resemblance in drinking behavior of adult partners
could mainly stem from two processes: the direct
influence of the partner’s behavior (reciprocal spousal
interaction effects), and the selection of a partner with
similar phenotypic traits (assortative mating)2. Several
studies have shown that once adults get married, they
drink less alcohol than single or divorced persons [10,
45, 52]. These associations were found in adults, but
may also hold for adolescents. Indeed, Engels and
Knibbe [13] showed that once male, but not female,
adolescents become involved in a steady relationship,
they will drink less than males without a partner, indi-
cating that involvement in a relationship decreases
alcohol use of adults and (male) adolescents. These
studies did not inform us, however, on the effects of the
partner’s alcohol use on adolescent drinking. Studies
examining reciprocal influence effects between partners’
alcohol consumption revealed that partners also affect

each other’s alcohol use through their own drinking
behaviors [12, 34, 35]. In addition, assortative mating
(‘‘like marries like’’) seems to be an etiological factor for
adult spouse similarities in alcohol dependence [1, 25,
32, 37]. For example, Agrawal and colleagues [1] found
that adult women who regularly used alcohol were more
likely to marry men with similar behavioral patterns.
Regarding adolescents, it is conceivable that they also
select their intimate partners on the basis of common
values, personality dynamics, and common life orien-
tations [16, 31]. The consumption of alcohol and the
activities that go along with drinking, such as spending
time in �wet’ places (i.e. bars, pubs, clubs) may be part of
these common life orientations on which adolescents
select their partners. Given the finding that more than
half (58%) of the young adults under 30 years meet their
partner while they are going out or while visiting friends
[6], it seems plausible that adolescents select partners
with similar drinking habits. However, research exam-
ining influence or selection effects among adolescents
and their romantic partners is lacking.

From the existing literature it is not quite clear
whether influence or selection effects differ for men
and women. Some have proposed that problem
behavior in girls is more frequently determined by and
dependent on their partner’s problem behavior than
vice versa [31]. Studies on adults showed that the
direction of effects in drinking patterns was often from
husband to wife [12, 34], while others did not find
differences between men and women [25]. As men
drink consistently more alcohol than women [43] we
will examine, on an explorative basis due to the paucity
of results in adolescents, the role of sex in associations
between alcohol use of adolescents and their partners.

In the current study we will examine (1) whether
alcohol consumption of adolescents is associated with
drinking behaviors of their romantic partners, (2)
whether alcohol consumption of the partner affects
adolescent drinking behavior over time, and (3)
whether adolescents select their partners (partly)
based on alcohol consumption. We expect that (1)
adolescents and partners will be highly similar in their
drinking behaviors and that (2) alcohol consumption
of the partner will affect adolescent alcohol use over
time. We also hypothesize that (3) alcohol con-
sumption patterns of the potential partner will be a
selection criterion for adolescents.

Method

j Procedure

In 2002–2003 (T1) 428 Dutch families were recruited
to participate in a longitudinal survey with annual
waves (for details on sample selection see [27, 55]).

1Resemblance and similarity are in this context considered relative
concepts, since females consume systematically less alcohol than
males.
2By mentioning these two processes, it is not intended to be
exhaustive in potential processes underlying mate similarity. Other
approaches have been mentioned, such as the social homogamy
process [47] and the evolutionary psychology paradigm [5].
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Via municipality registers throughout the Nether-
lands 5,602 families with at least two adolescents in
the age range of 13–16 years were approached. A total
of 885 families agreed to participate. Families were
included if the parents were married or living to-
gether, and if all family members were biologically
related. If there were more than two adolescents be-
tween 13 and 16 years old in one family, the family
members themselves decided who was going to par-
ticipate in the study. Families with adolescent twins,
or mentally or physically disabled adolescents were
excluded. In addition, we aimed at an equal number
of sibling dyads (boy–boy, girl–girl, boy–girl, girl–
boy), which resulted in a total of 428 participating
families. Over time, numbers of dropout families were
low, with 416 (97%), 404 (94%), and 347 (81%) fam-
ilies participating in waves two (T2), three (T3), and
four (T4) respectively. Attrition analyses were con-
ducted to examine whether adolescents who partici-
pated in all four waves differed from those who were not
involved in the second, third or fourth wave. T tests
showed no significant differences (P > 0.05) in alcohol
use, sex, or age between the younger adolescent drop-
outs (N = 88) and participants (N = 340). Regarding the
older adolescents, no significant differences were found
in sex or age between dropouts (N = 86) and respon-
dents (N = 342). However, older adolescent dropouts
consumed significantly more often alcohol on T1 than
respondents (t(426) = )2.04, P = 0.04).

In the physical presence of a trained interviewer,
all family members separately filled in the question-
naires at home. The interviewer was instructed to not
explain questions or actually interview the family
members, but made sure that the participants did not
consult each other and that questions and answers
were not discussed during the questionnaire com-
pletion. Each family received 30 Euros per wave when
every family member had completed the question-
naire. Approval on data collection was obtained from
the Central Committee on Research Involving Human
Subjects in the Netherlands.

j Sample characteristics

The families consisted of father, mother, and two
adolescents. Regarding sex of the adolescents we ob-
tained an equal distribution; 53% of the younger sib-
lings3, and 47% of the older siblings were girls at T1.
Mean age was 13.4 (SD = 0.50; ranging from 14 to
17 years) for the younger and 15.2 (SD = 0.60; ranging

from 13 to 15 years) for the older adolescents at T1.
Fathers’ ages ranged between 37 and 62 (M = 46.2,
SD = 4.00), and mothers were between 35 and 56 years
old (M = 43.8, SD = 3.57). The majority of partici-
pants were of Dutch (Caucasian) origin (>95%). At T1,
a third of the adolescents followed lower general sec-
ondary education, a third followed higher general
secondary education, and a third followed college-
preparatory secondary education. The different levels
of the Dutch secondary school system are comparable
with the different tracks within a middle class public
high school in the USA.

j Measures

Adolescents’, siblings’, and parental alcohol use were
measured by self-reports with identical measures at
each wave. Adolescents also reported whether they
were involved in a romantic relationship and on
alcohol consumption of their partner and best friend.

Alcohol use

Adolescents were asked how often they had consumed
alcohol in the past 4 weeks [13]. Frequency of alcohol
use was measured on a 6-point scale (1 �did not drink
any alcohol in the past 4 weeks’, 2 �drank alcohol at 1
to 3 days in the past 4 weeks, 3 �drank alcohol at 1 to
2 days per week, 4 �drank alcohol at 3–4 days per
week’, 5 �drank alcohol at 5–6 days per week, 6 �drank
alcohol every day in the past 4 weeks’). As such, fre-
quency of adolescent alcohol was self-reported and
measured from the perspective of the adolescent.

Romantic partner

Adolescent involvement in a romantic relationship was
assessed with the question: �At this moment, are you
going steady with someone, or are you having a steady
relationship?’ which could be answered with 1 �no’, or 2
�yes.’ Interpretations of �going steady’ or �having a
steady relationship’ were left to the adolescent’s per-
spective as there was no additional clarification given.

Partner and best friend’s alcohol use

Both younger and older adolescents answered the
question on the frequency of their partner’s and their
best friend’s alcohol consumption in the past 4 weeks.
Answers on a 6-point scale ranged from 1 �has not
been drinking’ to 6 �every day’ [13].

Parents’ and siblings’ alcohol use

Because of the full-family design of our study we were
able to use self-reports of the siblings and of the

3To describe the younger participating adolescent of the family the
terms �younger adolescent’ and �younger sibling’ will be used
interchangeably throughout this article. In a similar vein �older
adolescent’ and �older sibling’ will both be used to denote the older
participating sibling of the family.
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parents on their alcohol use. Mothers, fathers, and
siblings reported individually on the item measuring
the frequency of alcohol use in the past 4 weeks on a
6-point scale. Answer categories ranged from 1 �have
not been drinking’ to 6 �every day’.

Adolescent problem drinking

Adolescent problem drinking was measured with the
Rutgers’ alcohol problem index (RAPI; [57]) which
assesses problematic situations that are related to
alcohol use. The scale consists of 18 items. Examples
of items are: �You went to school or to work while you
were still under the influence of alcohol’, �You were
unable to do your homework because you had con-
sumed alcohol’, and �You acted unkind or got in-
volved in a fight because you had consumed alcohol’.
Responses were given on a 5-point scale ranging from
1 �never’ to 5 �very often’. Over the three waves
Cronbach’s alphas were between 0.72 and 0.87 for
both younger and older adolescents.

j Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients were determined with SPSS-14. With General
Linear Modeling repeated measures it was tested
whether adolescent alcohol use differed significantly
over time. Since involvement in a romantic relation-
ship was a dichotomous variable, Cochran’s Q was
used as a non-parametric alternative for the repeated
measures analyses [19]. Because the adolescents’
partners were not necessarily the same partners over
time, we could not examine whether partner’s fre-
quency of drinking changed over time. First, because
the younger and older siblings differ on average
almost 2 years in age (Mage younger adolescents = 13.4,
Mage older adolescents = 15.2), which puts them into two
different developmental stages (early adolescence and
middle adolescence; see [50]), the analyses were car-
ried out for younger and older adolescents separately,
in SPSS (see below). Second, the two groups were merged
into one group of adolescents. Because the two siblings
are part of the same family their data are statistically
dependent, or nested. Therefore, the analyses for the
merged group of adolescents were carried out in Mplus,
in which it is possible to control for dependence of the
data (TYPE = COMPLEX procedure, in combination
with the CLUSTER command: [39]). In this procedure all
adolescents were collapsed into one group. Standard
errors of the parameter estimates were corrected for
dependency, resulting in unbiased estimates (see e.g.,
[11]). No model fit indices were obtained as we tested a
saturated path model.

(1) Pearson correlations were used to examine
cross-sectional and bivariate correspondence in

drinking behaviors between adolescents and partners.
With hierarchical multiple regression analyses for the
separate groups of adolescents and path analyses for
the total group of adolescents we tested whether (2)
partner’s alcohol use predicted adolescent’s drinking
behavior over time. To control for alcohol use in the
social environment of the adolescent and to make
sure that partner effects could be solely attributed to
alcohol use of the partner, alcohol consumption of
parents, sibling, and best friend were also included in
the first step of the regression analyses and the path
analyses. The interaction between alcohol use of the
partner and sex of the adolescent (1 = boy, 2 = girl)
was entered in the second step. Interaction terms were
computed as the product of the partner’s alcohol use
and sex of the adolescent after centering both vari-
ables to prevent multicollinearity [30]. Additionally,
to examine whether comparable developments would
occur in more problematic, abusive adolescent alco-
hol use similar regression analyses and path analyses
were carried out with adolescent problem drinking as
dependent variable. (3) To examine whether adoles-
cent alcohol use resulted in involvement with an
alcohol consuming intimate partner over time, we
created a separate group of adolescents who did not
have a partner at T1, but were involved in a romantic
relationship 1 year later. A similar procedure was
applied for subsequent waves. With hierarchical
multiple regression analyses, we examined whether
adolescents selected their partners based on similarity
in alcohol consumption over time (see e.g., [54] for
similar procedures). As such it was tested whether
adolescents who were not involved with a partner at
T1 acquired a partner at T2 (partly) based on simi-
larities in their alcohol consumption, which implies
selection [54]. This procedure was repeated for waves
2, 3, and 4. As such, whether adolescent alcohol use
resulted in involvement with a partner who drinks
alcohol was analyzed year by year. We again con-
trolled for alcohol use in the social environment of the
adolescent by including parental, sibling’s and best
friend’s alcohol use in the hierarchical multiple
regression analyses and in the path analyses. The
interactions between sex of the adolescent and ado-
lescent alcohol use was entered in the second step.
Similar analyses were carried out for adolescent
problem drinking.

Results

j Descriptives

Descriptives on frequencies of both adolescent alco-
hol consumption and partner’s alcohol use are shown
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in Table 1. Descriptives on the distribution of the
response categories of frequency of alcohol con-
sumption are depicted in Table 2. Both older and
younger adolescents increased their frequency of
alcohol consumption significantly over time, as was
tested with general linear modeling (for the older
adolescent F(3,322) = 46.09, P < 0.001, Partial
g2 = 0.30; for the younger adolescent: F(3,320) =
95.26, P < 0.001, Partial g2 = 0.47). Within subjects
contrasts showed significant differences between T1
and T2, T2 and T3, and T3 and T4 for both older and
younger siblings (P < 0.01). Because adolescents’
partners at T1 were not necessarily the same partners
at subsequent waves, we could not examine whether
the partner’s frequency of drinking changed over
time. Older adolescents reported significantly more
alcohol than younger adolescents at all three time
points (T1, T2, T3: P < 0.001; T4: P < 0.05).

At T1, 60 younger adolescents (14%) had partners.
Romantic involvement for the younger adolescents
increased significantly over time, with 63 adolescents
(15%) at T2, 96 adolescents (22%) at T3, and 110
adolescents (26%) at T4 reporting to be romantically
involved (Cochran’s Q (309, 3) = 74.45, P < 0.001).
Regarding the older adolescents, 89 participants (21%)
were involved in a steady relationship at T1. The
number of romances increased significantly over time,
to 118 (28%) at T2, 145 (34%) at T3, and 156 (36%) at
T4 (Cochran’s Q (312, 3) = 65.32, P < 0.001).

j Correlations

Pearson correlations were used to assess relative
cross-sectional similarity1 in drinking behaviors be-
tween adolescents and intimate partners (hypothesis
1) and are shown in Table 3. It was found that the
frequencies of both older and younger adolescents’
alcohol use were strongly associated with the drinking
frequencies of their partners (for the older adoles-
cents: 0.41 £ r £ 0.44, P < 0.001; for the younger
adolescents: .44 £ r £ 0.50, P < 0.001). Also for the
total group of adolescents, alcohol use was signifi-
cantly correlated with their partners’ alcohol use
(0.44 £ r £ 0.48, P < 0.001). Since the number of
adolescents with a romantic partner fluctuated over
time, correlations for the separate groups in Table 3
were based on variable group sizes.

j Partners’ alcohol use as prospective predictor for
adolescents’ alcohol use and problem drinking

With the exception of the correlations between part-
ners’ alcohol use at T3 and alcohol use of the older
adolescents at T4 (r = 0.11, n.s., see Table 3), bivari-
ate correlations between alcohol use of the partner
and adolescent alcohol use at a subsequent wave were
positive and significant (0.28 £ r £ 0.34, P < 0.05).
This was also the case in the total group of adoles-
cents (0.27 £ r £ 0.48, P < 0.001), indicating positive
relations between partners’ and adolescents’ alcohol
use over time (hypothesis 2).

To further test whether frequency of alcohol use of
the partner predicted younger and older adolescent
alcohol use over time, we conducted hierarchical
multivariate regression analyses in SPSS and path
analyses in Mplus. Results are depicted in Table 4 and
show that in general both for the separate younger
and older adolescent groups as well as for the total
group of adolescents, alcohol use of the partner did
not significantly predict adolescent alcohol use over
time, if prior levels of adolescent alcohol use were
taken into account. Alcohol use of both parents was in

Table 1 Descriptives on frequency of alcohol use of adolescents and their
romantic partners

T1 T2 T3 T4

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Older adolescent 1.99a 1.05 2.29b 1.02 2.42c 0.99 2.78d 1.12
Younger adolescent 1.32a 0.99 1.67b 0.98 1.96c 1.02 2.58d 1.16
Partner older adolescent 2.42 1.07 2.31 0.84 2.41 0.86 2.74 1.07
Partner younger

adolescent
1.98 0.93 2.35 0.94 2.47 0.96 2.62 1.08

Frequency of adolescent alcohol use increased significantly over time, with
means in the same row that do not share superscripts (a, b, c, d) being
significantly different (P < 0.01)

Table 2 Distribution of frequency of alcohol use in the past 4 weeks

Younger adolescents Older adolescents

T1 T2 T3 T4 T1 T2 T3 T4

1. Did not drink any alcohol 241 (56.3%) 159 (37.1%) 114 (26.6%) 46 (10.7%) 121 (28.3%) 71 (16.6%) 55 (12.9%) 41 (9.6%)
2. Drank alcohol at 1 to 3 days 139 (20.6%) 178 (41.6%) 169 (39.5%) 110 (25.7%) 157 (36.7%) 158 (36.9%) 132 (30.8%) 88 (20.6%)
3. Drank alcohol at 1–2 days 36 (8.4%) 65 (15.2%) 103 (24.1%) 122 (28.5%) 123 (28.7%) 145 (33.9%) 169 (39.5%) 121 (28.3%)
4. Drank alcohol at 3–4 days 8 (1.9%) 11 (2.6%) 9 (2.1%) 42 (9.8%) 22 (5.1 %) 35 (8.2%) 37 (8.6%) 73 (17.1%)
5. Drank alcohol at 5–6 days 1 (0.2%) 2 (0.5%) 6 (1.4%) 11 (2.6%) 3 (0.7%) 2 (0.5%) 7 (1.7%) 14 (3.3%)
6. Drank alcohol every day – – – 6 (1.4%) 2 (0.5%) – – 1 (0.2%)

Percentages do not add up to one hundred because of missing values
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general also not prospectively associated with ado-
lescent alcohol use. Alcohol use of the best friend was
marginally significantly related to later adolescent
alcohol use for the older adolescent and the total
group of adolescents from T1 to T2, and for the
younger adolescents and the total group of adoles-
cents from T3 to T4. For the older adolescents alcohol
use of their younger sibling was significantly associ-
ated with later adolescent alcohol consumption from
T2 to T3. In turn, the older siblings affected the
younger adolescents’ alcohol use from T1 to T2. The
interactions between alcohol use of the partner and
sex of the adolescent were in general not significantly
associated with adolescent alcohol use.

To examine whether results would differ for ado-
lescents who reported signs of problem drinking,
similar regression and path analyses were carried out.
However, we used adolescent problem drinking in-
stead of adolescent frequency of alcohol consumption
as dependent variable. Results did not show signifi-
cant associations between partner’s alcohol use and
later adolescent problem drinking, neither in the
separate groups of adolescents nor in the total group
of adolescents ()0.10 < b < 0.05, n.s.). Only for the
younger adolescents the interaction between partners’
drinking and sex of the adolescent was significant
(b = )0.28, P < 0.01), indicating that boys, but not
girls with heavy drinking partners showed higher
levels of problem drinking.

j Acquiring an alcohol-using partner

Significant bivariate correlations between adolescents’
and partners’ alcohol use 1 year later indicated posi-

tive relations between adolescent drinking and part-
ner’s alcohol use over time (0.21 £ r £ 0.35, P < 0.05,
see Table 3).

Table 3 Correlations between frequency of adolescents’ and partners’ alcohol use

Adolescent T1 Partner T1 Adolescent T2 Partner T2 Adolescent T3 Partner T3 Adolescent T4 Partner T4

Adolescent T1 0.44*** 0.51*** 0.33* 0.35*** 0.31** 0.14** 0.01
Partner T1 0.41*** 0.34** 0.56** 0.32* 0.59** )0.03 0.31
Adolescent T2 0.39*** 0.32** 0.50*** 0.44*** 0.21* 0.19*** 0.20*
Partner T2 0.33*** 0.47** 0.41*** 0.28* 0.50** 0.01 )0.02
Adolescent T3 0.35*** 0.32** 0.54*** 0.30** 0.45*** 0.36*** 0.31**
Partner T3 0.11 0.27 0.35*** 0.50*** 0.43*** 0.28** 0.35**
Adolescent T4 0.16** 0.04 0.31*** 0.15 0.36*** 0.11 0.48***
Partner T4 0.11 0.31* 0.17* 0.46*** 0.29*** 0.41*** 0.44***
Adolescent T1
Partner T1 0.47***
Adolescent T2 0.52*** 0.32***
Partner T2 0.34*** 0.55*** 0.45***
Adolescent T3 0.44*** 0.30*** 0.54*** 0.27***
Partner T3 0.20** 0.31** 0.30*** 0.62*** 0.44***
Adolescent T4 0.31*** 0.22** 0.34*** 0.10 0.50*** 0.48***
Partner T4 0.10 0.39*** 0.18** 0.29*** 0.32*** 0.37*** 0.48***

T1 Time 1, T2 Time 2, T3 Time 3, T4 Time 4. Correlations based on the reports of the older adolescents (44 £ N £ 428) are below the diagonal in the top section.
Correlations based on the reports of the younger adolescents (21 £ N £ 425) are above the diagonal in the top section. Correlations based on the total group of
adolescents are depicted in the lower section
*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001

Table 4 Prospective relations between partner’s alcohol consumption and
adolescent alcohol use: influence processes

Alcohol use adolescent

T1 fi T2 T2 fi T3 T3 fi T4

Older adolescent N = 80 N = 99 N = 98
Alcohol use adolescent 0.32* 0.51*** 0.45***
Alcohol use partner )0.01 0.15 0.02
Alcohol use mother 0.04 0.06 0.02
Alcohol use father 0.18 )0.04 0.12
Alcohol best friend 0.26� )0.10 0.06
Alcohol use younger sibling )0.06 0.31*** 0.10
Sex )0.26* )0.10 )0.12
Sex · Alcohol use partner 0.18� 0.10 )0.09

Younger adolescent N = 57 N = 54 N = 74
Alcohol use adolescent 0.25 0.34* 0.38**
Alcohol use partner 0.24 0.20 0.04
Alcohol use mother )0.09 0.09 0.08
Alcohol use father 0.23� 0.10 0.10
Alcohol best friend )0.11 )0.10 0.22�

Alcohol use older sibling 0.25� )0.03 0.01
Sex 0.16 )0.21 )0.06
Sex · Alcohol use partner )0.14 )0.20 0.05

Total group of adolescents N = 856 N = 856 N = 856
Alcohol use adolescent 0.39*** 0.42*** 0.40***
Alcohol use partner 0.09 0.18� )0.02
Alcohol use mother 0.06 0.10** 0.01
Alcohol use father 0.05 0.01 0.09*
Alcohol best friend 0.11� 0.02 0.14**
Sex )0.08* )0.15** )0.11*
Sex · Alcohol use partner 0.00 )0.12 )0.21

Values in table represent standardized regression coefficients (beta’s). Inter-
action terms were entered in step two of the regression analyses
�P < 0.10; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001
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Frequency of alcohol use of the older adolescent
significantly predicted frequency of alcohol use of the
older adolescent’s partner over time, indicating that
older adolescents may have acquired their partners
partly on drinking behavior (see Table 5). This result
was also found for younger adolescents, but only
between T1 and T2. For the total group of adolescents,
frequency of adolescent alcohol use significantly
predicted partners’ alcohol consumption between T2
and T3, and between T3 and T4. Parental alcohol use
and siblings’ alcohol use were in general not signifi-
cantly associated with later alcohol use of the partner.
Best friend’s alcohol consumption was significantly
associated with partner’s alcohol use for the older
adolescents from T1 to T2, and for the younger ado-
lescents from T3 to T4. In the total group of adoles-
cents, best friend’s drinking was significantly
associated with partner’s alcohol consumption over
time at all waves.

Sex was also a significant predictor for partners’
alcohol use, with girls being more likely to select an
alcohol-consuming partner than boys. Interaction
effects between adolescent sex and adolescent alcohol
use on partner’s alcohol use were significant for the
older adolescents from T2 to T3, and from T3 to T4,
and for the total group of adolescents from T3 to T4,

but not for the younger adolescents at all time points
and for the older adolescents from T1 to T2. The
significant interaction effects indicated that girls, but
not boys, who frequently drank alcohol became in-
volved with partners who also frequently consumed
alcohol.

Again we carried out similar regression and path
analyses, but with adolescent problem drinking as a
predictor to examine whether results would differ for
individuals who scored high on problem drinking.
Results did not show significant associations between
adolescent problem drinking and partner’s alcohol
use over time neither in the separate groups of ado-
lescents nor in the total group ()0.02 < b < 0.17,
n.s.). For the total group and for the younger ado-
lescents, the interaction between partners’ drinking
and sex of the adolescent was significant (b = 0.16,
P < 0.10 and b = 0.25, P < 0.05 respectively), indi-
cating that girls high on problem drinking were more
likely to become involved with a heavy drinking
partner than boys.

j Additional analyses: Involvement in a romantic
relationship

Because several studies showed that adults and ado-
lescents with steady relationships drink less alcohol
than single or divorced persons [10, 13, 45, 52], we
also tested whether involvement in romantic rela-
tionships was associated with adolescent alcohol use
over time. Results are depicted in Appendix 1, and
show that involvement with a romantic partner was
not prospectively associated with alcohol use, in nei-
ther older or younger adolescents, nor in the total
group of adolescents. Sex was a significant predictor,
with boys consuming alcohol significantly more fre-
quent than girls. Further, the interactions between sex
of the adolescent and partner involvement were not
significantly associated with adolescent alcohol use
over time.

Discussion

The current study examined the relationships between
adolescent alcohol use and romantic partners’ alcohol
consumption. The first main finding showed that,
despite the stable systematic differences in alcohol use
between Dutch boys and girls [43], adolescents and
their intimate partners were relatively similar in their
frequency of alcohol use. This is consistent with the
literature on adults reporting relative similarities in
drinking between spouses (e.g., [26, 32, 56]). The
resemblance of romantic partners in drinking
behavior could basically stem from two processes;

Table 5 Prospective relations between adolescent alcohol use and later
partner’s alcohol use: selection processes

Alcohol use partner

T1 fi T2 T2 fi T3 T3 fi T4

Older adolescent N = 85 N = 89 N = 83
Alcohol use adolescent 0.27* 0.32** 0.33*
Alcohol use mother 0.20� )0.12 0.03
Alcohol use father 0.13 0.01 )0.07
Alcohol use best friend 0.19� 0.17 )0.06
Alcohol use younger sibling 0.16 0.19� 0.12
Sex 0.15 0.22* 0.33**
Sex · Alcohol use adolescent )0.00 0.18� 0.26*

Younger adolescent N = 55 N = 80 N = 69
Alcohol use adolescent 0.29* 0.01 0.15
Alcohol use mother )0.00 0.02 0.02
Alcohol use father 0.06 0.25* 0.16
Alcohol use best friend 0.13 0.16 0.29*
Alcohol use older sibling 0.04 0.07 )0.02
Sex 0.48*** 0.36** 0.42***
Sex · Alcohol use adolescent )0.01 )0.02 0.20

Total group of adolescents N = 149 N = 181 N = 241
Alcohol use adolescent 0.17 0.25** 0.26**
Alcohol use mother 0.05 0.06 0.10�

Alcohol use father 0.00 0.03 0.03
Alcohol use best friend 0.51*** 0.41*** 0.34***
Sex 0.27*** 0.42*** 0.36***
Sex · Alcohol use adolescent 0.27 0.31 0.57*

Values represent standardized regression coefficients (beta’s). Interaction terms
were entered in step two of the regression analyses
�P < 0.10; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01
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reciprocal influence processes or selection processes
(assortative mating).

Our analyses found less support for the influence
hypothesis than for the selection hypothesis. Partners’
alcohol use did not affect later adolescent alcohol use,
if prior adolescent alcohol use was taken into account.
This may be explained by the fact that most adolescent
relationships are rather short-lived [8, 18, 58], impli-
cating that if influence effects regarding alcohol use do
take place between adolescents, a yearly interval might
be too long to measure these effects. Zimmer-Gem-
beck [58] demonstrated that in her sample of Ameri-
can 18-year-old females the average length of a steady
relation was 8.6 months. In addition, Canadian 15-
year-olds had romantic partners for on average
4 months [18]. Another explanation refers to the fact
that adolescents often consume alcohol in peer groups.
It might be that the partner is not part of the group in
which the adolescent regularly drinks alcohol, thus,
adolescents and partners do not frequently consume
alcohol in each other’s company. It may also be that, in
case the partner is part of the peer group, the influence
of the partner merges with the group effects. Overbeek
and coworkers [42] showed with observational data
that only group effects (i.e., average group levels of
alcohol consumption) and not best friend’s alcohol use
explained young adults’ drinking behavior. This group
effect may also explain the non-significant and mar-
ginal effects that respectively parents and best friends
exerted on adolescent alcohol use. It is important to
note that although partners’ alcohol use did not pro-
spectively predict adolescents’ alcohol consumption,
there might be subtle influence effects that were not
measured. Perhaps most influence processes do not
carry on over a long period of time, but occur more
directly, for example if one directly models (imitates)
the alcohol consumption of a drinking partner [3].
Observation and diary studies may be suitable to as-
sess influence or modeling effects in drinking situa-
tions directly (see e.g., [46]).

Our third main finding provided support for the
hypothesis that adolescents acquired their partners
partly based on similarities in drinking behavior. This
finding concurs with the adult literature, showing that
assortative mating significantly augmented spousal
similarity [1, 32, 37]. Grant and colleagues [25] even
showed that assortative mating amplified spouse
similarity, while spousal interaction influences de-
creased similarity if assortative mating was taken into
account. Our study demonstrates that assortative
mating already occurs at a young age in adolescence
and drinking behaviors play a role in the processes of
acquiring a partner. In addition, this process will also
be context-based, since 80% of adolescent alcohol
consumption takes place outdoors in wet settings
such as bars, clubs or parties [14], where there is a

reasonable chance they will also meet a partner. We
also found a small interaction effect with sex, indi-
cating that girls who drank more often than other
girls, chose partners who consumed alcohol more
frequently. This effect was not found for boys. A
speculative explanation is that for boys it is more
socially accepted than for girls to consume large
amounts of alcohol. It might even make boys look
�tough’, while girls might not be considered �charm-
ing’ when drinking large amounts of alcohol, deeming
them less attractive (e.g., [29]).

Adolescent’s problem drinking was not significantly
associated with their partner’s alcohol use over time.
Also, partners’ alcohol use did not significantly influ-
ence adolescents’ problem drinking over time. The lack
of effects might be due to the low prevalence of problem
drinking in our sample. However, romantic partner,
family, and peer behaviors, such as their alcohol con-
sumption, may be especially important with regard to
excessive alcohol use (e.g., [7, 49]). As such, future
studies should focus on a subgroup of heavy drinking
adolescents/ young adults who might acquire and be-
come affected by a heavy drinking partner, making
them at risk for alcohol abuse later in life.

Alcohol use of both mothers and fathers was in
general not prospectively related to adolescent
drinking. Best friend’s alcohol consumption was
associated with alcohol use of both adolescents and
partners, but only if they were around 15–16 years,
implicating that in this specific group of adolescents
with a romantic partner, friends’ behavior is most
important at this age [21].

j Limitations

Our study is the first to examine associations between
adolescent alcohol use and drinking behaviors of the
romantic partners with a four-wave longitudinal de-
sign. However, there are some limitations that need to
be addressed. First, although we used self-reports of
adolescents and parental alcohol use, assessments of
drinking by best friends and partners were based on
the adolescents’ perceptions. It has been questioned
whether adolescents can accurately report on their
friends’ alcohol use [2]. Recent studies have shown
that adolescents are fairly accurate in estimating their
best friend’s alcohol use [44] and smoking [28]. Be-
cause adolescents interact even more with intimate
partners than with friends [33], the assessments of
their partners’ alcohol use might be even more precise
than the estimations of their friends’ alcohol con-
sumption. Similarly, we only used adolescent self-re-
ports to assess adolescent alcohol use, which may
cause aspects related to social desirability, such as
over- or underreporting, to play a role [41]. Others
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have suggested the use of collateral (parent) reports to
validate the accuracy of adolescents’ self-reports [9].
However, a recent study has shown that parents are
not very accurate in estimating their children’s alco-
hol consumption, especially when these children are
still young and in the early phase of adolescence [15].
In addition, we tried to minimize reporting bias by
ensuring anonymity and making sure that the ques-
tionnaires were filled out individually. Second, ado-
lescents who are involved with a romantic partner
form a highly specific sample, which implies that the
results found in this study cannot be generalized to a
population level. For example, female adolescents who
start dating earlier than others may form a specific
sub-sample of �early maturers’ [22], a group that may
also start earlier with alcohol consumption [23]. A
third limitation is the possibility that a third variable
explains both dating behavior and alcohol use. It may
be that adolescents who are early maturers, who score
high on sensation seeking, or who differ in other ways
on personality variables, may start early both with
dating and drinking alcohol on a relatively frequent
basis. Future studies with larger sample sizes should
examine the relationships between adolescent and
romantic partner’s alcohol use and personality fac-
tors. Fourth, the family members in our study were all

biologically related, the parents were married or living
together, and the vast majority of families were of
Dutch origin. Step-families, single parent families,
and non-Caucasian families were not represented,
limiting the generalizability to the Dutch population
as a whole. Regarding drinking behavior, however,
levels of frequency of alcohol use in our sample were
comparable to those in the Dutch adolescent popu-
lation [40], enhancing possibilities to generalize our
results to Dutch adolescents.

Taking these limitations into account, this study is
one of the first to disentangle associations between
alcohol use of romantic partners and adolescent
alcohol use in a longitudinal design. Results indicate
that partner’s alcohol use is not associated with ado-
lescent alcohol use over time, but adolescents acquire
their romantic partners based on similarities in their
drinking. This implies that partner selection pro-
cesses, which have earlier been demonstrated in
adults (see e.g., [25]), already occur at rather young
ages, i.e. during adolescence and young adulthood.
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