Rebekah Ireland


I have decided to base my pilot study on children and alcohol, and my hypothesis is: 

 “Pre teen and teenage boys (11-16 year olds) are under more pressure from their peers to conform to drinking alcohol, than girls of the same age.”

My observations of pre-teen and teenage boys in relation to alcohol relate to my hypothesis; they seem to want to feel adult and ‘cool’. One example of this behaviour was when my 12-year-old brother was discussing a party with his friend. He persistently asked if alcohol would be there, and how they were to acquire it.  

At family parties, I noticed that boys tended to repeatedly ask their parents for alcohol, yet the girls seemed content with soft drinks. 

Other reasons that I selected this sociological issue is that I have studied concepts such as peer pressure, deviancy and youth culture. There is concern in media about children and alcohol and recent studies have expressed concern relating to this issue due to the increasing number of underage drinkers. A study by the IAS (Institute of Alcohol Studies) claimed that in 2002, 24% of 11-15 year olds were drinking, which was a 3% rise from 1998.

Feminist Michelle Stanworth believes there is a ‘double standard’ between boys and girls and that this reinforces gender stereotyping. Where promiscuous behaviour was concerned, girls were shunned, whilst the boys were admired. It could be argued that this double standard may be the reason why drinking habits amongst boys and girls differ.

Ann Oakley (Feminist) comments that during childhood, stereotypical gender roles are introduced to children, and reinforced during secondary socialisation. This gender socialisation could point to the view that boys feel the need to be more macho in order to prove themselves.

During my research on this topic, I found statistical evidence, which supports my argument. In summary, these findings show that:-

“…In most countries, more 13 year old girls report drinking alcohol than boys of the same age. At the age of 15 the gender difference is greater, with boys drinking more than girls. In England this difference is 22%.”

“ In societies where one alcoholic drink is available, there are two different versions. A sweeter version considered suitable for women, and a version for men, described as ‘fierce’ wine. These masculine and feminine attributes is also a near-universal phenomenon (Nahoum- Grappe, 1995).”

“A drunken man drove his car off the road, and insisted he had not been drinking. He had only had Bacardi and Coke!”(Macdonald-1994) 

The attitudes present in these statistics relate to my hypothesis by showing stereotypical views on men and women’s drinking habits. In society, it is assumed women are weaker and therefore should drink less alcohol or weaker drinks. The last piece of research shows a male view of typically female drinks, and puts across that he does not consider it ‘proper’ alcohol. 
In carrying out my pilot study, I aim to:-

· Discover to what extent peer pressure differs between the genders in relation to drinking alcohol. 

· Examine possible reasons for any differences in drinking habits of boys in relation to girls.

My objectives therefore will be to devise a questionnaire, which will comprise of both closed and open questions. I will, therefore, gain both quantitative and qualitative data, which will give my pilot study a certain degree of reliability and validity. I believe a questionnaire will be the most appropriate method as alcohol consumption amongst children is a fairly sensitive subject, and I feel the sample group will be most comfortable with this method. 

My research design is to question 16 pupils from alternate school Years, ranging from Year 6 (Primary school) to 7, 9, and 11 (Secondary). I will choose four pupils (2 male, 2 female) from every other Year at random. I will ensure that they are supervised so they cannot discuss answers, as this may add bias to the results. I hope there is a low chance of interviewer bias, because I do not want my presence to affect their answers. As I have decided to supervise the sessions myself, this will ensure 100% respondance rate. I will access the schools easily as they are local and I attended them myself. 

The problems I may encounter could be that the pupils react to my being there. They could feel that because their classmates are nearby, they should put down what they think is the ‘cool’ answer.

In order for my findings to be as reliable and valid as possible, I need to ensure several key concepts are included in my work. I must be objective when gathering results. I have chosen two local schools in suburban areas. Although this does not include inner-city schools (which would make it easier for me to generalise my findings and make them representative), I feel that because children come from different backgrounds in school, the pupils have different viewpoints and rules about alcohol and so would not be entirely unrepresentative of the whole teenage population. 

The concepts I need to operationalise in carrying out my pilot study are:-

· Peer pressure- A person, often a child, is influenced by their friends to commit a certain act, or to conform to a certain way.

· Deviancy- A person acts in a way that does not conform to the rules of their society. 

· Gender Identity- To which gender (male or female) a person belongs to, and the behaviour associated with it.

My initial expectations are that the male teenagers will appear to drink more alcohol (possibly drinks with a higher percentage), and their choices will be more affected by peer pressure. 

It is important that I ensure ethical issues are covered, e.g. getting permission from the schools involved, and the pupils themselves, as well as ensuring confidentiality of data. 
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