
 

Group identifications affect likelihood of
teenagers smoking, drinking and taking
cannabis

March 8 2016

Teenagers who interact positively with their family, school and friends
are far less likely to smoke, binge drink and use cannabis than peers who
fail to identify with these social groups, according to research from the
University of Dundee.

The research team, led by Psychology PhD student Kirsty Miller,
surveyed more than 1000 high school pupils aged 13-17 from the Fife
area. The results showed that group identification protects against
adverse health behaviour, with levels of identification with family,
school and friendship groups predicting the likelihood of teenagers
having smoked cigarettes, drank to excess or smoked cannabis in the
past month.

The paper, published today in the British Journal of Developmental
Psychology, looks at adolescent substance use from the perspective of
social identity. The researchers asked participants to rate the ties they
felt to the three groups. The more groups they strongly identified with,
the less likely they were to use tobacco, alcohol or cannabis.

The survey found that 14 per cent of respondents had smoked cigarettes,
31 per cent had binged on alcohol and 7.5 per cent had smoked cannabis
in the previous month. The figures decreased from 24.1 per cent (for
those who had zero identifications) to 8.8 per cent (for those who had
three identifications) for smoking, 41.6 per cent to 25.6 per cent for
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drinking and 13 per cent to 2.7 per cent for cannabis.

This follows a previous study published in Psychiatry Research by the
same researchers that showed how teenagers who failed to identify with
the same social groups were more than four times likely to suffer mental
health problems.

Kirsty Miller said, "This, combined with our previous study, illustrates
the importance of teenagers strongly identifying with as many social
groups as possible in order to protect against mental health problems and
negative health behaviours.

"The greater the number of social groups the participant strongly
identified with, the lower the odds of them participating in negative
health behaviours. We found that those who identified with the friend
group only had increased odds but identification with the family and
school groups as well as friends predicted reduced odds of substance use.

"In contrast, merely having contact with these groups rather than
identifying strongly with them increased the odds of participation in
these behaviours. This highlights the importance of the subjective aspect
of identifying with a group, rather than merely having contact with it."

Kirsty and her colleagues' findings follow on from those of the recently
released national report from the Health Behaviour in School-Age
Children (HBSC) survey, which also considers social factors in relation
to substance use and wellbeing.

The new report used the same sample group as the previous study on the
links between group identifications and mental health. Of those who
recorded 0 strong ties, 71 per cent said they had encountered mental ill-
health while the figure fell to just 17 per cent for those who strongly
identified with their family, school and friendship group. In particular,
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the team found that identification with their school was the strongest
predictor of psychological wellbeing.

  More information: Kirsty Miller et al. Greater number of group
identifications is associated with healthier behaviour in adolescents, 
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