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WVU researcher studies link between

caffeine, sleep and alcohol use in middle-
schoolers

October 17 2019, by Stacey Elza

Alfgeir Kristjansson, associate professor, WVU School of Public Health, Social
and Behavioral Sciences. Credit: West Virginia University

Research into young people's drinking habits tends to focus on high
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school and college students. Middle school students are rarely the
subject. Yet they are "at this critical age for substance use initiation,"
according to Alfgeir Kristjansson, an associate professor in the West
Virginia University School of Public Health.

In a new study funded by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism, a division of the National Institutes of Health, Kristjansson
will investigate two potential targets for preventing middle-schoolers
from alcohol use: caffeine use and sleep deprivation.

"We've known for a long time in this field that the best approach to
preventing substance abuse—including legal drugs, like tobacco and
alcohol—is to delay the onset as long as possible," he said. "The earlier
young people start to smoke or drink, the more likely they are to get into
serious problems with their use."

Kristjansson and his team will follow 2,000 West Virginia middle-
schoolers from sixth through eighth grade and determine how frequently
they drink alcohol or use other drugs. They'll also assess how much
caffeine the students drink, how much sleep they get and associated
environmental factors. Then they will identify the factors that—alone or
in combination—make middle-schoolers more likely to use alcohol or
other drugs.

"For example, are kids that come from different environments more
likely to initiate caffeine use, and are they therefore more likely to have
sleeping problems, which therefore leads them to be more likely to drop
out of school and become regular drinkers and possibly users of other
drugs?" Kristjansson said. "There's room for lots of different hypotheses
we can test."

One reason he can test so many hypotheses is the study's large sample
size.
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"We can divide the sample in several ways because there are so many
participants,” he said.

Another reason is the diversity of the information he and his colleagues
will collect. Twice a year, for three years, they will survey the students
about their behaviors, their friends' behaviors, their parents' attitudes
toward those behaviors and other "ecological or environmental risk
factors" that could lead to alcohol use. In addition, the team will conduct
neurocognitive tests for decision-making and impulsivity, and acquire
data directly from teacher reports.

"Surveys will include questions like, 'Do your friends drink?' and 'How
often do they drink?' and "What do you think your parents think about
your friends' drinking?," Kristjansson said.

The survey will also include questions about how often participants drink
caffeinated beverages, how much they sleep and whether they are
enrolled in after-school activities.

Middle-schoolers in five West Virginia counties—Calhoun, Kanawha,
Lincoln, Mercer and Wood—will participate.

By evaluating data from multiple sources, Kristjansson can better
understand how the things middle-schoolers do—and the things they
encounter—may nudge them toward using alcohol and other drugs, or
away from it.

For instance, if parents curtail their kids' consumption of energy drinks,
might their kids sleep better, attend school more regularly, participate in
more extracurricular activities and feel less inclined to take up alcohol or
other drugs? Kristjansson wants to know which preventive measures
seem most effective for this little-studied population.
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"School is this function that keeps kids moving in what we call a
normalized direction in life," he said. "If they shy away from normal
trajectories in school over time, the likelihood of other risky issues are
massively increased."
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