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Introduction
South African has one of the highest alcohol consumption 
rate per capita of any country in the world.  

While there is research-based evidence that alcohol 
continues to be abused on university campuses in many 
countries around the world (Karam, Kypri, & Salamoun, 
2007) there is insufficient hard evidence that South 
African campuses are the same. 

This paper aims to report on previous research studies 
conducted in South African universities on alcohol abuse 
among students.  

The existing statistics of youth issues (such as 
unemployment, high dropout rates, high HIV&AIDS 
prevalence, crime etc.) beckons for this topic to be 
explored further in the context of youth development and 
education.



Contextualising Alcohol Usage in South Africa & the 
Ramifications of the ‘Dop System’

• The ‘Dop’ system (tot system) had families (mostly Black and Coloured) living in 
farming communities which institutionalized alcohol consumption as a condition 
of service. The practice of paying farm workers in the form of receiving wine, 
often cheap wine, for their labour was and still is rife. The farmer could thus get 
rid of his low quality wine, which had little economic value and it resulted in 
workers becoming addicted to it and workers would not leave the farms. This 
practice was prone to increase alcohol dependence amongst Black and Coloured 
people 

• Alexander Larkin’s paper focused on Coloured people in the Western Cape 
(farming communities)



• The dop system was developed to ensure that the Africans did not threaten the livelihood 
of the Afrikaners, contributing to farm labourer community problems. When the dop 
system began during the first wave of Afrikaner farm settlements in the 1830s, Afrikaners 
used it to secure their economic success and establish themselves as the power holders. 

• The system that was developed to achieve economic success for a group of people that 
believed they were fundamentally better than all else has created a multitude of social 
and economic problems today 

• The labourers’ limited ability to escape the destructive dop system contributed to 
domestic abuse, alcoholism and serious community development issues. As the labourers 
lacked opportunity to change their way of life: the heavy drinking at home contributed to 
prevalent domestic abuse and robbed children of opportunity to leave the life of 
alcoholism that their parents lived (Patel) 

• It is essential to understand alcohol within the South African context and explain how this 
became a problem within the family as a result of racist policies of the apartheid regime.



•South Africa (SA) is a hard drinking country: SA 
consumes in excess of 5 billion litres of alcohol 
annually; this figure is likely to be higher still if 
sorghum beer is included, and equates to 9 - 10 litres 
of pure alcohol per person. According to a World 
Health Organization (WHO) report released in 2011, 
this is among the highest per capita consumption 
rates in the world, and it is continuing to rise. 

•Surveys have shown that alcohol use among our youth 
is common and increases with age for both males and 
females. There is also a tendency to more harmful 
binge drinking. 



•Reasons for use and misuse of alcohol include peer 
pressure and a desire to fit in, poor home 
environments and boredom, ignorance of alcohol’s 
harms, and the relative cheapness of alcohol 
products and their ease of access.  

• In SA, alcohol is easily purchased from bottle 
stores, supermarkets, bars and shebeens and other 
unlicensed liquor outlets, which outnumber 
licensed ones, particularly in disadvantaged 
communities.



• In South Africa, 65% of the population has never consumed 
alcohol – this is among the highest rates in the world 

• Of the 35% of the population that do consume alcohol, only a 
small percentage consume branded products;  

• the largest percentage consume home-brews or illegal alcohol

Table 10: Prevalence of alcohol abstention, 2004 (surveys 1993-2009) 

 

  
A: Lifetime abstainers* 

(%) 

 
B: Former drinkers* 

(%) 

 
Past year abstainers* 

(A + B) (%) 

Former drinkers 

among past year 

abstainers (%) 

South Africa 65.2 7.7 72.9 10.6 

Africa 57.3 13.5 70.8 19.1 

Americas 21.5 20.2 41.7 48.4 

  Eastern Mediterranean  87.8 8.7 96.5 9.0 

European region 18.9 12.3 31.2 39.4 
South East Asia 80.4 8.9 89.3 10.0 

Western Pacific 29.2 14.5 43.7 33.1 

World 45.0 13.1 58.2 22.6 



2. Youth & Alcohol Consumption
• Adolescence represents a critical developmental 

period during which young people often 
experiment with and initiate alcohol use. It is also 
a period when several physiological changes occur 
in the brain, physical changes occur in the body 
(e.g. onset of puberty) and young people 
experience other socio-psychological transitions



2. Youth & Alcohol Consumption
• The most recent findings of the South African 

Community Epidemiological Network on Drug Use 
(SACENDU) revealed that, with the exception of 
one site, between 11% and 19% of patients being 
treated were <20 years of age. 

•  In light of SA's status as one of the countries with 
the most risky drinking patterns, it is essential to 
address binge and problem drinking early in life to 
prevent both its direct effects on individual health 
and wellbeing and the associated harms



Why do students drink?
Du Preez, Penz & Lategan’s (2016) study identified the following: 
Self-reported motives for alcohol consumption indicated four 
primary reasons: 

• Social motives (externally generated positive reinforcement: to 
achieve social goals e.g. to enjoy a social gathering) 

• Coping motives (internally generated negative reinforcement: 
to reduce or avoid affective states e.g. anxiety and depression)  

• Conformity motives (externally generated negative 
reinforcement e.g. to not feel left out 

• Enhancement motives (internally generated positive 
reinforcement to increase or maintain positive effects e.g. 
excitement)



• The motive to drink is an antecedent of drinking behaviour and reflects 
both personal  and environmental influences of alcohol use: 

• Coping & Enhancement motives: directly & indirectly linked to 
problematic drinking 

• Social & Conformity motives:  relatively healthy – associated with less 
frequent and non-problematic drinking



Alcohol is implicated in many forms of interpersonal violence and 
aggressive behaviours, including:  

•  fire-arms related violence,  
• family violence and violence-related injuries   
• interpersonal violence and self-imposed injuries, e.g. sexual violence, 

rape and child abuse.  
• male-on-male violence  
• alcohol consumption at shebeens has been found to be particularly 

linked to murder



Prevalence in South African tertiary institutions: 
Alcohol abuse is a serious problem in South African 
universities 
(Centre for Applied Legal Services (CALS) report for Soul City) 

• One study revealed that students are known to sell alcohol from their campus rooms 
(i.e. they are running shebeens on university campuses).  

• In tertiary institutions drinking is said to be higher among new students who learn to 
do so especially during orientation week. This is particularly the case in historically 
black institutions. (There is however general lack of research-based evidence or 
information emanating from tertiary institutions in this respect).  

• With a few exceptions, e.g. Rhodes University, University of Free State and 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, university authorities are generally silent on this 
matter.  

• While research evidence is not available for other institutions, news reports point to 
the prevalence of alcohol abuse both on and off campus other than the institutions 



• A survey on alcohol usage at Rhodes University revealed that half of the 
respondents admitted to either hazardous or harmful drinking, or worse still, 
were alcohol dependent.  

• Male students are more at risk of alcohol abuse than their female 
counterparts.  

• The survey also revealed a lower pass rate among male students, which 
points to a possible connection between alcohol consumption and classroom 
performance.  

• No significant difference was seen in alcohol use between undergraduate 
and postgraduate students. Students living outside university residences 
were found to drink more excessively than those in university residences



University of Stellenbosch [Pluddemann et al (1999)] carried out a study among 
second year students (aged 19-25 years).  
• Their findings show that:  
•  21% of female respondents were non-drinkers, 39% were moderate drinkers, and 

40% were severe drinkers  
• 16% of male respondents were non-drinkers, 27.5% were moderate drinkers, and 

56.5% were severe drinkers  
• 33% of the male drinkers reported drinking at least 3 times a week, and 30.5% 

were binge drinkers  
•  12% of males said they always drank to intoxication.  

These findings pointed to a severe alcohol abuse problem at Stellenbosch 



Data about drinking patterns at the University of Cape Town is from a 
study by Nkhoma & Maforah (1994). They studied black students living in a 
self catering residence. Their findings were that:  
• 75% of the respondents used alcohol, and 50% of these were moderate to 

heavy drinkers.  
• Drinking was mostly carried out at parties (according to 60% of the 

drinking respondents).  
•  55% reported they drank during weekends, while 25% reported drinking 

throughout the weekend (Friday to Sunday). 



Data on drinking patterns at the University of the North (now University of 
Limpopo) is from a study carried out among Northern Sotho and Tsonga 
speaking students.  
• This study found that: 
•  Amongst the male students, 79% had consumed alcohol at least once in 

their lifetime and 57% had done so within the previous month. The rates 
were 26% and 5% respectively among female students  

• 34% of males had started using alcohol between ages 10 – 16years and 
47% had started at 17years or older. For females, the rates were 13% and 
10.5% respectively  

• 46% of the respondents were introduced to alcohol by friends and 
acquaintances, and 6% by a family member or relative. None of the 
female respondents were introduced to alcohol by family members



Theoretical Framework: Towards Solutions



Exosystem 
•Legislation & Taxation 
• Societal factors (poverty, 

unemployment)

Microsystem 
•Household/Neghbourhood 
•SES, School enviroment, parental 
drinking, 
•peer influence, parent. child 
bonding & communication

Individual 
•Alcohol beliefs 
•Alcohol attitudes 
•Alcohol refusal self- 
efficacy, Genetic 
predisposition, Alcohol 
knowledge, gender, 
Age

Mesosystem 
Interactions among school, family, 

peer, neighbourhood

• The ecological systems 
theory is helpful in 
understanding how the 
Apartheid 
government’s policies 
caused destabilization 
to the notion of 
Ubuntu.  

• Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems 
theory holds that a 
person’s development 
is influenced by several 
environmental systems 



Positive Youth Development as a possibility within the 
University Communities…..? 

Definition of Positive Youth Development developed by 
USAID’s YouthPower Learning: 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) engages youth along 
with their families, communities and/or governments so 
that youth are empowered to reach their full potential.  
PYD approaches build skills, assets and competencies; 
foster healthy relationships; strengthen the environment; 
and transform systems. 



Positive Youth Development as a possibility within the 
University Communities…..? 

PYD is a field of research and practice: 
- shared ideals including, programs, agencies, foundations, grant 

programs, policy initiatives, researchers, youth-serving professionals who 
are committed to promoting competent, healthy and successful youth 

- Comprehensive in scope: 1) ecological contexts, 2) production of 
experiences, support and opportunities know to 3) enhance positive 
developmental outcomes 

- Primary principle: PROMOTION of youth access to positive experiences, 
resources and opportunities 

- DEVELOPMENTAL: emphasis on growth and  recognizing youth as 
deliberate actors in the production of positive development 



Personal and Social Assets That Facilitate Positive Youth 
Development (SOURCE: National Research Council and Institute of Medicine (2002, Box 3-1, pp. 74-75).  

Physical Development 
• Good health habits  
• Good health risk management 
skills 

Intellectual Development  
• Knowledge of essential life skills  
• Knowledge of essential vocational skills  
• School success  
• Rational habits of mind-critical thinking and reasoning 
skills  
• In-depth knowledge of more than one culture  
• Good decision-making skills  
• Knowledge of skills needed to navigate through 
multiple cultural contexts 

Psychological and Emotional 
Development 
• Good mental health, including positive self-regard  
• Good emotional self-regulation skills  
• Good coping skills  
• Good conflict resolution skills  
• Mastery motivation and positive achievement 
motivation 
• Confidence in one’s personal efficacy  
• “Planfulness” – planning for the future and future 
life events • Sense of personal autonomy/responsibility 
for self  
• Optimism coupled with realism  
• Coherent and positive personal and social identity • 
Pro-social and culturally sensitive values  
• Spirituality or a sense of a “larger” purpose in life  

Social Development  
• Connectedness-perceived good relationships and trust 
with parents, peers an some other adults  
• Sense of social place/integration-being connected and 
valued by larger social networks  
• Attachment to pro-social/conventional institutions, such 
as school, church, non-school youth programs  
• Ability to navigate in multiple cultural contexts  
• Commitment to civic engagement 



Key Features of Successful PYD programs 
(National Research Council & the Institute of Medicine) 

• Opportunities for skill building and mastery 

• Supportive adult relationships 

• Engagement not only in community activities, but in program 
design, implementation and evaluation 

• Clear expectations for behavior, as well as increasing 
opportunities to make decisions, to participate in governance 
and rule-making and to take on leadership roles as one 
matures and gains more expertise 

• A sense of belonging and personal value 

• Opportunities to develop social values and norms 

• Opportunities to make a contribution to their community and 
to develop a sense of mattering 

• Strong links between families, schools and broader community 
resources 

• Physical and psychological safety 



There is a compelling association between exposure to socio-political unrest, like 
apartheid, which resulted in the disintegration of the family system and alcohol 
dependence in the post-Apartheid context. 

Family is the primary society for the individual, and having a primary caregiver(s) 
who drink may send a stronger impression of the social context of acceptable 
drinking behaviour to children.  

First year students are often teenagers who are still facing or dealing with life 
challenges associated with adolescence, therefore they are a vulnerable group -  
which is where the positive youth development field fits to the picture.  The field of 
positive youth development encompasses a vast territory of disciplines, concepts, 
and strategies. 

PYD is comprehensive in its scope, linking a variety of ecological contexts (e.g., 
relationships, programs, families, schools, neighbourhoods, congregations, 
communities) to the production of experiences, supports, and opportunities known to 
enhance positive developmental outcomes.  



Recommended Starting Point
- Universities need to ACT! initiate or enforce policy on alcohol 

use at the institutions and in student residence 
- Young academics to conduct further research studies into the 

extent of substance abuse in general at the South African 
universities 

- Academics need take on more of ‘solution and implementation’ 
roles in each institution (PYD approach) 

- Promotion of PEER EDUCATION & PEER SUPPORT to address the 
issue of alcohol 




