
www.canys.net (rev. 6.15.09)

CANYS COUNCIL ON ADDICTIONS OF NEW YORK STATE, Inc.

c/o 58 Brunlar Court, M52, Cooperstown, NY 13326

Issue Briefing #2

THE 21 MINIMUM LEGAL DRINKING AGE

The overwhelming preponderance of evidence points to the effectiveness of the 21
MLDA, “one of the most thoroughly evaluated social interventions of our time”1:

 The US Task Force on Community Preventive Services – the “gold standard” of evidence-
based public health intervention review – “recommends that [the 21 MLDA] be implemented
and maintained on the basis of strong evidence of effectiveness.”2

 Several other comprehensive reviews and meta-analyses of MLDA studies have determined
that the 21 MLDA has been effective in reducing alcohol-related traffic accidents and
underage alcohol consumption.3 By contrast, only a few studies have found the 21 MLDA to
be ineffective,4 and even fewer have found perverse effects, i.e. that the 21 MLDA has actually
exacerbated alcohol-related problems.5

 Other research has found that the 21 MLDA has led to decreases in violent injuries in
general,6 homicide,7 youth suicide,8 adverse infant birth outcomes,9 teenage childbearing
(among African Americans),10 and vandalism and disorderly conduct.11

 As a result, every major public health/safety organization supports the 21 MLDA – including
the Institute of Medicine (IOM),12 the National Institute on Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse

(NIAAA),13 the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC),14 and many others.15

1 Ross (1992)
2 Guide to Community Preventive Services (2003). Cf. also Shults, Elder, Sleet, Nichols, Alao, Carande-Kulis, et al. (2001)
3 Babor, Caetano, Casswell, Edwards, Giesbrecht, Graham, et al. (2003); Wagenaar & Toomey (2002); Grube & Nygaard (2001); Single

(1997); Edwards, Anderson, Babor, Casswell, Ferrence, Giesbrecht, et al. (1995); Grossman, Chaloupka, Saffer, & Laixuthai (1995)
4 E.g. Miron & Tetelbaum (2009); Asch & Levy (1990); Asch & Levy (1987); Males (1986)
5 E.g., DiNardo & Lemieux (2001)
6 Jones, Pieper, & Robertson (1992)
7 Parker & Rebhun (1995)
8 Birckmayer & Hemenway (1999)
9 Including low birth weight and premature birth, Fertig & Watson (2009)
10 Dee (2001)
11 Joksch & Jones (1993)
12 Bonnie & O’Connell (2004)
13 College presidents call for a debate on lowering the drinking age to 18 (2008)

The minimum legal drinking age of 21 (21 MLDA) should
be supported and enforced, based on the wealth of
evidence that it has reduced a host of alcohol-related
problems, saving tens of thousands of lives.
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Objections and Responses16

“Society has deemed 18 to be the age at which a youth becomes an adult.”

Recent research on adolescent and youth brain development has challenged previous assumptions
about cognitive maturity. The prefrontal cortex – the area of the brain responsible for mediating
planning of appropriate behavioral outcomes and inhibiting impulsive behavior17 – is not fully
developed in most individuals until about the age of 25.18 These findings – combined with research
indicating that the adolescent brain is more vulnerable than the adult brain to the deleterious effects
of alcohol19 - points to the value of policies and practices that limit youth exposure to alcohol.20

Furthermore, the various ages of initiation in American society (driving, jury duty, etc.) are based on
varied traditions and historical and economic exigencies rather than on evidence-based rationales.21

Accordingly, it would be counterproductive to abandon one of the few ages of initiation that is
firmly grounded in science: the 21 MLDA.

“18-year-olds can die for their country but not have a beer”

As with other ages of initiation (discussed above), the minimum age of military service is based on
considerations (such as physical maturity) that are not directly related to the prerequisites for low-
risk drinking. In fact, young adults (18-25) in the military are far more likely than their civilian
counterparts to engage in heavy drinking.22 This is why the Department of Defense strongly
supported the Uniform Drinking Age Act in 1984 and continues to support the 21 MLDA today.
This support has paid dividends: “the military's concerted efforts to enforce the 21-year minimum
legal drinking age were associated with greater reductions in later alcohol treatment episodes
among veterans compared with civilians.”23

“Prohibition doesn’t work.”

“Prohibition” in this context is a trigger word24 rather than the basis of a coherent argument. Unless
one were to suggest that there should be no age limits whatsoever (or limits of any kind) on the
purchase and consumption of alcohol, then even the most committed libertarian supports some type
of “prohibition.” The question becomes one of which MLDA would be the most appropriate based

on public health and neurological research. The current body of research points to 21.

14 Need reference.
15 Including, but not limited to, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA); the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety

(Lund, 2007); the Governors Highway Safety Association (State Highway Agencies Reject Idea of Lower Drinking Age, 2008); the American
Medical Association; the American Public Health Association; the National Association of State Administrators of Drug/Alcohol Abuse
Directors (NASADAD, 2008); the National Association of Addiction Treatment Providers (College presidents call for a debate on lowering
the drinking age to 18, 2008); and the International Association of Chiefs of Police (Balazik, 2008).

16 Some of the objections in this section are taken verbatim from those offered by Choose Responsibility at the Opposing Viewpoints website
(Should the drinking age be lowered from 21?, n.d.) Cf. also Wagenaar & Toomey (2002) and Rosenfeld (1996).

17 Pechmann, Levine, Loughlin, & Leslie (2005)
18 Gogtay, Giedd, Lusk, Hayashi, Greenstein, Vaituzis, et al. (2004)
19 Acheson, Stein, & Swartzwelder (1998); Brown, Tapert, Granholm, & Delis (2000); Nagel, Schweinsburg, Phan, & Tapert (2005); White &

Swartzwelder (2005); Crews, Braun, Hoplight, Switzer, & Knapp (2000); De Bellis, Clark, Beers, Soloff, Boring, Hall, et al. (2000)
20 Reyna & Farley (2006)
21 Cf. Rosenfeld (1996), Fell (1985)
22 Ames & Cunradi (2004/5). Heavy drinking here is defined as “consumption of five or more drinks on the same occasion

at least once a week in the past 30 days” (p. 253). Cf. also Williams, Bell, & Amoroso (2002)
23 Wallace, Wallace, & Weeks (2008), p. 619
24 A word designed to elicit strong emotion rather than advance debate. Cf. Bovée (2003)
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“Legal age 21 forces drinking behind closed doors,” “drives drinking underground” etc.

While advocates for a lower MLDA have often made this claim, it has little (if any) empirical
foundation. To wit, one recent study of college drinking found that consequences such as
intoxication, fighting, and alcohol-induced sickness were much more likely to occur at bars and
clubs than at private parties.25 Another study determined that “underage students in states with
extensive laws restricting underage and high-volume drinking were less likely to drink and binge
drink.”26 Moreover, past experience with lower drinking ages showed that legal alcohol purchases
by teenagers tended to be off-premise purchases (due to lower cost) that were consumed in an
“uncontrolled” manner “in homes, in cars, in parks, wherever.”27

“Legal age 21 does not allow young people to learn how to drink responsibly”

The contention that somehow adolescents and youth can be inoculated by controlled exposure to
alcohol – a hypothesis known as the “sociocultural” perspective28 - has been advanced by the alcohol
industry.29 The sociocultural perspective “has been discredited on both theoretical and empirical
grounds”30 and recent neuroscience.31 In reality, an earlier age of drinking onset is associated with a
variety of alcohol problems, including not only alcohol use disorders,32 but violence,33 motor vehicle
crashes,34 and unintentional injuries.35

“Legal age 21 erodes respect for law”

The organization Choose Responsibility has argued that the 21 MLDA “breeds disrespect for law
and causes ethical compromises.”36 Following the same line of reasoning, traffic speed limits should
be abolished, since they are so routinely violated.37 The same could be said for tax laws38 and the
Equal Pay Act.39 Conversely, a body of research suggests that the problem lies with lax enforcement
of the 21 MLDA.40

“America is out of step with most of the rest of the world”

It might be better phrased that America is a step ahead of most of the rest of the world. Comparison
of 2007 European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) data and Monitoring
the Future data reveals that the prevalence rates of last year and last 30 day alcohol use among US
youth are considerably lower than the rates of all European counties except for Armenia and
Iceland41 (although it should be noted that prevalence of intoxication is roughly similar to the
unweighted European average).42 Additionally, the rates for liver cirrhosis are much higher for
countries such as France, Spain, and Italy than for the United States,43 belying the notion that
healthier drinking patterns in these nations are inculcated at an early age.

25 Clapp, Reed, Holmes, Lange, & Voas (2006), p. 280
26 Wechsler, Lee, Nelson, & Kuo (2002), p. 223
27 Fell (1985), p. 8
28 Cf. Wilkinson (1970); Chafetz (1970)
29 Most notably August Busch III (Chapman, 2006) and Pete Coors (JoinTogether, 2004)
30 Single (1994), p.
31 Reyna & Farley (2006), p. 36
32 Hingson & Zha (2009); Pitkänen, Kokko, Lyyra, & Pulkkinen (2008);
33 Hingson, Edwards, Heeren, & Rosenbloom (2009); Hingson, Heeren, & Zakocs (2001)
34 Hingson, Heeren, Levenson, Jamanka, & Voas (2002); Hingson, Edwards, Heeren, & Rosenbloom (2009)
35 Hingson, Edwards, Heeren, & Rosenbloom (2009)
36 Choose Responsibility (n.d.)
37 Raymond (2002)
38 Ibid.
39 Alkadry & Tower (2006)
40 Toomey, Komro, Oakes, & Lenk (2008); Wagenaar & Wolfson (1994); Wagenaar & Wolfson (1995); Forster, Murray, Wolfson, et al. (1995); O’Leary,

Gorman, & Speer (1994)
41 ESPAD (2009), p. 66
42 Ibid, p. 307
43 Ramstedt (2001); Norstrom & Ramstedt (2005); Israel, Orrego, Schmidt, Popham, Escartin, Ishii, et al. (1991)
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