DOES THE PREVENTION PARADOX APPLY FOR YOUNG PEOPLE?
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The “prevention paradox” has attracted considerable interest. In a popular framing it means that the majority of cases of certain alcohol-related problems do not come from “heavy drinkers”, but from the larger groups of low-moderate consumers, due to their much higher number. In spite of the great interest for prevention activities among youth, studies on the prevention paradox in young people seem to be lacking.

The study is based on a school questionnaire on alcohol and drug habits directed to all pupils in the 9th grade (ages 15-16) in Stockholm County in 1998. Approximately 85% (n=12,860) of individual students participated. In total, 9,764 students (4,765 boys (73.7%) and 4,999 girls (78.2%) were alcohol consumers and included in the study. Questions about frequency and volume of alcohol consumption, binge drinking and intoxication were included. There were also 15 questions about the frequency of various kinds of alcohol-related problems, and 70% of the both boys and girls reported experience of at least one of altogether about 20,000 alcohol-related problem events. Different consumption criteria can be discussed in analyses of the prevention paradox, besides the conventional “10% top consumers.” The analyses showed that the top 10% male and female consumers accounted for about ¼ of the number of problems, while the top 35% accounted for more than half of the problems. Boys who reported binge drinking at least twice a month accounted for forty-two percent of  all alcohol-reported problems, while the corresponding figure for girls was 25%. Separate analyses are conducted of different kinds of alcohol-related problems. Different interpretations of the results and their possible implication for prevention policy will be presented.

