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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to explore meanings ascribed to risk behaviors by
older adolescents and young adults in a university-based substance use recovery program.
While there has been a great deal of research on adolescent substance use and other risk
behaviors, there has been relatively little research that has accessed the meanings of these
behaviors from the adolescent’s point of view. This is important in order to gain a better
understanding of the roles of risk behaviors in the lives of adolescents, and it is also
important for the development of more effective intervention initiatives.

This study involved in-depth interviews with 12 young men and women between
the ages of 19 and 26. All were university students participating in a university-based
recovery program for alcohol and drug addiction. In semi-structured interviews, these
students were encouraged to talk about their experiences during their earlier adolescent
years as well as at the present time, and their beliefs regarding their drug and alcohol use.

Qualitative analyses of the interviews revealed that the meanings ascribed to
substance use were extensive, complex, and intertwining. These adolescents and young
adults viewed their risk behavior as normative, developmentally significant, meaningful,
and an integral part of their social interactions. Substance use also was viewed as a
means of escape and a way of coping, as well as a means of acceptance and of seeking
independence and maturity. All of these meanings were expressed by most of the

individuals in the study. Implications for research and intervention are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

Adolescent risk taking remains an important issue as juvenile deviance and crime
rates continue to rise and remain steady. Statistics show that although overall crime rates
may actually be decreasing, adolescent rates of crime remain high. Increases are
beginning to become more pronounced for female populations as they begin to catch up
with their male peers in the areas of both crime and more minor risk taking activities such
as drug and alcohol use, unprotected sex, and dangerous driving. According to the
Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report (Uniform Crime Report, 2000;
OJIDP Juvenile Justice Bulletin: Juvenile Arrests, 2000), between 1990 and 1999, arrest
rates for people under 18 years of age increased 11 percent. During this same time
period, arrest rates for males under the age of 18 rose 4.7 percent, while the arrest rate for
females in the same age group rose 31.8 percent.

Another reason adolescent risk taking continues to attract attention from the
media, law enforcement, and research institutions is that most adolescents have
experimented with alcohol or drugs by the time they graduate from high school (Shedler
& Block, 1993; Quadrel, Fischhoff, & Davis, 1993; National Household Survey on Drug
Abuse, 2000; Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 2001). According to the Monitoring the
Future (2001) study conducted annually at the University of Michigan, four out of every

five students (80%) have consumed alcohol by the end of high school, while nearly two-



thirds (63%) have tried cigarettes, and over one-third (37%) use or have used marijuana.
While the use of most illicit drugs has shown some decline over the past few years,
overall illicit drug use among teens remained steady in 2000, and the use of certain other
drugs, such as ecstasy and heroin, increased. In addition, a large number of adolescent
deaths are related to risky activities gone awry. The consensus is that while most
adolescents do not endanger their lives or risk stunted development, most adolescents
engage in risk behaviors to some degree.

The guiding conceptual framework of this study is a developmental contextual
perspective. This perspective encompasses multiple contexts of life and guides
exploration of the ways in which these contexts relate to the meanings of and motivations
for adolescent risk taking behavior. The focus of this study is to explore how these
multiple contexts of life, including relationships, peer culture, and the larger societal
culture influence the risks adolescents take, as well as the meanings behind their behavior
and activity choices.

Although adolescents have been the focus of many studies over the years, they
have been neglected in that very few studies have directly asked adolescents about their
own views of risk. When studies do focus on these issues, questions are usually in
closed-ended questionnaire format. Few studies have sought to consider adolescents’
perspectives and the motivations for their actions.

The main goal of this study was to examine adolescents’ perceptions of risk
behaviors, their motivations for engaging in risky behaviors, and the meaning they attach

to taking risks. This study was conducted using an open-ended individual interview



format, allowing the participants to explore the topic and express their ideas in their own

words.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Conceptual Approaches to Adolescent Risk-Taking Behaviors

It is a very common belief that most adolescents indulge in risky and reckless
behaviors. According to numerous studies of risk behaviors, this reputation for risk-
taking is well earned. For example, the majority of young adults in the United States,
approximately two thirds, have experimented with marijuana (Shedler & Block, 1990;
Johnston et al., 2001), although the vast majority does not become dependent. Several
other risk behaviors are common at this age as well, including smoking, drinking,
unprotected sexual activity, and reckless driving (Quadrel et al., 1993; Uniform Crime
Report, 2000; Johnston et al., 2001).

In trying to explain the high incidence of risk behaviors among adolescents, Diana
Baumrind (1992) focused on the construction of our contemporary society. She
explained that in the United States, adolescents are “... excluded from adult society and
have no normative niche of their own” (p. 97). This allows for the creation of a trend
where affluent youth often remain in adolescence quite late, postponing their entrance
into adulthood and the domain of commitment and responsibility. In contrast, a growing
proportion of the underprivileged may possibly be denied both their adolescence and
entry into the “adult” world.

In addition, our culture employs no rites of passage to define the transition from

childhood to adulthood (Baumrind, 1992). Instead, there exists long period of time in



between called ‘adolescence’. During this time period, adolescents begin to question the
values of their parents before arriving at a set of their own principles. These sets of
principles must be able to combine the often conflicting points of view of their parents’
and their own generations. This conflict, or “crisis’, is necessary in order for the
adolescent to move to the next developmental stage.

In her explanation of contemporary society, Baumrind (1992) also asserted that
the issue of alienation is fundamental to understanding adolescent risk-taking behavior.
Alienation can be described as a “... psychological state in which a human being feels
like an outsider in the community” (p. 102). When an individual feels alienated, he or
she does not feel as though he or she is contributing to society. According to Baumrind
(1992), alienation can create some potentially harmful outcomes. For example, if
adolescents do not see their own interests and needs reflected in social norms, compliance
with these norms becomes associated with alienation from the self, and the adolescent
may feel as though he or she is sacrificing the self to society.

According to Cynthia Lightfoot (1997), throughout history risk behaviors have
basically been viewed from two opposite angles. One provides a view of risk-taking as
trouble, the other as opportunity. She points out that interest in adolescents’ risk behavior
began even before “adolescence” became a household word. When considering the
“risk-as-trouble” orientation, modern science aims to identify the sociological and
developmental associates of adolescents’ risk behaviors. Over time, the goal is to

identify specific causes so that an adolescent’s involvement in risky behaviors can be

predicted and mediated.



The second approach, “risk-as-opportunity,” is also rooted in history. In classical
times, risks and adventures were presented as “... ordeals, tests of valor, virtue, strength,
and fidelity that were to be met and endured” (Lightfoot, 1997, p. 18). The goal was not
to simply ‘encounter’ these extraordinary events, but to actively seek them out for the
challenge and the education they provided. However, as noted above, only recently have
investigators considered the possibility that risk taking may have some positive
consequences for development, and that experimentation and risk-taking is a normative
process.

A number of conceptual approaches have been used as a basis for research on
adolescent risk taking. Some of those discussed below are widely used, while others are
relatively new. They are grouped and reviewed under the headings of problem behavior
theory, risk as sensation seeking, risk as socially learned behavior, risk as a decision-
making process, risk as invulnerability, risk as normative, and risk from a socio-cultural

developmental perspective.

Problem Behavior Theory

Richard Jessor’s problem-behavior theory examines the interaction of factors that
arise within and between three systems: the personality system, the perceived
environment system, and the behavior system. The interaction of the variables within
each system and the interaction of the person and the environment result in either
susceptibility to or protection from problem behaviors. Across the three systems of

personality, perceived environment, and behavior, the overall balance of behavior reflects



the tendency to engage in socially acceptable behaviors or to engage in socially deviant
behaviors. This is also called “the degree of psychosocial conventionality-
unconventionality” (Donovan, Jessor, & Costa, 1991).

Stemming from Jessor’s problem behavior theory is the concept that risk factors
cluster together to form what might be called a “problem behavior syndrome” (Donovan
& Jessor, 1995; Jessor, 1992; Jessor, Donovan, & Costa, 1991; Lightfoot, 1997). The
perspective that Jessor (1992) calls the “problem-of-the-week™ approach, in which
different issues are in the spotlight each week, has the potential to obscure the extent to
which certain risks may be associated with other risks, as it has been shown that
adolescents who are taking risks are taking them in a variety of “domains” (Lightfoot,
1997). In contrast, the problem behavior perspective suggests a more comprehensive
approach that explores whether risk behaviors cluster together, or form a “syndrome”
(Jessor, 1992). This approach is concerned with all adolescent risk behaviors and seeks
to understand the elements or environments that enable the sustainment of these
behaviors.

Several studies have documented relations between different risk behaviors, and a
fairly large amount of evidence has been gathered that supports the problem behavior
syndrome perspective. The evidence that supports this perspective is strongest for those
risk behaviors that are also problem behaviors, such as drug use, criminal behavior,
alcohol use and abuse, and early onset of sexual activity. In one of their earlier
longitudinal studies of high school youth, Jessor and Jessor (1977) documented the

relationship between use of marijuana, cigarettes, alcohol, and early sexual activity.



Specifically, for example, when drinking status was used as a marker for at-risk youth,
they found that 80% of the at-risk subjects were marijuana users and 61% of these
individuals had engaged in sexual activity. Further, while 61% of the marijuana users
were sexually experienced, only 18% of the nonusers were. Overall, the empirical
evidence supports the existence of the problem behavior syndrome for adolescent risk

behaviors.

Risk as Sensation Seeking

One of the most widely researched avenues of adolescent risk behavior is
sensation seeking. In this approach, biological differences account for personality traits
that correlate with risk behaviors and individual differences in risk taking due to the
variance in individuals’ capacity for differing levels of stimulation and arousal
(Zuckerman 1979, 1987; Zuckerman, Buschsbaum, & Murphy, 1980). The assumption
here is that engaging in risky behaviors that include a chance of loss heightens the level
of arousal.

People are thought to respond directly to risky situation or opportunity, rather
than making a decision about a situation, the result of which is the risk. According to the
sensation seeking perspective, the social environment, according to the opportunities it
makes available, helps to determine what types of activities an individual chooses to
engage in, depending on whether the individual is seeking to increase or decrease their
level of arousal (Zuckerman 1979; Zuckerman et al., 1980). Individuals’ capacity and

proclivity for seeking out risks can be conceptualized as a continuum, with individuals



who seek out many risks at the high end of the continuum. For example, individuals
who seek out risks, or sensations, are more impulsive, less able to control gratification,
and are considered more uninhibited. In addition, individuals who actively seek out risks

are more likely to be involved in many risky activities (Jessor, 1992).

Risk as Socially Learned Behavior

This is a general perspective that overlaps with several other categories, and it has
played an imperative role in risk behavior literature (Akers, 1977; Akers & Cochran,
1985; Akers, Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Krohn, Akers, Radosevich, &
Lanza-Kaduce, 1982). One example is Edward Sutherland’s (1939) differential
association theory in which he proposed “delinquent behaviors,” such as risky behaviors,
are socially learned in small, informal groups. Sutherland (1939) also asserted that
adolescents acquire their beliefs about behavior, including risky behavior, from their role
models, especially close friends and parents. A great deal of research has been built upon
these basic ideas over time.

Adolescents are continually exposed to various individuals and groups of people
who influence their beliefs, including personal attitudes and beliefs about rules, laws, and
values. All of these components serve to guide the individual in making choices to act in
law-abiding or violating ways. More specifically, social learning theory states that
adolescents who become involved with role models who take risks are likely to, first,

observe and imitate the risky behaviors, and then continue these behaviors after receiving



social reinforcement, such as encouragement and support (Akers, 1977; Akers &

Cochran, 1984; Akers et al., 1979; Krohn, et al., 1982).

Risk as Decision-Making

Quadrel et al. (1993) present the notion that society treats its adolescents
according to how their behaviors are interpreted. In many ways, the easiest explanation
for many adults to grasp may be that adolescents get into trouble because they do not
understand the risks they are taking. According to this perspective, once adolescents
understand the facts of risk, they will voluntarily behave as they are supposed to, thus
choosing among different courses of action and making an informed decision (Furby &
Beyth-Marom, 1992). If adolescents continue to take risks, then the message is not
getting across and the delivery of the information must be reconsidered. A more
troubling interpretation of the decision-making perspective, perhaps, is that adolescents
actually understand the risks of their behaviors, but choose to ignore them, or at the very

least greatly underestimate them (Quadrel et al., 1993).

Risk as Invulnerability

Another popular explanation for why adolescents take risks is that they ignore, or
at least underestimate, the likelihood of bad outcomes (Quadrel et al., 1993). A fairly
common view regarding this “underestimation” is that teenagers see themselves as

invulnerable. As a result, they focus entirely on the benefits of their behaviors rather than

the potential risks. The most frequently cited theory examining adolescent
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invulnerability is Elkind’s (1967, 1978) concept of adolescent egocentrism, which utilizes
the ‘imaginary audience’ and the ‘personal fable’ as the main concepts of the theory. The
‘imaginary audience’ refers to adolescents’ tendency to make no distinction between
others’ thoughts and their own, believing themselves to be central to the thoughts and
attentions of others. Additionally, the ‘personal fable’ is defined as the adolescents’
tendency to believe their thoughts and feelings are completely unique from those of
others, resulting in a very strong belief in their own uniqueness and even their own

indestructibility (Elkind, 1967, 1978; Furby & Beyth-Marom, 1992; Quadrel et al., 1993).

Risk as Normative

Several researchers (Baumrind, 1992; Furby & Beyth-Marom, 1992; Irwin, 1993;
Lightfoot, 1992, 1997) point out that despite the negative views of risk taking, it may be
better understood as normal adolescent behavior, conducive to normative development.
This experimentation can be associated with secondary gains such as increased self-
confidence and self-esteem, a higher level of stress tolerance, and even an increased
aptitude in taking initiative (Baumrind, 1992). In contrast to the large number of studies
demonstrating the negative effects of experimentation and risk-taking, considerable
research has shown that adolescent risk behaviors are “... functional, purposive,
instrumental, and goal-directed” (Jessor, 1992, p. 378). These goals are often those that
are central in normal adolescent development. Indeed, Jessor (1992) points out that it is
fairly easy to see how risky activities such as smoking, drinking, taking drugs, or

engaging in sexual activities can serve to accomplish several goals. For example, a few
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goals that may be met through engaging in risky behaviors might include gaining peer
acceptance and respect, establishing autonomy from parents, coping with anxiety, or in
affirming maturity.

Cynthia Lightfoot argues that the majority of our modern approaches to
adolescent risk-taking behavior characterize the “young experimenter as a troublemaker”
(Lightfoot, 1992, 1997). In addition, she points out that much of the current risk research
extracts the “problem behavior” from the context of adolescent development. It is only
recently that risk behaviors and adolescent experimentation have been considered
functional and normative, although investigators also recognize the potential dangers to

the individual, and to society, of dysfunctional risk taking.

Risk from a Socio-Cultural Developmental Perspective

Contextual perspectives emphasize development in context. From this
perspective, development is seen as “... arising from the dynamic interrelations among
systems that exist within and without persons” (Magnusson & Cairns, 1996, p. 7). These
authors go on to state that a core principal of this developmental approach is that the “...
individual is an active, purposeful part of an integrated, complex and dynamic person-
environment system” (p. 7). With developmental contextualism, it is important to
understand how the multiple contexts that affect individual development interact over
time. Each context must be studied over time both individually and as a part of the
system to gain a complete picture. The developmental contextual approach recognizes

that changes constantly occur physically, psychologically, emotionally, and cognitively.
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This approach takes changes and the development of the individual over time into
consideration, and recognizes that the individual not only is influenced by but also
influences his or her environment as well. This bidirectionality continues throughout life,
although not necessarily with the same amount of influence at each developmental stage
(Magnusson & Cairns, 1996).

Every individual member of a culture learns the norms and rules of that culture
throughout the duration of his of her life. Because “... an individual develops and
functions in a dynamic, continuous, and reciprocal process of interaction with his or her
environment, including relations with other individuals, groups and the subculture,” the
cultural context that influences those relationships is an important facet of those
relationships and individuals (Magnusson & Cairns, 1996, p.13). Parents influence what
their children learn, as do teachers and peers. The media also imparts society’s messages.
These messages are different for the different age groups in the culture, but they continue,
nonetheless, throughout a person’s life. In adolescence, peers are very important and
influential factors that should be considered, therefore adolescents may be especially
receptive to the messages of their particular adolescent subculture.

Cynthia Lightfoot approaches her work from a socio-cultural developmental
framework. Lightfoot (1997) states that her efforts to understand adolescent risk-taking
led her toward a “theoretical orientation” that she termed the interpretive perspective.
This perspective is meant to help explain the actions of persons ... within the symbolic

forms, communicative practices, and shared idioms of culture” (p. 8).
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Lightfoot (1997) places risk taking in developmental perspective, for example,
pointing out its play-like aspects. Risk-taking often exudes an attitude that conveys a
“don’t have to” or “just for the hell of it” message. Like play, risk-taking can provide
commentary about the players and how they understand and interpret each other and the
larger scheme of things. Risks may express, for example, a thumb-to-nose defiance of
authority, or they can express one’s commitment to a group of peers. In addition, risks
can articulate the history and nature of one’s relationship with a specific individual. For
example, some risks are taken with acquaintances, whereas other are shared only with
close friends. In all of these cases, or from all of these interpretive levels of analysis,
risk-taking is a way of framing the world, or at least certain portions of it.

Risk taking can also be considered in terms of the imagination and creativity it
inspires, and can also be considered in terms of its dramatic structure and aesthetic
properties. Taking the creative aspects of risk into consideration, risk taking moves
beyond the “ordinary and predictable,” often leaving the individual feeling uncertain.
This uncertainty can generate feelings of excitement and even fear in the individual,
revealing the existence of the emotions that are associated with taking risks (Lightfoot,
1997).

Lightfoot (1997) suggests that taking a risk is to act within the imaginative sphere.
Risk taking often involves the creation of assumptions, the implementation of
experimentation, and the testing of boundaries and previously held assumptions. The
excitement and the experimental actions involved in adolescent social life provide means

for the imagination to be expressed, which contributes to the development of social

14



participation and awareness of the self. Play, drama, and narrative can serve as powerful
tools to help transform the mere experiences of risk taking into cultural experiences. In
contrast to the passive flow of “mere experience,” taking a risk can be seen as an effort to
seek out or to have a meaningful experience rather than an attempt to engage in simple
rebellious acts (Lightfoot, 1997). Risk taking does not have a random beginning and
ending. Rather, these types of behaviors are often chronological, having both a beginning
and an end.

In her efforts to understand adolescent risk-taking as play, Lightfoot (1997) was
led toward the “interpretive perspective.” This approach attempts to locate the actions of
persons within the different forms of symbolism and communication practices of culture.
From this perspective, risk-taking is perceived as meaningful action, and as such, risky
behaviors can be understood as a form of shared experience between individuals who
know and act toward one another on the basis of particular opinions and circumstances.
These shared experiences are constructed and expressed over time and through the course
of social participation. From this perspective, as Lightfoot (1992, 1997) expresses, the
term ‘risk taking’ is unfortunate, as ‘risk’ implies a danger of failure or harm.

The main idea of the interpretive approach is that people’s life experiences are
entwined into narratives, or stories, in such a way that individuals recreate their images of
themselves as well as the groups or communities with which they associate (Lightfoot,
1997). In this respect, storytelling is considered essential to the formation of the identity,

and is also thought to be important for building personal and cultural stability. The
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“narratory principle,” therefore asserts that individuals “... think, perceive, imagine, and
make moral choices according to narrative structures” (p. 2).

Using the narrative approach, and in order to attempt to capture the adolescents’
perspective, Lightfoot (1997) extensively interviewed 41 teenagers between the ages of
16 and 18. From these interviews, she interpreted the meaning of risk for these
individuals. Risks were described as “... targets of astonishment and admiration not only
for one’s friends, but for oneself” (p. 99). Approximately 30% of the adolescents’
explanations for their risk-taking behaviors indicated that “... risks are appealing because
of their developmental implications”, providing opportunities to learn about one’s own
abilities as well as his or her own identity (p. 99). In addition, other responses described
risk in terms of its ability to “... modulate levels of arousal and excitement” or “release
tension” (p. 99). The author said that it was quite apparent that the release implied much
more than simply an outlet for venting frustrations or anxieties. The adolescents reported
that “... getting a ‘different perspective on things,” and getting ‘wild and uninhibited””
(pp. 99-100), made them feel good as well as offering an opportunity to feel closer to
their friends. Lightfoot (1997) noted several other responses that focused more on the
social implications of risks. For example, some of the social implications noted by the
adolescents were that risk-taking might impress friends, give them something to “talk and
laugh about later” (p. 100), or serve to create memories. Many of the remaining

responses indicated that risks are also considered enticing because they are indicative of

defiance and rebellion against authority.
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In their definitions of risk, many of the adolescents spoke of challenging their
own personal boundaries, of gaining feelings of accomplishment and success, and of
learning about responsibility (Lightfoot, 1997). One of the adolescents who was
interviewed reported, “It (risk taking) gives you inner strength and you can go on to try
other things” (p. 104), while another stated, ““It proves something to your self — that you
can do it” (p. 104). In addition, while reflecting on risks and their appeal, many of these
issues were captured in their stories. Some of the common themes found in the
adolescents’ stories included the exhilaration drawn from participating in a novel or
forbidden activity, the importance of gaining control over the unknown, and feelings of
increased maturity that come from a successful risk.

Lightfoot (1997) stressed two main points regarding risk-taking behaviors. First,
she asserted that many risk-taking activities are representative of what adolescents
themselves think it means to be an adolescent. Secondly, she also stated adolescence
involves a struggle to become someone more mature, and by taking risks such as
drinking, smoking, and even engaging in sexual activities, adolescents participate in the
activities that they perceive as mature, adult behaviors.

From the narrative approach, then, we get a sense that risks are associated with
the cultural concepts and the adolescents’ own concepts of development (Lightfoot,
1997). The narrative, or the telling of a story, helps to generate a sense of a coherent
identity, as well as a coherent path for the individual to follow over time. Within this

milieu, even risks that have failed miserably are considered to be positive in that they

promote learning and development.

17



Taking risks can be viewed as occupying what Lightfoot (1997) called a
privileged role in development. Risk taking is considered a privileged role because of the
meaning it carries and what it communicates to others. Taking risks with other people,
such as friends, is considered to be conducive to developing cohesive interpersonal and
group relationships. These shared risks are often described as representative of such
relationships. Thus, risk involvement can be viewed as an illustration of who the

adolescent is and what he or she would like to become.

Rationale and Research Questions

Lightfoot’s (1997) study is the only major study that has thoroughly explored the
implications of a socio-cultural developmental framework for studying risk behaviors.
Throughout her work, Lightfoot displays her unique and innovative perspective. First,
she addressed the adolescents directly. Although she spoke to the parents and was
granted their permission to conduct the interviews, she interviewed the adolescents
without other adults present at least twice. During these interviews, the adolescents were
allowed and encouraged to speak freely and openly. They were not responding to a great
number of specific questions that were assigned numeric values, but were rather sharing
their experiences, views, and insights.

Second, through this type of interview, a great deal of rich and descriptive data
was collected. In addition to the richness of the data, what Lightfoot (1997) collected

was new and original. For example, from the data collected from the interviews with the

adolescents, Lightfoot showed that risk behaviors were considered to be fun not only
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because the individuals were defying authority, but also because there was an element of
play and drama present. In addition, the adolescents were engaging in shared social
activity, which was indicative of shared history and camaraderie (p. 2).

However, there are also several weaknesses present within Lightfoot’s (1997)
study. First, the sample in this study was a small, homogenous sample consisting
generally of white middle class adolescents. In addition, the adolescents were generally
high achieving and were not considered to be “high risk.” Lightfoot’s (1997) study does
not include adolescents considered to be “at-risk.” Therefore, we do not know whether
the adolescents in her sample ascribe the same meanings to or engage in risky behaviors
for the same reasons as adolescents in an “at-risk” population might.

The present study involved interviewing twelve young adults who were heavily
involved in risky behaviors and drug and alcohol use during their adolescent years.
These participants had previously been in treatment programs, and are currently involved
in a recovery program through the university. The purpose of the study was to explore
the meanings of risk behaviors among a very different sample of adolescents than the
sample in Lightfoot’s study. The focus was the individual’s own views toward risky
behaviors and the meanings the individual places on these actions.

The individuals involved in this study were those who participated first-hand in
risky behaviors and had also witnessed friends engaging in risky behaviors. This study
explored the meanings individuals ascribe to their own risky behaviors, including their
attitudes toward and motivations for engaging in risk-taking behaviors. It also looked at

how the participants’ answers were different or similar to the results from other studies,
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especially Lightfoot’s work. This study focused on one main research question, which
was: What are the meanings of drug and alcohol use for adolescents who engage in these

risk behaviors?
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CHAPTER 11

METHODS

Sample and Procedures

Participants were recruited from a group of students who hold scholarships
provided by the Center for the Study of Addiction in the Department of Human
Development and Family Studies, Texas Tech University. This scholarship program is
for students currently in recovery for drug and alcohol abuse and addiction. The Center
provides many resources for their scholarship students, including support groups and
recovery meetings. Scholarship students are required to attend at least four of these
meetings per week, including a recovery seminar and a meeting held weekly in the
Human Sciences building. Also, two of these four meetings must be 12-step meetings.
In addition, to retain their scholarship, students are required to maintain their grades and
must not begin using drugs or alcohol again.

The goal was to recruit a minimum of 12 students to participate in the study,
approximately equally divided by gender. Ages were between 18 and 26, and all students
were in recovery for alcohol or drug addiction. For those who volunteered, their
participation in the study substituted for one of the weekly meetings that scholarship
students were required to attend.

Recruitment took place during a regularly scheduled meeting for scholarship

students. The investigator solicited volunteers for an individual interview to be conducted

for research purposes, outside of the recovery or counseling environment. The

21



investigator explained the purpose of this study, informed students that the interview
would be tape recorded, and clarified the conditions of confidentiality and anonymity.
Interviews were conducted in an office in the Human Sciences building.
Participants were provided with a consent form outlining the purpose and the procedures
of this study. Contact information was provided on these forms in the case that they had
any questions or comments. They were informed that data collected for this project
would be treated as confidential. Any names mentioned during the interview were

omitted from the typed transcripts.

Interview

The semi-structured interview format consisted of open-ended questions in order
to encourage the participants to express their experiences and perceptions in their own
words. In a semi-structured interview format, participants have the opportunity to
introduce issues the investigator had not thought of previously, which allows the
interviewer to probe interesting areas that may arise. As Morgan (1988) asserts,
successful interviews not only cover the issues and questions the researchers have
prepared, but also allow and encourage the introduction of issues that the researcher had
not anticipated. Also, the investigator may pursue the goal of trying to enter the “...
social and psychological world of the respondent” (Smith, 1995, p.12). With this

approach, the participant is seen as the expert on the subject and should therefore be

allowed maximum opportunity to tell his or her own story.

22



The set of open-ended questions allowed the discussion to be guided by the
schedule rather than dictated by it. The interviewer asked the participants general
questions focused on the description of their experiences with drugs and alcohol, the
substances they became involved with during their adolescent years, how they
remembered their experiences related to their drug and alcohol use, and looking back,
how they perceived those experiences at the time of the interview (see Appendix D).
Additional prompts were used if the participants gave short answers or seemed unsure
about the question.

The level of interviewer involvement can be conceptualized as a continuum.
Interviewers with low involvement play only a small role in the discussion and attempt to
keep their comments as nondirective as possible. Highly involved interviewers control
both the set of topics that are discussed and the dynamics of the interview (Krueger,
1994; Morgan, 1988; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). For this project, the interviewer was
moderately involved in the interview discussions, and encouraged the participants to
express their experiences and opinions, but also guided the discussion to ensure coverage
of the topics of interest.

Interviews do have some disadvantages, which often correspond with their
greatest strengths. There is less control over the data that are generated, as well as the
potential for the participant to continually stray from the topic matter. In addition, a
study using interviews can present many difficulties related to the amount of time that is

required to collect, transcribe, and analyze the data. Finally, the data are more difficult to
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analyze (Smith, 1995). However, for the purposes of this project, the advantages of using

an interview format outweigh the disadvantages.

Analysis Procedures

Uncovering meanings was the central aim in this study, and through the analysis
of the transcribed interviews, the investigator attempted to understand the content and
complexity of these meanings. This process involved the investigator engaging in an
“Interpretive relationship” with the transcript, which Smith (1995) calls “interpretive
phenomenological analysis” (p. 18). The individual is the fundamental unit of analysis,
and the analysis is conducted in an interview-by-interview progression.

When using interpretive phenomenological analysis, Smith (1995) suggests
looking in detail at one transcript before moving on to others. This is the idiographic
approach to analysis, where one begins with particulars and works up to generalizations.
This type of analysis is an iterative process. The transcripts are read a number of times,
and each reading is likely to produce new insights. The investigator for this study first
transcribed the interviews, then engaged in reading the interviews in a step-by-step and
interview-by interview process, as described below.

The analysis was an interpretive work that followed several stages. First; the
transcript was read several times. The first time the investigator read the transcript, she
did not make any notations in the margins, but simply familiarized herself with the
interview. During the second reading of the transcript, she used the left margin to note

anything significant or interesting about what the respondents said, noting her
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