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Employees who drink heavily or who abuse or are dependent on alcohol can undermine a
workforce’s overall health and productivity. To better understand the reasons behind
employee abusive drinking and to develop more effective ways of preventing problem drinking
in the workforce, researchers have developed a number of paradigms that guide their
research. One such paradigm is the alienation/stress paradigm, which suggests that employee
alcohol use may be a direct or indirect response to physical and psychosocial qualities of the
work environment. Although in the alcohol literature, work alienation and work stress
traditionally have been treated as separate paradigms, compelling reasons support subsuming
the work-alienation paradigm under a general work-stress paradigm. Researchers have
developed several models to explain the relationship between work stress and alcohol
consumption: the simple cause-effect model, the mediation model, the moderation model, and
the moderated mediation model. Of these, the moderated mediation model particularly stands
out, because it simultaneously addresses the two fundamental issues of how and when work
stressors are related to alcohol use. Recent research supports a relation of work-related
stressors to elevated alcohol consumption and problem drinking. Future research should focus
on the relation between work stressors and alcohol use among adolescents and young adults,
because they are just entering the workforce and are the most likely to engage in heavy
drinking. Longitudinal studies also are needed to better explain the relation between work
stress and alcohol use. KEY WORDS: employee; work related factor predisposing to AODU (AOD
[alcohol or other drug] use, abuse, and dependence); alienation; psychological stress; workplace
context; theoretical model; problematic AOD use; social role; literature review

Employee alcohol use1—whether
or not it occurs on the job—is
an important social policy issue,

because it can undermine employee
health as well as productivity. From a
managerial perspective, the specific prob-
lems created by alcohol or other drug
(AOD) use may include impaired per-
formance of job-related tasks, accidents or
injuries, poor attendance, high employee
turnover, and increased health care costs
(e.g., Ames et al. 1997; Dawson 1994;
Frone 1998; Martin et al. 1994; Normand
et al. 1994; Roman and Blum 1995).
These outcomes may reduce productiv-
ity, increase the costs of doing business
and, more generally, impede employers’
ability to compete effectively in an increas-
ingly competitive economic environment.

It is therefore not surprising that alcohol
researchers, as well as researchers in the
management and economics fields, take
considerable interest in the factors that
cause or explain employee alcohol use. 

The literature on the causes of
employee alcohol use generally takes
one of two perspectives. The first per-
spective views the causes of employee
alcohol use as external to the workplace.
In other words, an employee may have
a family history of alcohol abuse that
leaves him or her vulnerable to devel-
oping drinking problems, have person-
ality traits reflecting low behavioral self-
control that make it difficult to avoid
alcohol, or experience social norms and
social networks outside work—such as
friends who drink heavily—that affect

drinking behavior (e.g., Ames and Janes
1992; Normand et al. 1994; Trice and
Sonnenstuhl 1990). 

Although external factors clearly
influence employee drinking habits, a
second perspective views the causes of
employee alcohol use as arising, at least
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in part, from the work environment
itself. This perspective can be further
disaggregated into several narrower
paradigms. Although researchers differ
somewhat in how they label and cate-
gorize those narrower paradigms (for
reviews, see Ames and Janes [1992]
and Trice and Sonnenstuhl [1990]),
three versions appear consistently in
the literature:

• The social control paradigm suggests
that alcohol use may be higher
among employees who are not inte-
grated into or regulated by the work
organization. Thus, two important
risk factors in the social control
paradigm are low levels of supervision
and low visibility of work behavior
(Trice and Sonnenstuhl 1990).

• The culture/availability paradigm
suggests that work settings where
alcohol is physically or socially avail-
able may promote alcohol use among
employees (Ames and Grube 1999;
Ames and Janes 1992; Trice and
Sonnenstuhl 1990). 

• Physical availability of alcohol at
work is defined as the ease with
which alcohol can be obtained for
consumption on the job, during
breaks, and at work-related events
(Ames and Grube 1999). Social
availability of alcohol at work is
defined as the degree to which fel-
low workers support drinking either
off or on the job (Ames and Grube
1999; Ames and Janes 1992; Trice
and Sonnenstuhl 1990).

• The alienation/stress paradigm sug-
gests that employee alcohol use may
be a response to the physical and
psychosocial qualities of the work
environment (Ames and Janes 1992;
Trice and Sonnenstuhl 1990), such
as work demands on an employee,
an employee’s level of boredom, lack
of participation in decisionmaking,
and interpersonal conflict with
supervisors and coworkers.

The remainder of this article focuses
on three issues. First, it describes the
alienation/stress paradigm in more detail.
Second, the article reviews recent research
testing the alienation/stress paradigm,
focusing on research conducted during
the 1990s; this body of research has yet
to be reviewed and has become broader
and more sophisticated than earlier
research testing the alienation/stress
paradigm. (For reviews of earlier research
conducted during the 1980s, see Cooper
et al. [1990], Martin [1990], and Trice
and Sonnenstuhl [1990]). Finally, the
article makes several suggestions for
focusing and strengthening future
research.

Work-Stress Paradigm 

In the alcohol literature, work alienation
and work stress typically have been treated
as separate paradigms (e.g., Trice and
Sonnenstuhl 1990). The work-alien-
ation paradigm focuses on work char-
acteristics that lead to unenriched jobs,
such as those in which workers use only
minimal skills, have little job control
(e.g., lack control over the pace of work
or its content), and have little or no
input into decisionmaking. In contrast,
the work-stress paradigm emphasizes
other potentially aversive work condi-
tions, which are labeled “work stres-
sors.” Common work stressors include
dangerous work conditions; noxious
physical work environments (e.g., con-
ditions that are too hot or cold, noisy,
or dirty); interpersonal conflict with
supervisors or coworkers; heavy work-
loads; unfair treatment regarding pay,
benefits, and promotions; and job inse-
curity (e.g., threat of layoffs). Trice and
Sonnenstuhl (1990) argued that the

stress and alienation paradigms are
conceptually distinct, because the alien-
ation paradigm assumes that work is
universally important in people’s lives,
whereas the stress paradigm does not
make this assumption. In other words,
the alienation paradigm proposes that
factors leading to unenriched jobs will
be aversive to all employees, whereas
the stress paradigm suggests that work
stressors may not be aversive to all
employees, because work is not univer-
sally important. Although Martin (1990)
pointed out many similarities between
the alienation and stress paradigms, he
maintained a distinction between them
in his review of the literature.

Four compelling reasons, however,
support subsuming the work-alienation
paradigm under a general work-stress
paradigm: 

1. The literature on work stress includes
workplace alienation factors in tax-
onomies of work stressors and in
major models of work stress (for a
review, see Hurrell et al. 1998). 

2. Both paradigms are based on the
assumption that alcohol use repre-
sents a means of regulating negative
emotions (e.g., depression, anxiety,
or anger) or thoughts that result
from aversive work environments. 

3. Despite a basic assumption of the
work-alienation paradigm, evidence
shows that work does not have a high
level of importance in every person’s
life. Variability in the psychological
importance of work exists from per-
son to person (Frone et al. 1997a). 

4. Both theoretical and empirical
research suggest that individual dif-
ferences in the psychological impor-
tance of work may be important in
explaining when work stressors will
be related to alcohol use (e.g., Frone
et al. 1997a). 

Based on these considerations, this
article simply treats work-alienation
factors as work stressors.

Even if one subsumes the alienation
paradigm into a broad work-stress
paradigm, the focus of past work-stress
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1Most studies of work stress have used a broad array of
alcohol consumption measures (e.g., drinks per day,
frequency of drinking, drinks per drinking occasion, and
frequency of heavy drinking) or nondiagnostic measures
of problematic alcohol use (e.g., a count of the number of
alcohol-related problems experienced). For general discus-
sion, the term “alcohol use” is used to refer collectively to
all possible alcohol outcomes. When reviewing a specific
study, alcohol consumption is described as it was assessed
(e.g., average monthly consumption). If a study used an
outcome variable that reflected general and nondiagnostic
alcohol-related problems, it is referred to as problem
drinking. The terms “alcohol abuse” and “alcohol depen-
dence” are only used when the study being reviewed used
criteria defined in the American Psychiatric Association’s
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM–III, DSM–III–R, and DSM–IV).



research has been restrictive in that atten-
tion has generally focused on stressors
that occur within the work role (e.g.,
work demands and conflict with cowork-
ers). Another type of work-related stres-
sor, however, occurs when the demands
of work begin to interfere with other
social roles. For example, work-family
conflict represents the extent to which
work and family life interfere with one
another (Frone et al. 1997c). This type
of stressor should be incorporated into
the work-stress paradigm, because only
employed people can experience it. This
article, however, separately examines
past research on work stressors (within-
role stressors) and work-family conflict
(between-role stressors) because they
represent qualitatively different aspects
of a person’s work life. 

Evidence From Research

A comprehensive review of the entire
body of literature on work stressors and
alcohol use is beyond the scope of this
article2; it does, however, offer a taxonomy
consisting of four work-stress models
that provides a useful way of organizing
recent research. The following sections
define each model and summarize rep-
resentative studies. Although a few
studies explicitly tested more than one
model, the primary goal of most stud-
ies was to test one of the four models
(see figure).

Among the studies reviewed in this
article, two basic research designs are
used. The most common research design
is the cross-sectional study, in which
work stressors and alcohol outcomes are
measured at the same time. Although
the underlying hypothesis tested in these
studies is that work stressors cause alco-
hol use, cross-sectional studies cannot
support conclusions regarding cause
and effect. Those studies can only doc-
ument that work stressors are related to
alcohol use. A cross-sectional relation
may be attributable to the fact that work
stressors cause alcohol use. However,
equally plausible is the concept that
alcohol use may cause increased levels of
work stress or that the relation is spuri-
ous, because some other unmeasured
variables, such as personality traits,

cause some people to choose stressful
jobs and to drink heavily. The second
research design is the longitudinal study,
in which work stressors and alcohol
outcomes are measured at two or more
different points in time. In the typical
longitudinal study, work stressors assessed
at baseline (e.g., 1996) are used to pre-
dict alcohol use at a later point in time
(e.g., 1997) after controlling for initial
differences in alcohol use at baseline.
Although less common, longitudinal
studies offer more convincing evidence
that exposure to work stressors causes
increases in alcohol use. Unless a study
is explicitly labeled as longitudinal, the
reader should assume that the studies
reviewed below are cross-sectional. 

Simple Cause-Effect Model 

The first model presented in the figure
is the simple cause-effect model of work
stress and alcohol use. Research based
on this model simply attempts to docu-
ment an overall relation between vari-
ous work stressors and different dimen-
sions of alcohol use, usually controlling
for basic demographic variables, such as
age, gender, income, and occupation.
Support for the simple cause-effect model
is mixed. For example, Parker and
Farmer (1990) and Roxburgh (1998)
reported that low levels of job complex-
ity (i.e., jobs that require little thought
and independent judgment) are related
to impaired control over drinking and
elevated daily consumption. Ragland and
colleagues (1995) found that a measure
of work problems was positively related
to heavy drinking3 and average weekly
consumption; job demands and job con-
trol, however, were not related to alco-
hol use. Using longitudinal data, Crum
and colleagues (1995) reported that men

holding jobs that were high in demands
and low in job control were more likely
to develop either an alcohol abuse or
alcohol dependence disorder than were
men in jobs that lacked one or both of
these two job stressors. The researchers,
however, found no such relation among
women. Hemmingsson and Lundberg
(1998) found that low job control, but
not high job demands, was associated
with a diagnosis of alcohol abuse or
dependence among men. These researchers
did not include women in their study.

The studies summarized so far sug-
gest that jobs low in complexity and
control and high in demands are related
to increased employee alcohol use. Some
evidence indicates that these work
stressors may be more strongly related
to alcohol use among men. Nonetheless,
a number of studies assessing similar
work stressors have failed to support the
simple cause-effect model (Frone et al.
1997a; Greenberg and Grunberg 1995).
Furthermore, even when gender differ-
ences are found in the strength of the
relation between work stressors and
alcohol use, no clear pattern exists across
studies (Romelsjo et al. 1992; Roxburgh
1998).

The inconsistent findings from stud-
ies testing the simple cause-effect model
are not surprising, because the model
has two inherent limitations. First, the
model is based on the premise that work
stressors are causal antecedents of alco-
hol use for all, or at least many, employ-
ees. Although most adults consume
alcohol, it is unlikely that most adults use
alcohol to cope with unpleasant work
conditions. Many coping behaviors,
such as talking to friends or relatives,
exercise, leisure activities, and addressing
work problems at their source, relieve
the resulting negative emotions from
work stressors more effectively and
have fewer negative side effects than
alcohol consumption. It may be more
reasonable to assume that only employ-
ees who lack certain resources or who
have certain vulnerabilities (e.g., hold-
ing the belief that alcohol use relieves
negative emotions or having heavily
drinking peers) will use alcohol to cope
with work stressors. If this assumption
is true, then researchers who do not
identify subgroups at risk for stress-
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2For this article, the author located a total of 31 studies
published during the 1990s that examined the relation
between work stressors and alcohol use. A complete list
of those studies can be obtained from the author. All
studies that specifically examined the relation of work-
family conflict to alcohol use are cited in this article.

3The definition of the term “heavy drinking” can vary from
study to study. However, researchers usually measure
“heavy drinking” based on the frequency in which a subject
consumes five or more drinks per day or per sitting or the
frequency of drinking to intoxication. A standard drink is
defined as one 12-ounce beer, one 5-ounce glass of wine,
or 1.5 ounces of distilled spirits.



induced drinking may have inconsis-
tent and nonsignificant findings. 

The second limitation is that even if
the simple cause-effect model supports
a relation between work stressors and
alcohol use, no information is provided
about why work stressors cause increased
alcohol use. That is, the model makes
no attempt to account for intervening
variables, such as negative emotions,
that would explain how work stressors

are related to alcohol use. The underly-
ing assumption of the simple cause-
effect model of work stress and alcohol
use is that work stressors cause negative
emotions, which, in turn, cause alcohol
use to relieve those emotions. None-
theless, this assumption needs to be
tested; failing to model intervening
variables may render a study less likely
to find a work stressor–alcohol relation.
These observations have motivated

many researchers to move beyond sim-
ple models of work stress and alcohol
use (Wilsnack and Wilsnack 1992), as
described in the next sections.

Mediation Model 

The mediation model explicitly incorpo-
rates the variables thought to link work
stressors to alcohol use, such as sadness
or anger (i.e., negative affect), inability
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to relax, and the drinker’s reason for
drinking (i.e., drinking motives), such as
to “let off steam.” By including these
mediating (i.e., intervening) variables,
the mediation model goes beyond the
simple cause-effect model by trying to
explain why or by what mechanism
work stressors are related to alcohol use.

Although two studies (Cooper et al.
1990; Kawakami et al. 1993) failed to
support the mediating role of negative
affect, a number of studies support medi-
ated models of work stress. For example,
Vasse and colleagues (1998) reported
that high work demands and poor
interpersonal relations with supervisors
and coworkers were positively related
to anxiety, which was positively related
to average weekly alcohol consumption.
Martin and colleagues (1996) found
that job demands and low job control
were related to higher levels of drinking
to cope with negative affect, which was
positively related to both average monthly
alcohol consumption and problem
drinking. In addition, one study exam-
ined the mediating role of both job 
dissatisfaction and drinking to cope.
Greenberg and Grunberg (1995)
reported that workers who felt their
skills were underused, had low job con-
trol, and had little participation in deci-
sionmaking were more likely to be 
dissatisfied with their jobs. This dissat-
isfaction was, in turn, positively related
to drinking to cope, which was posi-
tively related to both heavy drinking
and problem drinking.

Moderation Model

The moderation model explicitly includes
variables that moderate the relation
between work stressors and alcohol use.
This model is an interactional one, in
which work stressors interact with cer-
tain variables that either place a worker
at increased risk for or protect the worker
from developing problems with alcohol.
The basic premise is that the strength
of the relation between work stressors
and alcohol use differs as a function of
the level of the risk and protective vari-
ables. The moderation model, there-
fore, goes beyond the simple cause-effect
model by trying to explain when or under
what conditions work stressors are related

to alcohol use. In other words, work
stressors are not assumed to be related
to alcohol use among all employees.

Several studies have tested this model.
For example, building from identity
theory,4 Frone and colleagues (1997a)
showed that both job demands and the
lack of a clearly defined role at the
workplace (i.e., role ambiguity) were
positively related to heavy drinking only
among employees who reported that
their work role was psychologically
important for self-definition. Among
participants who reported low psycho-
logical importance of work, the work
stressors were unrelated to heavy drink-
ing. Grunberg and colleagues (1999)
reported that work pressure predicted
higher average daily alcohol consump-
tion and problem drinking among peo-
ple who reported that they typically
drank to relax and forget about prob-
lems than among people who did not
drink for those reasons. Among people
in the latter group, work pressure was
unrelated to the alcohol outcomes.
Finally, Parker and Harford (1992)
examined the moderating influence 
of gender-role attitudes on the relation
of job competition to alcohol use.
Traditional gender-role attitudes repre-
sent the belief that men should be
breadwinners and women should take
care of home and family. Egalitarian
gender-role attitudes represent the belief
that men and women should share
breadwinning and domestic responsi-
bilities. For women, job competition
was more strongly related to drinks per
drinking occasion, whereas loss of con-
trol over drinking was more strongly
related among those with more tradi-
tional gender-role attitudes. In contrast,
for men, job competition was more
strongly related to drinks per drinking
occasion and loss of control over drink-
ing among those individuals with more
egalitarian gender-role attitudes. 

Moderated Mediation Model 

This model combines the features of
the mediation and the moderation mod-
els. By explicitly including both medi-
ating and moderating variables, the
moderated mediation model goes beyond
each of the other three models by simulta-

neously trying to explain how as well as
when work stressors are related to alco-
hol use. Several variations of this model
can be devised, depending on the mod-
erator variables. For example, one could
have a model in which a given vulnera-
bility or protective factor only moderates
one of the paths connecting work stressors
to alcohol use. One also might hypoth-
esize moderating effects on both paths,
but with different vulnerability or pro-
tective factors moderating each path.

Only two studies have proposed and
tested a moderated mediation model of
work stress and alcohol use. Building
from several different theoretical frame-
works, Cooper and colleagues (1990)
and Grunberg and colleagues (1998)
hypothesized that (1) work stressors are
positively related to job dissatisfaction
and (2) job dissatisfaction is positively
related to alcohol use among vulnerable
people. Supporting the first hypothesis,
Cooper and colleagues (1990) found
that work demands and lack of job
control were positively related to job
dissatisfaction. Likewise, Grunberg and
colleagues (1998) reported that high
levels of job demands, interpersonal
criticism from supervisors and cowork-
ers, and feeling stuck in one’s job were
positively related to job dissatisfaction.
With regard to the second hypothesis,
Cooper and colleagues (1990) found
some support that positive alcohol
expectancies,5 the general belief that
one is competent, and coping with dif-
ficult situations by avoiding them (i.e.,
avoidance coping) had a moderating
influence. For example, job dissatisfaction
was more strongly related to problem
drinking among people who reported
high levels of avoidance coping. Likewise,
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4Identity theory suggests that people define who they are
in terms of social roles (e.g., employee, spouse, and
parent). However, a given social role (e.g., employee)
may not be equally important for self-definition for all
people. In other words, the psychological importance of
social roles may vary across people. Therefore, problems
that occur in a given social role (e.g., conflict with one’s
supervisor) may or may not be experienced as stressful.
For example, work stressors should only have a negative
effect on people who define themselves in terms of their
work, whereas job stressors should not affect people who
do not define themselves in terms of their work.

5Alcohol expectancies are a drinker’s expectations of how
alcohol will affect him or her. For example, people with
positive alcohol expectancies may believe that alcohol
relaxes them and makes them more socially competent.



Grunberg and colleagues (1998) reported
that job dissatisfaction was related to
problem drinking among those who
reported that they drank to reduce neg-
ative emotions. Among people who did
not drink for this reason, job dissatisfac-
tion was unrelated to problem drinking.

Work-Family Conflict

As discussed earlier, work-family conflict
represents the extent to which demands
and responsibilities in one role (work
or home) interfere with meeting the
demands and responsibilities in the other
role (home or work) (Frone et al. 1997c).
Because work-family conflict involves
difficulties with integrating work and
family life, it is a between-role stressor
that may cause increased alcohol con-
sumption. In a review of workplace
predictors of women’s drinking, Shore
(1992) concluded that conflict between
work and other social roles is not pre-
dictive of alcohol use. This conclusion
was based on the finding that women
who had a large number of social roles
(e.g., employee, spouse, parent, and
church member) did not report higher
levels of alcohol consumption or prob-
lem drinking than did women who had
only a few social roles. This research,
however, suffers from an important
conceptual limitation. The number of
social roles a person holds is not a good
indicator of the amount of conflict
among those roles. Having several
social roles is a necessary but not suffi-
cient condition for inter-role conflict.
Depending on a variety of circumstances,
some people with work and family roles
experience no conflict between the roles,
whereas other people experience a high
degree of conflict between them (Frone
et al. 1997c). Alcohol researchers in this
area, therefore, need to measure work-
family conflict directly. Several recent
studies have done so and have provided
tests of the first three models shown in
the figure.

Simple Cause-Effect Model 

One study, which used a small sample
of 71 workers, failed to find a relation
between work-family conflict and the

amount of alcohol consumed over the
preceding 7 days (Steptoe et al. 1998).
In contrast, Bromet and colleagues
(1990) reported that work-family con-
flict was positively related to daily alco-
hol consumption in a sample of blue-
collar working women. Frone and col-
leagues (1996) found that work-family
conflict was positively related to heavy
drinking among men and women in
two community samples of employed
parents. In a longitudinal followup
study, Frone and colleagues (1997b)
reported that work-family conflict
assessed in 1989 predicted heavy drink-
ing in 1993 among men and women.
Using a representative national sample,
Frone (in press) reported that work-
family conflict was positively related 
to a diagnosis of AOD dependence,
but not AOD abuse, among men and
women. In summary, past research
based on the simple cause-effect model
provides consistent evidence that work-
family conflict is related to elevated
alcohol use among men and women.
Nonetheless, this model does not explain
why work-family conflict is related to
alcohol use or whether certain people
are more prone to alcohol use when
exposed to work-family conflict. These
two issues are addressed in the next 
sections.

Mediation Model

Two studies tested the process that
explains why work-family conflict is
related to alcohol use. Both studies tested
the general hypothesis that work-family
conflict causes negative emotions,
which in turn cause increased alcohol
use. Vasse and colleagues (1998) found
that work-family conflict was positively
related to overall emotional distress,
which in turn was positively related to
average weekly alcohol consumption.
Frone and colleagues (1994) tested the
mediating role of both role-related and
general negative emotions. They
reported that work-family conflict was
positively related to both job and fam-
ily dissatisfaction, which were positively
related to general psychological distress
(i.e., combined symptoms of depres-
sion and anxiety) that was in turn posi-
tively related to heavy drinking.

Moderation Model 

Only one study tested the moderation
model. Frone and colleagues (1993)
tested the moderating role of tension-
reduction expectancies, which are the
belief that alcohol promotes relaxation
and alleviates negative emotions. They
reported that work-family conflict was
positively related to drinking to cope
and problem drinking only among
people with strong tension-reduction
expectancies.

Conclusions

Research on work stress (work stressors
and work-family conflict) and alcohol
use is growing—the number of studies
published on the subject grew from 17
in the 1980s (Cooper et al. 1990) to
39 in the 1990s (at the time this article
was written). Several conclusions can
be drawn from the recent research on
work stress and alcohol use. First, research
has expanded to include sources of
stress within the work role (i.e., work
stressors) as well as sources of stress rep-
resenting the integration of work and
family roles (i.e., work-family conflict).
Second, evidence is growing that work
stressors and work-family conflict are
related to alcohol use. Finally, despite a
continuing overreliance on the simple
cause-effect model, a clear trend exists
toward the development and testing of
more sophisticated models of work
stress and alcohol use. Few studies pub-
lished during the 1980s moved beyond
the simple cause-effect model; however,
increasingly sophisticated models have
provided insight on how work stressors
and work-family conflict are related to
alcohol use. These models have also
offered a richer picture of the people
most at risk for engaging in work stress-
induced drinking.

Future Research

Although research on work stress and
alcohol use is increasingly sophisticated,
future research could benefit from sev-
eral refinements (see textbox, p. 290).
More attention needs to be devoted to
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the assessment of work stressors. In the
31 studies reviewed for this article, the
most common work stressors studied
were job demands, job control, and job
complexity. The research evidence sug-
gests that these stressors are related to
alcohol use, but we do not know whether
they are the most important work stres-
sors. Thus, future research should be
more systematic and inclusive in its
assessment of work stressors. In addi-
tion, researchers often develop their own
measures of work stressors, even though
validated measures exist in the organi-
zational behavior and occupational
health literatures. Consequently, the
comparability of studies is limited. This
problem is partly remedied by Hurrell
and colleagues’ (1998) review describ-
ing work-stressor measures that could
be helpful for future research. Because
most research on work stress and alco-
hol use has used self-report measures 
of perceived stressors, more attention
should be paid to developing and using
objective measures of work stressors
(Greiner et al. 1997). For example, rather
than relying on employee self-reports
of whether the work environment is too
noisy or the air quality is low, physical
measurements of noise and air quality
could be used. Likewise, trained observers
might rate specific variables, such as
workload or conflicts with customers.
Examination of general models of work
stress, including models of work-family
conflict, developed outside the alcohol
literature may provide additional insights
for alcohol researchers (Frone et al. 1997c;
Hurrell et al. 1998).

Studies vary widely in the types of
alcohol outcomes they assess. One issue
is whether the type of alcohol outcome
used affects the strength of the relation
of work stressors and work-family con-
flict to alcohol use. Perhaps work stressors
are more strongly related to increases in
episodes of heavy drinking than they
are to increases in average daily con-
sumption. Such differences may explain
some of the inconsistencies across stud-
ies. Another issue is that little attention
has been paid to the context of alcohol
use. Most studies use measures of over-
all alcohol use and have given almost
no attention to on-the-job alcohol use.
An interesting question is whether dif-

ferent relations exist between work stres-
sors and measures of general versus on-
the-job alcohol use.

The results summarized in this article
demonstrate that the relation between
work stress and alcohol consumption 
is more complex than implied by the
simple cause-effect model. Therefore,
more attention should be devoted to
identifying and testing plausible medi-
ating and moderating variables. Of the
four models presented, the moderated
mediation model may have the most
potential for helping researchers under-
stand the relation between work stress
and alcohol use, because it simultane-
ously addresses the two fundamental
issues of why and when work stressors
are related to alcohol use.

In addition, future research should
focus on how different developmental
stages might play a role in the connec-
tion between work stressors and alco-
hol consumption. For example, the
relation between work stressors and
alcohol use may be more pronounced
among adolescents and young adults
because they are just entering the work-
force and are the most likely to engage
in heavy alcohol use. Extensive litera-
ture documents that the number of
hours worked per week is cross-section-
ally and longitudinally related to higher
levels of alcohol use among employed
adolescents (for a review, see Frone 1999).
This finding suggests that employment
has a causal influence on adolescent
drinking. Because of the narrow focus
on work hours, however, we do not
know what it is about the work envi-
ronment that promotes increases in
adolescents’ alcohol use. It could be
exposure to work stressors, low social
control, or the social and physical avail-
ability of alcohol. Frone and Windle
(1997) provided initial evidence of the
possible role of work stress. They found
that job dissatisfaction was positively
related to the frequency of drinking
and the quantity consumed per drink-
ing occasion in a sample of employed
high school students.

The final issue for future research 
is the need for longitudinal studies of
work stress and alcohol use. Crum and
colleagues (1995) found that workload
and job control predicted new cases of

alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence
over a 12-month period, and Frone and
colleagues (1997b) found that work-
family conflict predicted increases in
heavy drinking over a 4-year period.
Nonetheless, scant longitudinal data
exist in the literature. Although we can
conclude that work stressors and work-
family conflict are related to alcohol
use, the causal direction of this relation
is still unclear because of the heavy
reliance on cross-sectional research
designs. In future longitudinal research,
daily or weekly diary studies (in which
participants record their drinking
behaviors and stressors each day) would
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Future research on work stress
and alcohol use should include 
the following:

• More attention to types of job
stressors examined and their
measurement

• More attention to types of alco-
hol use outcomes, including
—Level of involvement (i.e.,
drinking motives, usual 
consumption, heavy con-
sumption, and alcohol prob-
lems or dependence)
—Context of use (i.e., overall
consumption and on-the-job 
consumption)

• Broader focus on mediators
and moderators of the rela-
tion between work-related
stressors and alcohol use

• Examination of developmen-
tal stages, especially the study
of employed adolescents and
young adults

• Longitudinal designs with
closely spaced waves of 
measurement, such as daily
diary studies.



be especially useful. Because variations
in exposure to stressors and drinking
behaviors may follow a short-term (daily
or weekly) cycle, diary methods are likely
to be more sensitive than traditional
panel designs, which follow a group of
study participants over time but collect
data at time points that are separated
by several months to several years. �
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