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Four out of five college students (83%) drank to celebrate their 21st birthday, according to a 
longitudinal survey of students at a large midwestern university. Of these birthday drinkers, one-third 
of men (34%) and nearly one-fourth (24%) of women drank 21 or more drinks (see figure below). 
Anecdotal reports of the practice of “21 for 21”—drinking 21 drinks to celebrate your 21st birthday—
have been reported in the media, as well as the “power hour,” where the 21 drinks are consumed in 
the time between midnight of turning 21 and the closing of the bar1. Both practices are dangerous, as 
drinking alcohol in excess can be poisonous and potentially fatal—it is estimated that approximately 
1,400 people die each year from accidental alcohol poisoning2. The authors conclude that “the 
solution to the problem of extreme 21st birthday drinking likely lies in a multistrategy approach,”
including those shown to be effective with general risky drinking, social norms marketing, 
alternative birthday celebrations, and public education about caring for seriously intoxicated people 
(p. 515).
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