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Abstract: In the spring of 2014 residential students at SUNY Oneonta were handed a red Solo cup and a sharpie 
and asked to write about a negative outcome that they had personally experienced as a result of alcohol. The goal 
was to obtain a realistic viewpoint of experiences of SUNY Oneonta student to utilize in further prevention education 
programming. More than 400 cups were collected and categorized with experiences that included medical transport, 
sexual assault, public urination, vomiting and regrettable choices.

Purpose: 
The purpose of this project was to gather 
feedback from the students regarding the 
negative consequences most commonly 
experienced as a result of alcohol consumption 
at SUNY Oneonta with the intent of then using 
that information in future prevention efforts. 
Students do not often consider how alcohol 
negatively affects theirs and others’ lives. 
Using the red cup as the physical medium to 
report these experiences on was a deliberate 
choice because the red cup is so synonymous 
with alcohol.

Method: 
Data was collected from 426 SUNY Oneonta 
Resident students. Each residence hall (15) on 
campus has a Residence Advisor (RA) assigned 
to work on alcohol and drug education projects. 
Each of these RAs received one sleeve (50) of  
red Solo cups and 6 black sharpie markers. 
They then requested that a convenience sample 
of their building’s residents participate in 
the activity by “blaming the red cup” for a 
negative experience with alcohol. Residents 
could write about their own experience with 
alcohol, a friend’s experience with alcohol or 
just an experience of living in a community 
where others experience negative effects 
(e.g. vomit in a public restroom).

Why a Red Cup?
The red plastic cup has become a prominent 
item notorious for its use with alcoholic 
beverages and college parties, but this has 
not always been the case.  The most famous of 
all the red cups is made by the Solo Company.  
According to Kim Healy (VP of consumer 
business for Solo), 60 percent of Solo cup 
sales are comprised of the red cups. The first 
red plastic cup was created in the 1970’s, 
and since then it has made its way into our 
popular culture.  Drinking alcohol socially 
is a ritualized act.  In different cultures, the 
rituals may vary entirely from what we are 
accustomed to in the United States.  In college, 
when someone sees a red solo cup at a party 
it offers a form of in-group acceptance to the 
surrounding environment.  The cup is viewed 
as a social permission to laugh, dance, catch 
up with friends but often can lead to drinking 
too much alcohol, becoming overconfident, 
and making poor decisions.  Everyone knows 
what the red cup stands for, but there are those 
who forget about the negative consequences 
that arise from overconsumption of alcohol. 

Student Drinking Habits at SUNY Oneonta
The Alcohol & Other Drug Committee and The Office of Health 
Education have been tracking student drinking habits since the mid 
1990s via The Core Institute Alcohol and Other Drug Survey and 
since 2001 via the American College Health Association National 
College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA). 
The ACHA-NCHA calculates Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) based 
on self-reports of gender, weight, quantity of drinks and time spent 
drinking at the last event when the participant consumed alcohol.  

BAC Effect
.02-.03 Lightheaded, slight euphoria and loss of shyness.

.04-.06 Buzzed, relaxed, euphoria, less inhibitions, outgoing, boisterous.

.07-.09 Impaired, illegal to drive at .08, impaired balance, speech, self-control & 
reaction time, getting louder, decreased inhibition.

.10-.12 Drunk, loss of good judgment, slurred speech, poor balance & reaction time, 
“courage,” increased spontaneity, emotional rollercoaster, slurred speech.

.13-.19 Very drunk, lack of physical control, staggering, judgment and perception 
severely affected, may have blackouts, harder to say “no.”

.20-.24 Dazed, disoriented, needs help walking, may vomit, blackouts likely, falling 
down, regrettable hookups/unprotected sex, need others to care for you.

.25-.29 Stupor, risk of serious injury, mental & physical functions severely impaired.

.30-.34 Coma, passed out, pee on youself, may drown on vomit, ER is necessary.

.35+ Risk of Death – stops breathing

Depending on gender, weight, food consumption, and other personal factors, one 
standard drink can raise a person’s BAC  approximately .02 - .04. 

Cup Blaming
A total of 385 responses were examined and divided into  

three major impact categories: cognitive, physical and emotional. 
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Discussion: 
It is not most people’s goal to experience these negative consequences 
of alcohol before they start drinking. So why do these things happen? 
Social Norms. Just reading about only negative consequences on a 
research show poster could potential skew a reader by making it 
seem like everyone experiences these consequences.
We created an expectation of recording a negative consequence by 
asking people to “blame” the red cup.  The liklinood of experiencing 
a negative consequence is greater as Blood Alcohol Content rises 
above .10 (see chart below). Earlier research (see section above)
suggests that slighly less than 40% of students experienced a BAC 
in that range the last time they “partied”/socialized. 
Biphasic Effect. The drug 
alcohol is experienced by 
many as postive at lower BACs 
(see chart). These perceived 
postive effects max out around 
a BAC of .04 to .06. As BAC 
continues to rise the effects 
of the drug alcohol lead to 
negative experiences. 
The More is Better Myth. Young 
adults with little alcohol experience will often continue to consume 
alcohol assuming that a direct relationship exists between the quantity 
of alcohol consumed and the perceived positive effects. 
Pre-Gaming & Binge Drinking. In search of the positive effects of 
alcohol, students tend to drink a lot at once not realizing that it 
takes time for the effects of alcohol to be felt. The practice of pre-
gaming, consuming several drinks in a short period of time before 
“going out,” also increases the risk of reaching a high BAC. It takes 
the body approximately one hour to recover for each serving of 
alcohol. Peak BAC will not be reached for a few hours for those 
who consume alcohol in this way.

Cognitive Impacts 
The drug alcohol impacts many parts 
of the brain including the prefrontal 
cortex, frontal lobe, and hippocampus.  
The prefrontal cortex is very involved 
in the reward system of the brain 
and in regulation of impulsive 
behaviors.  The frontal lobe controls 

judgment and behavior, 
and the hippocampus 
is responsible for 
controlling memory.  
These parts of the brain 
are still developing while 
students are in college, 
and damage to them could result in impaired brain functioning.  The immediate 
effects on the brain include bad judgment, poor decision making, and difficulty 
storing new information or learning new things.
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Emotional Impacts 
The limbic system is the emotional center 
of the brain, responsible for the control 
of emotions.  The frontal lobe also plays 
a role in emotions.  As alcohol affects 
these sections of the brain, the individual 
is exposed to exaggerated states of 
emotion which might lead to anger, 
crying, fighting, or the desire to be close 
to another person. 
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Physical Impacts 
The cerebellum works with the primary 
motor cortex to control movement, 
balance, and complex motor functions.  
Alcohol consumption can result in 
a decrease of motor function and 
slowed reaction time, and impairment 

to this segment of the brain  
explains why people 
have trouble keeping 
their balance and lose 
their coordination when 
they are drunk.  The 
medulla is responsible for the most basic life sustaining functions, such as breathing 
and heartbeat.  When high amounts of alcohol are consumed, it is possible that the 
medulla will stop sending signals for the body to perform these functions resulting 
in death.  

40

27

16

35
27

49

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Blackouts Hangover
Related

Physical
Addiction
Related

Physical
Injuries

Serious
Consequences

Vomiting
Related

D’Kosta, K. (2012, January 29). There’s more to that plastic red cup than you thought. [Web log]. Retrieved from http://
blogs.scientificamerican.com/anthropology-in-practice/2012/01/29/theres-more-to-that-red-plastic-cup-than-you-
thought/. 

Stevenson S. (2010, October 10). The solo cup: How the disposable drinking vessel became an american party staple. Re-
trieved from http://www.slate.com/articles/business/branded/2011/10/red_cups_how_solo_s_disposable_drinking_
vessel_became_an_america.html. 


