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childrenon Sept26, basedn astudythat showedrequentfamily dining

reducedherisk of substancebusen kids by 50%.

"Thereis no moreimportantthing a parentcando” to reducetherisk of their childrenusingdrugs,said
JosephA. Califano,Jr.,chairmanandpresidenof ColumbiaUniversity'sNational Centeron Addiction
and Substancé\buse,or CASA, the groupbehindthe study.Thereport'sclaim wasrepeatedn local

mediareportsin Arizona2, Florida® andIndiand, amongotherplaces.

But beforethe governmentakesits war on drugsto the family kitchen,a closerlook at the studyis
warrantedThe study,basedon aphonesurveyof 1,000 kidsbetweenl2 andl17 yearsold, and829
parentsdidn't showthat familydinnerscausea reductionin substancebuselnstead it foundthat
teenagersvho dinedfrequentlywith parentsscored50% lower on asubstanceabuserisk assessment
thandid teenagersvho didn't. Thatalonedoesn'fprove anything, andtherfactorscould explainthat
correlation.What'smore,the studyfound that othetbehavioractuallyhada greaternnfluenceon ateen's
decisionto usedrugs,thoughthosefindings didn'tfit aseasilyinto a TV commercial.

Finally, the claim that frequentlinnersreducerisk by 50%doesn'taccountior age-- a key failing. You
might be unsurprisedo learnthat 17yearolds aremorelikely to usedrugsthan12-yearolds. Older
teensarealsothe onesmostlikely to eatdinnerawayfrom their families.

ABOUT THIS COLUMN Survey Trouble
5y 5 . .
 The Numbers Guy® examines numbers | sentthe study-- which yvasse_lf—pubhshedby CASA, rather
and statistics in the news, business, thanvettedby apeerreviewedjournal-- to several

politics and health. Some numbers are iotini ;
flat-out wrong, misleading or biased. Others are statisticiansandthey pointed outsomedrawbacks.

valid and useful, helping us to make informed

decisions. As the Numbers Guy, | will try to sort | The problemsstartwith the teenagergxcludedin the phone
through which numbers to trust, question or discard

altogether. And I'd like to hear from you at survey.Researcherstartedwith a pool of morethan37,000
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numbersguy@wsj.com’. I'l post and respond to | phonenumbers Onethird weren'tincludedbecausé¢herewas
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can read more columns at the studysuggestshat morethan1,000 oftheseexcluded
WSJ.com/NumbersGuy®. households probablyadeligible teens Of therest, 13,000

households didninclude childrenof the targetedage;9,000
declinedto provideinformation;andabout1,000 interviewslidn't countbecauseheywere cut off, or
the parentdeniedpermission.Thehigh level of excludedhouseholds makelp explainwhy blackand
Latino teenagersvereunderrepresented thefinal sample.

"It is doubtful that theresulting 1,000 completadterviewsrepresenthe U.S. teenpopulationwith
respecto substancebuserisk anddinnerswith the family,” Cindy Christiansen, associapeofessorof
healthservicesat BostonUniversity anda fellow with the AmericanStatisticalAssociationtold mein
an email. FrankPotter,a seniorfellow at PrincetonN.J.,researclcompanyMathematicaPolicy
Researchnc., saidthe surveyhad"a very low responseate."

StevenWagner presidenof QEV Analytics Ltd., a public-opinionresearcHirm that workedon the
surveyandanalysisfor CASA, saysthat thestudy'sinstitutionalreview boardrequiredit to getapproval
from both parentsandteenrespondentsandthe needfor two gatekeepersada "dampeningeffect”on
responseate.He addedthat "wehaveno wayof knowing whateffectthat mighthaveon theoverall
results,but we certainlymustacknowledgedhat theras a possibleeffect.”

ElizabethPlanet, projecimanageiof the CASA study,saysthe groupwill "oversample'blackand
Latino households nextearto ensurehat thefinal sampleis morerepresentativef the general
population.

Anotherconcernis the method usedo calculatethe likelihood a child would useadrugs.Ratherthan
directly correlatefamily dining with drug abuseyesearcherassigned risk scoreto eachrespondent
basedon whethethey haduseddrugsin the past,andtheir answergo otherquestions- like whether
their friendsusedrugs.Thosechildrenwho saidthey dinedwith their parentsfive or moretimesa week
had anaverageisk scoreof 0.79, compareavith 1.49 forthosewho dinedwith parentswo or fewer
timesa week.(The overallaverageisk scorefor respondentsvassetto 1.)

Ms. Planet explainshat whileresearcherdid askif respondentsiaduseddrugs,childrenmay be less
likely to respondruthfully to directquestioningabouttheir own use,soresearcherdidn'tincludeit in
risk scores.

Therisk scoresnentionedaboveweren'tadjustedor age,but thoserespondentsvho dine frequently
with parentswere,on averageyoungerthanthosewho don't.| askedQEV'sMr. Wagnerto evaluated
the correlationof risk scorewith age,andalsowith family dinners.After adjustingto separatehe
overlapbetweenthetwo factors he foundthat agecorrelatednorestronglywith risk thandid family
dinners.

The studyalsofound severalotherfactorsthat morestrongly correspondedvith substanceabuserisk,
including how oftenrespondentsvatchedR-ratedmoviesandwhethertheir friendswere sexually
active.(Researcherdidn'taskrespondentd theywere sexuallyactive,out of ethicalconcerngaisedby
an institutionalreview boardthat approvedhe study.)

"We teachevenin [introductory]statisticsthat whenyou havetwo variables- like frequencyof family

http://online.wsj.com/public/article_print/SB112850855225260475.html Page 2 of 6



WSJ.com - The Numbers Guy 10/08/2005 04:32 PM

dinnersand[drug] usein children-- that lookvery associatedtheremay be otherthingscausingthe
association,'Stanley Wassermaprofessormf sociology,psychologyand statisticsat Indiana
University, told me."Most statisticiansvould bereally cautiousinterpretinga studysuchasthis one."

Thoserisk scoreslsodidn'ttakeinto accounta family's socioeconomistatus Researchereeasonably
concludedhat theycouldn'trely on childrento reporttheir families'incomes so they askedparents But
they only interviewedparentsof about28% of the teenssurveyed(Basedon interviewswith parents,
researchersoncludedherewaslittle correlationbetweenncomeandsubstancebuse.)

Overstated Benefits

CASA'sinitial studyt® measuringhe relationshipbetweenvariousfactorsandsubstancebuse,

publishedin August,carefullycouchecdthe results,asdid a separateshorterreport! publishediast
month.

Thepressreleasd? is less restrainechowever.In additionto Mr. Califano'squote,it includesa
statementrom Larry W. Jonespresidenbf Family Day'scorporatesponsorsTV LandandNick at
Nite, saying:"The benefitsthat comdrom family dining areendless.'(From 6 p.mto 7 p.m.on Family
Day, the TV stationsplayeddinnermusicand showedpicturesof families dining together.)

The TV spotsfor Family Day -- viewablefrom this page-3 -- escheweduancefor overly optimistic
messageslamielLee Curtis says,"Want to protectyour kids from drugsandalcohoP? Pick up aknife.
And a fork andspoon.And sit downto dinnertogether."And BarbaraBush,in a separatespot,adds,
"We know the moreoftenchildrenhavedinnerwith their families, the less likelythey areto smoke,
drink andusedrugs.Sosimply havingdinnertogethercanhelpyour children,forever."

The statisticiand spoketo hada differenttake."The reportcanconcludethat forits 1,000 teen
respondentsyho probablydo notrepresenthe Americanteenpopulation,thosewho atedinnerwith
their parent(s¥ive or moretimesperweekalsowereless likelyto havea high substancabuserisk as
definedby thestudy,"Dr. Christiansen saidThis doesn'tmakea good headlinethough."

CASA stafferssaythey havestudiedthis issue fomearlya decadeand haveconsistentlffoundthe same
link. "We do believefrom our researctihat E thereis a strong associatiohetweenfamily dinnersand
substancabuserisk,"” Ms. Planet says'And it's afinding that we'veseenconsistentlyovertheyears."

Why It Matters

Evenif thereisn't acauseandeffectrelationshipbetweenfamily dining andreduceddrug use,what's
the harmin encouragingids to sit downfor a mealwith their parent® On the surface not much,
beyondthe potentialfor a dentin fastfood industryrevenue Commonsenseand otherstudies suggest
that greateparentalengagemenis associatedavith a lower incidenceof substancabuse As I've written
before,manynumbersgo unchallengedimply becauseno onehasanincentiveto challengethem.

But by trumpetinga quick fix basedon flawednumbersthis nationalcampaigrrisks paperingoverthe
deepelissuesbehindyoung people'siseof harmful substancedt's a lot easeifor governmentso back
Family Day thanto reduceavailability of drugsto children-- andin fact, the studyfoundthat drug
availability wasmorestronglyassociatedvith drugusethanwasa child's dining habits.
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