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ABSTRdACT. Objecive: Since its foundation in 1948. Israel has received
large waves of immigrants, mainly from Europe tAshkenazic Jews, or
Ashkenazimi and from North Africa and other Middle Eastern coun-
tries (Sephardic Jews, or Sephardim). In Israeli society, Ashkenazic Jews
are an advantaged ethnic group, whereas Scphardic Jews are relatively
disadvantaged. Little is known about the differences in drinking patterns
between these two groups. The relationship between ethnicity and al-
cohol consumption is investigated in a 1995 data set from a sample of
4,984 subjects r60% womeni. Mfethod: The data were collected as part
of a national israeli survey. Standardized questions covered driniking and
becoming drunk in the last 12 months and drinking in the last 30 days.

Una(djusted odds ratios (ORs) indicated the association of group status
with the drinking variables. ORs adjusted for potential confounders were
created with logistic regression. Results: Unadjusted ORs indicated a
negative association between all alcohol measures and Sephardic group
status. ORs adjusted for such factors as socioeconomic status and reli-
giositv produced similar results. Coniclusions: This study indicates that
Sephardim were less likely to drink or become drunk than were
Ashkenazim. Further wvork is reauired to determine .f these diff'erences
arc stabie or changing over tinme and whether such differences can be
attributed to cultural or genetic factors. Similarities to U.S patterns are
discussed. (J. Stud. Alcohol 62: 301-305, 2001)

A LCOHiOL CONSUMPTION varies greatly between

countries and betweeni ethnic groups within countries
(Caetano el al., 1998; Chetug, 1993). Studies among whites.
blacks and Hispanics in the U.S. (Caetano and Clark, 1998a:
Dawson, 1998) have found substantial differences between
ethnic groups in such drinking patterns as volume of in-
take, frequency of drinking and rates of alcohol-related prob-
lems. Those in advantaged ethnic groups and of higher
socioeconomic statuls in the U.S. are more likely to be drink-
ers than abstainers (Caetano and Clark, 1998b; Dawson et
al.. 1995). However, among those who drink, members of
socioeconomical3v disadvantaged U.S. ethnic groups are
more likely to have pathological patterns of drinking and
drinking problems (Hasin and Liu, in preparation). Descrip-
tive differences between ethnic groups provide an oppor-
tunity to investigate the effects of sociodemographic, cultural
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and biological influences on alcohol consutnption and alcohol
use disorders, in the U.S. as weil as in other countries.

Israel has been the recipient of large and diverse waves
of immnigrants since its foundation in 1948. The immigrants
have come mainly from Europe, North Africa and the
Middle East. Although there is considerable imprecision in
the terms, Jews with Western or Eastern European origin
are generally referred to as "Ashkenazim" and Jews with
North African and Middle Eastern origin are generally re-
ferred to as "Sephardim." These two groups serve as the
main reference points when speaking of ethnicity within
Israeli society. The groups are differentiated not only by
origin, but by numerous other factors. These include socio-
economic status (Central Bureau of Statistics, 1998:
Dohrenwend et al., 1992; Rahav et al., '986), cultural dif-
ferences (e.g., religiosity; Buchbinder et al., 1997). genetic
factors (Peretz et al., 1997; Shvidel et al.. 1998: Wvsenbeek
et al., 1993) and distribution of disease (Piura et al.. 1997:
Zilber and Kahana, 1998). As a group, Ashkenazim are
characterized by higher socioeconomic status and more em-
phasis on secular values. Sephardim are characterized by
lower socioeconomic status and can be viewed as a so-
cially disadvantaged ethnic group compared with Ashke-
nazim; they are also more likely than Ashkenazim to be
religious or to uphold religious traditions.

Previous studies in Israel have suggested ethnic group
differences in drinking versus abstention. as well as in rates
of alcoholism or alcohol problems. The findings of the stud-
ies on drinking per se, however, are not in the same direc-
tion as the findings on alcoholism. In studies of drinking
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among Israeli adolescents, those with Ashkenazic fathers
were more likely to drink than were those with Sephardic
fathers (Teichmnan et aT.. 1987a.b). In contrast, Israeli pa-
tients in alcohol rehabilitation treatment were significantly
more likely to be of Sephardic than Ashkenazic origin
(Snyder et al., 1982). Sephardic adults in Jerusalem. were
rnore likelv to drinlk excessively than adults from an
Ashkenazic backgroound (Baras et al., 19841. Among 4,914
Israeli-born offspring of Jewish inmmigrants fromn Europe
or North Africa. alcoholism was more frequent in the least
educated men of North African (Sephardic) origin (Levav
et al., 1993). Drinking versus abstention xvas not reported
in this study. however, and the authors raised questions
about their own measurement of alcoholism. These data
were all collected some time ago; thus. current infor.nation
about differences in drinking patterns between adults in the
two ethnic groups (Ashkenazim vs Sephardim) is not avail-
able. In this study, the relationship between ethnicity and
alcohol consumption was investigated in a more recent data
set.

Method

Scample design

As described in detail elsewlhere (Rahav et al.. 19991,
the data for this stued wcrc coltec-ed in a 1995 national
household sunrey of drink'no and drag use conducted in
Israel. T'he survey -was one of a series of nationai surveys
sponsored by the Lsrael Arni-lDrug, Authority. The sampie
was designed to represeni t adult LsraeLi household residents
between the ages of 18 and 40. excluding individuals who
lived on a kibbutz (about 2.5% of the opulation3 indi-
viduals in military service not living at home and instltu-
tionalized individuals The count-ry was divided into areas.

an.d clusters of 10 households were seiected within ar"as.
Areas were stratified by city size so that odividuals were
represented from large (e.g., population >20,000), intemne-
diate and small citles fBarnea et al., 1992). Within each
sampled household. one adult w ithin the ages of 1.8 and 40
xvas selected. VWomen were o ersampled to constitute 60%)"(
of the sample. For hal of the households sampled, house-
hold members were selected using the Troidah' and Carter
mcthod HIlasin et al., 1998i: Rahav et al., 1999). In the
other half. the first availabie adult within the ace range was
selected. The two ha`, es of the saample showed no signlfi-
cant differences on any of a range of demographic vari-
ables. in-person interviews foihe survey were administered
in Ilebrew or Arabic bv tra.ned intcrviewers. Outright re-
fusals to participate vere verx rare, but tabulations were
not kept on households at which no one was ever honme
when interviewers came to call. Thus, individuals who were
rarely home were probably underrepresented in the sample.
and a household response rate was not available. The lack

of this response rate is discussed below. The full sample,
which included Arabs, numbered 5,998 (i.e.. about 1/1.000
of the population of Israel). Because the research question
focused on Jewish groups, Arab respondents were not in-
cluded in the subset (N = 4.984} analyzed for this article.

Subjects

Women represented about 60%S(s of the sample. as in-
tended (Talble 1). About one third of the subjects were be-
tween the ages of 18 and 24; the rest were older. The
Ashkenazim were more highly, educated than the Sephardim,
as expected. and less likely to be religious.

Measu7 res

The measures were derived from items in the interview,
which had also been used in several previous surveys.
Ashkenazic subjects were defined as those \vhose personal
or familv place of origin was Europe, the former Soviet
Union, North, Central or South America. Australia or South
Africa. Sephardic subiects were defined as those whose per-
sonal or family place of origin was North Africa or other
countries in the Middle East, including Turkey. An itemn on
religiosity was collapsed to indicate two levels of adher-
ence to religious observance: observance of mlost or all re-
quiremients (high). and all others ,low or none). Alcohol

TfunEr ,. Dcr mographic and other c'h.rac'tPrstics of AmAikenazc anri
Sephardic Jews ir Israel, in nercert

Ashlenaict Sephardic Ihotal
(7harae~~~~~~< in~~ ''Wi n 1754' 'A' 4,984''Ataractenstic me - 2.3.} sl f-5' f '494

Age

25 34 .03 4'.0 3

35-42

(en ne6

tr5io c ni' . 4(. 4}8

Marital s.tatus
Married 47.9 58.6 53.0
UoiflaiTied 52 42 1.4 46.1

Ed.ucatio2,n

Less than S 1.9 3 4
1iS 56,0 7'.5 623?q

More than HS 42. 9.2 29.4
Reliilnositv

.ow or none 86.5 8'.9 S4.0
ilgh 13.5 18.1 6.0

Drank alcohol In last 12 nonths
'Yes 63.9 59 l3.1

N.j 32 40.9 36.9
(jot drunl in hast o2 months

Yes 12.0 7. 9
N .1 92.2 90.3.'

Dratnk alcohou '" last month
Yes 5'.0 42.3 46.6
N o 4S. 57.7 53.4

Nun;: All variabies, except gender, are srgnificaniyv different at the <-.0001
level.
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7Asir 2. Alcohol outcomes among Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews in Israel: Logistic regression mod-
els, adjusted odds ratios (95%)/o confidence intervals)

V'ariabl

Age (continuous)
Maie gender
Hilgher education level
Higher reigiosity
Mairried (vs all others)
Sephardic
(ioodness of fit

Drinking, 12 months
n = 4,884)

0.99 (0.98 - 1.00)
1.06 (0.94 - 1.20)
i.28 (1.13 - 1.451
0.50 (0.43 - 0.58)
0.82 (01.72 - 0.92)
0.76 (0.67 - 0.86)
8.34 (0.40)

Drinking, 30 days
(ni = 478t4)

1.00 ((0.9 - 1I01)
1.11 (0.98- 1.24)
1.19 (1105 - 1.34)
0,49 (0.41 - 057)
0.91 i0.81 - 1.021
0.72 (0.64 - 0.81)
14.49 0.07)

(ietting drunk
(r z- 4 866o

0.99 (0.97 - 1.00)
1.39 (1.14- 1.68,
(0.94 (0.77 - 1 .15 
0.4', (0.33 - 66)
0.40 (0,33 - 0,49)
0.68 (0.56 - 0.83)
8.82 (0.36)

consumption measures were mnodeled on questions of
Johnston and O'Malley (1985). These have been shown to
have good reliability (Bamea et al., 1987). Separate ques-
tions covered wine (excluding wine that was part of ritual
religious observance), beer and distilled spirits consump-
tion within the last 12 months and within the last 30 days.
RespondenEs wxere asked the number of times they drank
beer, w-ine and distilled spirits during the reference periods
using seven-point scales (e.g., "How many times did you
drink beer during the last 30 days'?"). Frequency of getting
drunk. as self-defined bv respondents, was also ascertained.
These variables were dichotomized due to their skewed
distributions.

Ana/ysis

The outcome variables were in binary form. The binary
outcomes included (1) anv drinking during the past year
versus none, (2) any drinking during the past. 30 davs ver-
sus none and (3) getting drunk during the past year versus
not. Logistic regression models were run using SAS (Ver-
sion 7) to test the association of Sephardic group status
with the alcohol outcome variables. using the Ashkenazic
g-roup as the reference group. Age, gender, education, marital
status and level of religiosity were controlled in these analyses.

Results

As shown in Table 1. approximately 68% of the
Ashkenazic subjects reported drinking within the 12 months
prior to the interview, compared with about 59% of the
Sephardim (unadjusted odds ratio [OR] = 0.68; 95% CI:
0.61 1-.77). About 12%NO of the Ashkenazim reported becotn-
ing drunk in the prior 12 months, compared with about 8%
of the Sephardim (unadjusted OR = 0.62; 95% Cl: 0.52-
0.75). About 52%/0 of the Ashkenazim drank in the last 30
days, compared with about 42% of the Sephardim (unad-
justed OR = 0.68; 95% CI: 0.60-0.76). As shown in Table
1, all demographic variables, except gender, differed sig-
nificantly between the two main groups.

Adjusted ORs derived from the logistic regression mod-
els are shown in Table 2. These ORs were adiusted for the
effects of other demographic variables in the model. As

shown in Table 2, the Sephardim were significantly less
likely than were the Ashkenazim to report all three drink-
ing variables. These ORs are somewhat larger (i.e., closer
to 1.0) than the unadjusted ORs. indicating that socioeco-
nomic status influenced the findings to some extent. That.
group differences remained significant., however, indicates
that ethnicity appeared to have an independent effect, above
group differences, on such factors as socioeconomic status.
Hosiner and Lemeshow (1989) goodness-of-fit tests showed
that all three models adequately fit the data.

To understand the ethnicity findings more fully, we ran
post hoc models for the three drinking outcomes. testing
interactions between ethnicity and the control variables. A
significant interaction was found between ethnicity and re-
ligiositv in the model for drinking in the last month (p =

.01 ). Further exploration with ORs adjusted for the control
variables revealed that among the nonreligious subjects,
Sephardic Israelis were significantly less likely than their
Ashkenazic counterparts to have drunk alcohol in the last
year (OR = 0.77; 95% Cl: 0.67-0.88), have drunk alcohol
in the last 30 days (OR = 0Q69, 95% CI: 0.61-0.79) and to
have gotten drunk in the last 12 months (OR -- 0.67: 95%e
CI: 0.55-0.83). Religious Sephardic and Ashkenazic Israe-
lis, however, did not differ significantly on any of the three
drinking outcomes.

Discussion

The major finding of this study indicates that the preva-
lence of the three alcohol consumption measures was sig-
nificantly higher among Ashkenazic Israelis than among
Sephardic Israelis. The direction of the effect was the same
in all bivariate and multivariate analyses. It is important to
note that if the unadjusted ORs had produced this effect.
but the effect had been removed when various other factors
were controlled, the effect could be attributed to the differ-
ences between these other factors in the two ethnic groups.
These control variables did appear to exert some effect.
since the adjusted ORs were slightly weaker than the unad-
justed ORs. Ilowever, the control variables did not account
for the entire effect, since the OR for the Sephardim re-
mained significantly below 1.0 after controlling for the other
characteristics. Therefore, an aspect of ethnicit, (or some
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factor associated with ethmncity not measured in this study)
appears to contribute an effect.

Some methodological aspects of this study must be noted.
First, due to the lack of a final household response rate, the
effects of nonresponse on the results cannot be ruled out. If
drinkers in each group wvere unequally likely to be at home,
nonresponse bias may have occurred. No information is
available to evaluate this possibility. In addition, the ab-
sence of weights creates the possibility that individuals rep-
resenting different proportions of the -underlying population
may have unduly influenced the results. These shortcom-
ings must be taken into account and the present findings
considered preliminary. However, the findings come from
the only adult data currently available. Stronger support for
the findings will clearly be provided from any future survey
in which response and weighting information is available.

The many strengths of this study improve the state of
knowledge about differences in drinking patterns of
Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews in Israel. First, the sample
size allowed for the control of' numerous variabl.es known
to affect drinking patterns, providing a more rigorous test
than simple bivariate comparisons. Second. the questions
were asked in a structured, systematic way for all respon-
den;s, usig items that had been previously tested. 'IThird,
this is the only general population data known to us that
allows testing of this question in a, manner unlikely to be
biased by treatment selection.

Previous studies of drirnking versus abstention in Israel
that provided nformation on Ashkenazic and Sephardic dif-
ferences focused largely on adolescents. This study pro-
vides more recent information, in a large national sample
of adults. Our results. in conrunction with previous results
on drinking problems in fsrael (Baras et al.. 1984; Levav et
al., 1993: Snyder et: al., 1982), are consistent with U.S.
findings that those from socially advantaged racial/ethnic
groups in the U.S. are more likely to drink (Caetano and
Clark, 1998a; Dawson. 1998). and that such group differ-
ences disappear when drinking problemns or a diagnosis of
an alcohol use disorder are considered (Caetano and Clark,
i998b; Dawson et aL.. 1995), The relationship between eth-
nic groups and drinking versus abstention has not previ-
ouslv been investigated controlling for socioeconomic level
(e.g., income or education) in U.S. data, but such analyses
are currently undervay and will be presented shortly (Hasin
and Liu. in preparation).

The fact that the Ashkenazic-Sephardic differences in
drinking cannot be attributed entirely to socioeconomic or
religious differences suggests sonme other process is in-
volved. One could speculate that a degree of separation or
isolation from the influence of European and American cul-
ture (including casual drinking) exists among the still some-
what marginalized Sephardim in Israel., reflected by physical
separation (e.g., living in nonurban areas>, Social or psy-
chological separation/isolation (e.g., having less personal

experience with occasions involving drinking that reflect
the European/American culture of the Ashkenazirnm. and
having a less positive or receptive atttude toxvards such
practices when contact is made. may also be factors. Such
speculations must, of course, be tested empincally in a study
designed to address these questions before being consid-
ered explanations of the phenomenon. Similar explanations
might also apply to disadvantaged groups in the U.S. and
could be tested there.

Our exploratory analyses using interaction terms showed
that, whereas Ashkenazic Israelis w ere generally more likely
to drink and to be at higher risk of getting drunk than
Sephardic Israelis, being highly relizious appeared to serve
as a protective factor for both groups. These results were
obtained in post hoc analyses and. therefore. should be in-
terpreted with caution. The findines are consistent with find-
ings from other studies that indicate religion to be a
protective factor against substance use and abuse. To be
more certain of these results, the-y should be replicated in
future research.

Rates of current drinkers were io-w in this data, com-
pared to rates obtained in surveys conducted in the U.S.
and elsewhere. This continues to confirm the view of Israel
as a country characterized by low alcohol consumption pat-
terns. compared with many Furopean or North American
areas.

The findings of this study pertair only fo alcohol con-
surpltion and not to DSMI-IV (,American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 1994) or ICD)-l0 (World Health Organization, '992)
alcohol dependence. A sur*ey that cov\'red both alcohol
dependence and consumption patterns ir the samne assess-
ment would add considerably to knowledge in this area.
The findine,s of such a study might then be applied to the
development of prevention efforts for disadvantaged groups,
aimed at reducing the occurrence of alcohol problems or
alcoholism.
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