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Nationwide, alcohol use on college campuses remains a concern (Perkins & Wechsler, 1996).  Colleges are still raising the question of why are college students using alcohol and how can they deter their students from using and abusing alcohol.  Reports show that 80% to 90% of all college students nationwide consume some amount alcohol while 45% of those students take part in binge drinking (Haines & Spears, 1996).  One possible explanation for college students’ behaviors is their social perception of alcohol use among their peers.  These social perceptions are also known as social norms.  Student’s perceptions of social norms theoretically influence their behaviors.   For example, if a student perceives that most of his/her peers binge drinks then the student is more likely to binge drink.   Many colleges have developed programs that are called social norm campaigns to bring awareness to their students that there is actually less alcohol consumption occurring among students in hope to deter them from using alcohol (Perkins & Craig, 2002).  

Social norm campaigns are becoming popular at many colleges and are focusing mainly on alcohol abuse.  Focusing on alcohol use at the college level is important because, research has shown that alcohol consumption on college campuses leads to death, injury, assault, sexual abuse, unsafe sex, academic problems, health problems, suicide, drunk driving, vandalism, property damage, police involvement, and alcohol abuse and dependence among college students (NIH, 2002).  

Research Questions


If it is thought that social norms affect college student’s behavior in regards to alcohol use the following questions must be addressed.

1. What is a social norm?

2. What are the perceived social norms among college students in regards to alcohol use?

3. How do social norm campaigns influence the behaviors of college students in regards to alcohol use?  

Review of Literature

What is a social norm?


The social norm theory according to Berkowitz (2001), states that misperceptions of how members of a specific social group (college students) thinks and acts, influences how members in the group think and act.  The theory predicts that if misperceptions overestimate the use of alcohol among the group then members of the group are more likely to engage in using alcohol.  The same holds true for healthy behaviors.  If individuals underestimate the participation in healthy behaviors, group members are less likely to participate in the healthy behaviors (Berkowitz, 2001). The goal of a social norm is relay real beliefs and actions to a targeted group (Berkowitz, 2001).  Perceived social norms are usually based on what we think our peers believe or do.  Social norms are the actual actions of a targeted group.  The idea behind a social norm approach is to have a positive approach by focusing on healthy behaviors of the majority in the group and using that information as an intervention for the abusers (Berkowitz, 2001).  According to Yanovitzky & Stryker, 2001, an individual’s social environment gives them clues 

of how to act in situations.  These actions are sometimes based on the perceived social norm.  Not only has this approach been used with alcohol use but it has also been used with tobacco use, 

sexual behaviors, academic achievement, and cultural acceptance.  Know that we know what a social norm is, how does one go about determining and using social norms.


The steps of a social norm campaign begin with surveying the students about their behavior and perceptions of alcohol use among their peers.  Once the results from the survey are calculated then the researchers can develop a social norm message (EDC, 2000).  It is important that the social norm messages are developed from a survey given to the targeted audience.  This is important because data from another school will not be effective on another campus (EDC, 2000).  Once the messages are constructed then they must be pre-tested.  This can be done by one of the following: focus groups, self-administered questionnaires, intercept interviews, theater testing, and gatekeeper review (EDC, 2000).  Feedback during this part of the research will help researchers finalize the social norm messages.  Once the social norm messages have been posted, which is up to the school, the researchers must follow up with another survey.  The post survey should be the same as the initial survey with a couple of extra questions regarding the social norm messages added (EDC, 2000).  Also suggested is to report on the factors that could have affected the internal validity of the test like history.  Is there anything else that has happened on campus that could have influence the result of the survey?  These are the basic steps of creating a social norm campaign and determining the effectiveness of the campaign.
What are the perceived social norms among college students in regards to alcohol use?


Know that we understand what a social norm is and how it can possibly affect behaviors we will look at what actual college students perceive as the social norm for alcohol use on college campuses nationwide.  Research indicates that overall college students misperceive the 

social norm of alcohol use (Perkins & Wechsler, 1996).  According to Perkins and Wechsler, 1996, a nationwide study indicated that actual scores of perceptions ranged from 0 to 15 meaning that alcohol use on campus were perceive to be of little importance to it was perceived to be an integral part of campus cultural.  This wide range of perceptions was contributed to the fact that there were a variety of different campuses participating in the research (Perkins & Wechsler, 1996).   Perkins and Wechsler (1996) concluded that perceived social norms were influenced by the perceptions created by the particular institutions in the study. They also concluded that perceived norms were influence by the individual’s established drinking behaviors.  


Another study conducted by Perkins et. al. (1999), found that social norms were influenced greatly by school norms with campuses where actual drinking is relatively infrequent to campuses where drinking is relatively frequent.  Perkins et. al. also went another step and looked a other drug uses (tobacco, marijuana, steroids, etc.).  Their findings were that students perceived other drug uses were higher than what the students actually reported.  There was an overestimation of use among all drugs including alcohol.


Haines and Spear (1996) found similar results in regards to the perception of social norms.  They also concluded that students’ self-reported alcohol use was significantly different from the perceptions of typical drinking behavior among college students.   

How do social norm campaigns influence the behaviors of college students in regards to alcohol use?

Now that it is identified that students misperceive the use of alcohol on college campuses nationwide we must look to see if the social norm approach is effective in reducing alcohol 

consumption among the students. We will begin by looking at actual research and determine how the social norm campaigns influence the use of alcohol among their subjects. 

A study done with first year residential college students found that the social norm intervention to prevent binge drinking had no apparent impact on reducing the overall consumption of alcohol or reducing alcohol use risk factors (Werch et. al., 2000).  Researchers contributed these finding to the fact that they tried to eliminate a number of methodological shortcomings that were found with previous research.  The methodological shortcomings where: nonrandom assignment of intervention and study groups, pre-intervention group differences, implementation of comparison intervention across different years, convenience sampling, cross-sectional student sampling rather than longitudinal cohorts, lack of information on protocols used to ensure accurate self-report data, limited information regarding the reliability and validity of measures, excessive attrition, small or excessively large samples, and the use of only heavy drinkers, which increased the risk of regression toward the population mean (Werch et. al., 2000).  Werch et. al., 2000, conclude that the social norm approach has a very limited effect on changing actual drinking behaviors of college students. 


Another study conducted by Haines and Spears (1996), concluded that their social norm campaign to binge drinking decreased students perceptions of binge drinking after the implementation of the campaign.  They also found that there was a significant decrease in the number of students who reportedly binged drank after the implementation of the social norms (Haines & Spears, 1996).  The only concerns made by the researchers regarding their results is whether the decrease in binge drinking was a result of the intervention or whether is was a result of a national trend of decreasing heavy or binge drinking.  


Research conducted by Perkins and Craig (2002), wanted to see if social norm campaign messages were being read by students, if the student’s misperceptions of social norms were reduced, and if actual drinking behaviors had declined since the beginning of the social norm campaign.  Results were determined by using pre-test and post-tests, reliable response rates, responses gathered with consistent methods over time from a large, representative number of students, and analyses that incorporated demographic controls and rigorous statistical test of significance.  Significant exposure to the ads is an important part of determining whether or not they had an effect on perceptions and behaviors.  Numbers showed that students were definitely being exposed to the ads.  Social norm ads were posted in the school newspaper and on an online interactive program called “Campus Factoids.”  In the beginning statistics showed that between 1997 and 1999 students reading the campus factoids raised from 50 percent to 61 percent (Perkins & Craig, 2002).  Now that the researchers knew that the students were being exposed to the information they needed to access the affect that the information was having on their behaviors.  Results over the initial three years of the project found that there was a decreased perception of the number of heavy drinker on campuses, an increased perception in the number of abstainers, and a decrease in the amount of drinks perceived to be consumed by students (Perkins & Craig, 2002).  The social norm campaign definitely changed the perceptions of the students at Hobert and William Smith Colleges (HWS) in regards to the consumption of alcohol.  

It is apparent that the social perceptions of the students on campus were changed.  However, did their behavior change too?  According to Perkins and Craig (2002), changes in behavior occurred among first year students and among the total student body.  First year students were targeted in that they were introduced to the social norms during orientation and 

their first eight weeks at HWS.  This intense exposure resulted in a significantly smaller increase in heavy drinking compared to the years of no social norm campaigns being used.  Before the intervention, reports show that 42.9% of the first year students at HWS reported heavy drinking in high school.  After the students were at HWS for two months the reports of heavy drinking increase to 53.5 %.  After the intervention of the social norm campaign the reports of heavy drinking increased by only 2.5 % instead of 10.4% (Perkins & Craig, 2002).    Overall, excessive drinking behavior decreased through out the entire college.  This behavior also continued to decline over the course of the five years according to the results found.  According to Perkins and Craig (2002), the social norm campaign has been effective in reducing the target behavior of alcohol use.    

Conclusion

Majority of the research on social norm campaigns indicates that it is effective in changing perceptions and behaviors among college students.  However, there are some studies that find conflicting results of actually changing behaviors of college students in regards to alcohol use.  These results may be influenced by the methods used to relay the social norms to the student body.  There is plenty of research on how the social norms influence the use of alcohol among college students.  However, there are many other health behaviors that college students engage in besides drinking that should be addressed.  These problems are not universal among all college campuses therefore it is up to each individual college to determine the health issues that face them.  Possible health issues are other drug use, sexual behaviors, dietary behaviors, exercise behaviors, stress, etc.  The purpose of this research is to determine the health issues that face Georgia College & State University students and apply the social norm theory to 

needed areas in hopes to reduce the health risks that student’s face.  Researchers believe that by determining the areas of concern in regards to health issues among their student population and applying the social norm approach will reduce the number of health issues that face the students as individuals.  
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