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• Funded by the European Commission Drug Prevention 
and Information Programme

• Feasibility study of a web-based, personalised  social 
norms feedback intervention for polysubstance use in 
university students

• A multi-national study, including 26 higher education 
institutions across seven European countries



• University students experience unique social pressures 
to engage in substance use, at a time which often 
coincides with the transition into adulthood

• However increasing evidence suggests that university 
students and other young adults over-estimate the 
rates of alcohol and other substance use by their peers 

• These misperceptions may therefore lead individuals 
to use substances more heavily and frequently than 
they would otherwise do, if at all



• The social norms approach operates on the simple 
premise that if these misperceptions are corrected 
then the rates of use in the target population will fall

• This is achieved through mass media campaigns and 
increasingly through the use of online personalised 
feedback

• To date however there is a lack of European research 
and a lack of cross-cultural comparisons



• The social norms approach differs from many existing 
health education strategies in several ways:

- It is based on promoting the healthy behaviour of the 
majority, rather than focussing on the unhealthy actions 
of the minority

- It does not use fear based imagery or use ‘health 
terrorism’ tactics

- It aims to engage the target population and stresses that 
the content of the intervention is based on the 
information that they themselves have provided



• Feasibility study of a gender-specific web-based social 
norms personalised feedback intervention across 
seven counties

• Students across 26 European Universities complete a 
baseline survey of personal substance use and 
perceptions of other substance use

• This survey then informs the intervention – students 
can access feedback of their use, their perceptions of 
normative use behaviours, and actual norms
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6423 students across sites have registered for the study

4464 completed baseline assessment

Interventions are now online at all sites

Control sites to receive access to intervention Oct/Nov 
2012

Future aim: to make the intervention website accessible to 
any university



Six web pages of gender-specific personalised social 
norms feedback

1. Alcohol – frequency of consumption
2. Alcohol – typical number of ALC drinks consumed per session
3. Alcohol – frequency of drunkenness
4. Tobacco
5. Cannabis
6. Polysubstance use (Alcohol + Tobacco)

+ “Did You Know?” boxes on each page for other substances, 
descriptive and injunctive norms (ecstasy, cocaine, etc.)





PRELIMINARY VERSION 
OF FEEDBACK WEBSITE



RELIMINARY VERSION 
OF FEEDBACK WEBSITE



RELIMINARY VERSION 
F FEEDBACK WEBSITE



BE

Alcohol
Have ever used
Have used in last 2 months
Have used in last week

95.9%
88.2%
51.8%

96.8%
90.2%
53.0%

98.0%
88.8%
29.1%

98.2%
85.5%
28.4%

96.2%
90.7%
44.8%

62.5%
46.0%
20.2%

76.0%
67.7%
44.8%

Tobacco
Have ever used
Have used in last 2 months
Have used in last week

38.8%
17.6%
11.2%

69.9%
40.6%
26.7%

54.5%
25.2%
14.4%

58.5%
27.5%
16.6%

55.4%
24.5%
14.1%

60.2%
43.1%
30.1%

44.8%
25.0%
16.6%

Cannabis
Have ever used
Have used in last 2 months
Have used in last week

27.2%
8.3%
1.8%

57.1%
25.1%
10.8%

33.5%
6.3%
1.1%

27.9%
4.6%
1.1%

39.6%
8.1%
2.7%

9.9%
4.6%
0.9%

39.6%
14.6%
5.2%

PRELIMINARY BASELINE DATA



Ever used

Academic performance
enhancing drugs (e.g. Ritalin)

4.7% 3.8% 2.0% 8.3% 5.4% 4.1% 10.4%

Synthetic cannabis 1.2% 5.6% 1.3% 0.9% 0% 1.7% 4.2%

Cocaine 0.6% 13.3% 4.7% 0.7% 3.8% 0.6% 12.6%

Ecstasy 3.4% 11.4% 2.5% 1.6% 1.1% 1.4% 8.3%

Other amphetamines 1.8% 14.2% 7.2% 1.6% 2.8% 1.1% 9.7%

Sedatives/Sleeping pills 3.0% 10.6% 6.1% 10.5% 12.0% 8.0% 12.5%

Hallucinogens 0.6% 12.5% 3.1% 1.5% 3.3% 1.5% 11.6%

Inhalants 0.6% 3.0% 1.6% 0.8% 0% 1.3% 2.1%

PRELIMINARY BASELINE DATA







There was a significant (p < 0.05) correlation between 
personal and perceived use of alcohol and cannabis in 
all countries, however only Slovakia and Turkey had 
significant associations for tobacco use

In each country there was an overall significant pattern 
(p < 0.05) of student perceiving their peers to use 
substances more heavily and frequently than they 
themselves do





Alcohol
Less than me
The same as me
More than me

14%
28%
58%

26%
22%
52%

19%
24%
57%

14%
17%
69%

20%
19%
61%

22%
20%
58%

26%
23%
51%

Tobacco
Less than me
The same as me
More than me

7%
6%

87%

18%
14%
68%

14%
10%
76%

7%
14%
80%

7%
9%

84%

13%
26%
61%

11%
20%
69%

Cannabis
Less than me
The same as me
More than me

6%
18%
76%

17%
15%
68%

9%
35%
56%

5%
22%
74%

4%
11%
85%

8%
53%
39%

11%
23%
66%

PRELIMINARY BASELINE DATA



Baseline survey data analysis and write-up underway 
for publication; Intervention “effects” to be analysed 
and written up late 2012/early 2013

Qualitative workstream: series of focus groups 
exploring effectiveness of intervention, intervention 
delivery/marketing, social influences upon substance 
use, inc. some international qualitative work

Follow-up surveys to be launched Oct/Nov 2012, 
potential further follow-up at 12 months (funding 
dependent)



Language Barriers – translation of materials 
(survey/intervention messages)

Very difficult to get some universities and students’ 
unions on board/help with advertisements

Country-specific restrictions to recruitment, research 
ethics constraints, restrictions in the ability to directly 
contact students, etc.

IT capacity problems and delays
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