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Can an intervention based around use of a Mobile Application reduce binge drinking behaviour in first year university students?

Background
Binge drinking culture is prevalent in the UK undergraduate population, with an estimated 45% to 69% of students binge drinking at least once a week (Elliott & Ainsworth, 2012). The NHS (2016) defines binge drinking as “drinking lots of alcohol in a short space of time or drinking to get drunk.”.  Research has shown that students who binge drink are more likely to develop serious health issues than those who do not binge drink (Weschler, Davenport, Dowdall, Moeykens & Castillo 1994). Students who engage in binge drinking behaviour are also more at risk from sexually transmitted diseases (Standerwick, Davies, Tucker & Sheron, 2007) and bodily injury (Mundt, Zakletskaia & Fleming, 2009). Investigations into the reasons behind young people binge drinking have found common reasons to be boredom (Patrick & Schulenberg, 2014) being sociable (Norman, Conner & Stride, 2012), (Williams & Clark, 1998) and feeling anxious (Loxton, Bunker, Dingle & Wong, 2015). 
Intervention strategies to combat binge drinking behaviour in undergraduate students would therefore assist in better protecting the health of students and encourage a student culture that does not centre almost entirely around alcohol consumption. The theory of planned behaviour (TPB: Ajzen, 1991) is an appropriate theory from which to build an intervention as it considers the importance of social norms and attitudes in predicting behaviour. The TPB theorises that behaviour can be predicted through a person’s intentions towards said behaviour. A person’s intentions are decided based upon three factors; Attitudes – whether the person views the behaviour as favourable or unfavourable; Subjective/Social norms – How others around the person may perceive the behaviour, and Perceived Behavioural Control – how easy or difficult the person feels the behaviour will be to perform. The TPB has already been trialled in binge-drinking interventions (Bewick, Trusler, Mulhern, Barkham & Hill 2008), (Norman & Conner, 2006).
 Norman (2011) advised that interventions to reduce binge drinking should focus on perceived positive and negative consequences as well as the environmental factors of binge drinking. According the TPB, if student’s perceptions of social norms around alcohol consumption as a social activity can be changed, along with attitudes towards binge drinking as a way to avoid boredom, then students are less likely to drink to excess. The intervention will focus on student’s attitudes towards drinking and perceived social norms by encouraging them to take part in other activities that still involve socialisation. 
The intervention proposed will be a poster campaign around university campuses and in student halls. The posters will encourage participants to take part in non-alcohol related activities such as going to the cinema, going for meals out or staying in with friends and ordering a takeaway, maintaining the social aspect but without a focus on alcohol. The poster will also feature advice on reducing alcohol consumption whilst on a night out, such as making every other drink a soft drink or ordering single-measure drinks instead of doubles. A mobile application (app) will also be used alongside the posters, which will feature a QR scanner. When the QR code on the poster is scanned, it unlocks discounts and vouchers for the user to make engaging in non-alcohol related activities more accessible. The effectiveness of making these activities more accessible will be measured against a control group, who will have access to the posters but not the discounts available through the app.

Method
Participants:
Participants will be a convenience sample of first year students from all nine universities in Wales. The participants will be recruited during fresher’s week via a welcome talk where a researcher will explain the purpose of the study and ask for volunteer participants, who will initially be given a pre-study questionnaire to determine their suitability for the study. The questionnaire will only ask if the participant lives in university halls or elsewhere and if the participant has access to a smartphone that can run a QR scanner. This is so the number of people living in student halls and the number living outside of halls will be the same during the study and all participants have the facilities to use the app. 
Design:
The between-subjects study will use the app as an independent variable to investigate the effects of using the app versus the posters alone. The dependent variable will be the difference in scores between the first and second questionnaire on binge drinking behaviours. The differences between the scores for the two questionnaires would be analysed using the SPSS computer software package using an independent T-test to determine the statistical significance of the difference in scores.

Materials:
Participants will be presented with a consent form before taking part in the study, the consent form will detail the nature of the study and inform them of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. A debrief form will be given to participants at the end of the study, giving the reasons for the study and again informing them of their right to withdraw as well as providing a point of contact if they have any further questions.
Participant’s attitudes to binge drinking behaviour will be measured before and after via a questionnaire in line with that used by Norman and Conner (2006) a seven-point Likert scale will record participant’s responses to questions regarding how often they engage in binge-drinking behaviours and how they feel student culture contributes to these behaviours. Examples of the questions asked would be; “I regularly drink so much that I am unable to remember what I did the night before” or “My friends/roommates regularly encourage me to drink alcohol”. The seven-point scale would offer the following responses to the prefix: Describes my experiences… Very well; A little; Not Applicable; Not very well; Not at all. The responses will be coded to reflect that high scores on the questionnaire indicate high engagement with binge drinking behaviour. To ensure that all participants give the questionnaire the same consideration, a definition of binge-drinking will be given at the top of the page.
The application will be accessed via the participant’s own smart phone. Opening the app will direct the user to a homepage, on this page options will be listed for the user to choose from; QR Scanner – which will allow the user to scan the codes seen on the posters to allow them to redeem vouchers and discount codes; Alcohol Cost Calculator – the user enters their usual alcoholic drinks choices into given fields along with how often they consume them and where they live, and the calculator will find the average cost of those drinks over a year; Advice Hub – Where participants will be given tips and advice on how to avoid binge drinking when on a night out, and Help Centre – here the participants will be able to find contact details for local health services, advice lines, police and a contact point for a researcher involved with the study.
The posters will feature large-print titles and a QR code in the lower right-hand corner for a voucher or discount related to the topic mentioned. For example, a poster with the title “Try doing something different” would have a QR code for a voucher for half price cinema tickets. To prevent misuse of the discounts, the code would need to be presented via the app to get the discount and could only be used once in a set amount of time. Along with this, the posters will mirror the advice given in the Advice Hub section of the app and provide tips for avoiding excess alcohol consumption. 
Procedure:
After completing the consent forms, participants will then be sorted randomly into one of two groups, the control group, who will not have access to the app but will see the posters, and the test group who will have access to both the app and the posters. Before being shown any of the interventions, all participants will be asked to complete the seven-point binge-drinking questionnaire individually. Both groups will then be shown the posters and advised that they will be placed around campus and student halls, but only the test group will be given access to the app during a presentation of how to use the features and QR scanner. Participants will be invited back after six weeks to complete the binge-drinking questionnaire again. After completing the questionnaire for the second time the participants will be thanked for taking part in the study and given a debrief form.




Ethical Considerations
Considerations are given for the recruitment process as it takes place during the first week of university for new students, who may be in a new environment and potentially feel vulnerable. To ensure that participants are not put under any unnecessary stress during the recruitment process, participation will be on a voluntary basis and potential participants will be invited to approach the researcher, rather than being approached themselves directly. 
Care has been taken when designing the study to ensure that alcohol consumption in general is not portrayed in a negative light, nor those who may engage in binge-drinking behaviour. The purpose of the study is simply to investigate the effectiveness of the intervention in reducing binge-drinking behaviour, not to impose any personal bias upon participants with relation alcohol consumption. 
There may be concern among participants regarding negative consequences of their answers to questionnaires or participation in the study. To ensure that participants cannot be personally identified, data used in the final report will be anonymised to ensure it cannot be traced back to any one participant. 
Participant’s welfare throughout the study is of utmost importance, and they will be reminded of their right to withdraw from the study at any point without consequence. Participants will be provided with a researcher’s email and phone number as a point of contact to use at any point during and after the study. Participant’s will also receive a weekly email asking if they have any questions regarding the study and a reminder of their right to withdraw.
Study Outcomes

Should the intervention prove to be successful in reducing alcohol consumption within six weeks, longer trials would need to be conducted to determine whether or not the effects only apply to the start of university or if they can be maintained throughout the period of study. Longitudinal studies would also be recommended to investigate whether the intervention has a lasting effect on attitudes towards alcohol consumption and binge drinking or if it is directly related to the app and posters being in sight and acting as a reminder. The intervention could then potentially be rolled out to universities across the UK and introduced to students in all years of study. If binge drinking is reduced then student health is likely to improve in relation to alcohol-related illness and injury based on information of studies mentioned earlier. Further studies could also look into the effects of binge drinking culture on teetotal or students, and whether they feel a reduction in alcohol consumption would improve their experience of university, particularly in the first year. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]References
Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational behavior and human decision processes, 50(2), 179-211.
Bewick, B. M., Trusler, K., Barkham, M., Hill, A. J., Cahill, J., & Mulhern, B. (2008). The effectiveness of web-based interventions designed to decrease alcohol consumption—a systematic review. Preventive medicine, 47(1), 17-26.
Binge drinking. (2016). Retrieved from https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-support/binge-drinking-effects/
Elliott, M. A., & Ainsworth, K. (2012). Predicting university undergraduates' binge-drinking behavior: A comparative test of the one-and two-component theories of planned behavior. Addictive behaviors, 37(1), 92-101.
Loxton, N. J., Bunker, R. J., Dingle, G. A., & Wong, V. (2015). Drinking not thinking: A prospective study of personality traits and drinking motives on alcohol consumption across the first year of university. Personality and Individual Differences, 79, 134-139.
Mundt, M. P., Zakletskaia, L. I., & Fleming, M. F. (2009). Extreme college drinking and alcohol‐related injury risk. Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research, 33(9), 1532-1538.
Norman, P. (2011). The theory of planned behavior and binge drinking among undergraduate students: Assessing the impact of habit strength. Addictive behaviors, 36(5), 502-507.
Norman, P., & Conner, M. (2006). The theory of planned behaviour and binge drinking: Assessing the moderating role of past behaviour within the theory of planned behaviour. British journal of health psychology, 11(1), 55-70.
Norman, P., Conner, M. T., & Stride, C. B. (2012). Reasons for binge drinking among undergraduate students: An application of behavioural reasoning theory. British journal of health psychology, 17(4), 682-698
Patrick, M. E., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2014). Prevalence and predictors of adolescent alcohol use and binge drinking in the United States. Alcohol Research: Current Reviews, 35(2), 193.
Standerwick, K., Davies, C., Tucker, L., & Sheron, N. (2007). Binge drinking, sexual behaviour and sexually transmitted infection in the UK. International journal of STD & AIDS, 18(12), 810-813.
Wechsler, H., Davenport, A., Dowdall, G., Moeykens, M. S., & Castillo, S. (1994). Health and behavioural consequences of binge drinking in college. Jama, 272, 1672-1677. 
Williams, A., & Clark, D. (1998). Alcohol consumption in university students: the role of reasons for drinking, coping strategies, expectancies, and personality traits. Addictive Behaviors, 23(3), 371-378.



Page 


1


 


of 


2


 


 


Can an


 


intervention


 


based around use of a Mobile Application reduce binge drinking 


behaviour


 


in fi


rst year university students?


 


 


Backgrou


nd


 


Binge


 


drinking cul


ture is


 


prevalent in the U


K


 


undergraduate 


population, with 


an estimated 45% to 


69% o


f


 


students 


binge 


drinking at least once a week 


(Elliot


t


 


& Ainsworth


, 2


012


)


.


 


The NHS


 


(201


6)


 


defines binge


 


drinking


 


as 


“


drinking


 


lots of alcohol in a short space of time or drinking to get drunk.


”


.


 


 


Research has shown that 


students who 


binge drin


k


 


are


 


m


ore likely to develop


 


ser


ious health


 


issues


 


th


an those who do not binge drink


 


(


Weschler


, D


avenport,


 


Dowdall, Moeykens 


&


 


Cas


tillo


 


1


99


4


)


.


 


Students who engage in 


binge drinking behaviour are also more 


at risk from sexually tra


nsmitted 


dise


ases 


(


Stand


erwick, Da


vies, Tuc


ker & Sheron, 2007


) 


and bodily injury


 


(


Mundt, 


Z


akletskaia


 


& 


Fleming, 2009


)


.


 


I


n


vestigations in


to 


the reasons behind 


young people 


bing


e 


drinking 


have found


 


common 


reasons to be boredom 


(Patrick & 


Schulenb


erg, 201


4


)


 


being 


sociable


 


(Norman, Conner & 


Stride, 2


012)


,


 


(


Willi


ams


 


& 


Clark


, 


1998)


 


and feeling anxious 


(L


o


xton,


 


Bunker, Dingle


 


&


 


Wong,


 


2015)


. 


 


Intervention


 


strategies to combat 


bing


e drinking behaviour in 


undergraduate


 


stu


dents 


would therefore


 


ass


ist


 


in 


better protect


ing


 


the health of stude


nts and encourage 


a student cu


lture 


that does not 


centre 


a


lmost entirely around alc


ohol consumption.


 


The theory of planned behaviour 


(


TPB: 


A


j


z


en, 


1991)


 


is an 


appropriate


 


theory 


from


 


which to bui


ld an in


tervention


 


as i


t 


consid


ers the 


importance of soc


i


al n


orms


 


and attitudes


 


in p


redicting beha


viour.


 


The TPB theorises that behaviour 


can be predicted through a per


son


’


s intentions


 


towards 


said behaviour. A per


son


’


s intentions are 


decided based up


on three factors


; Attitudes


 


–


 


w


hether the person views the behaviour as 


favourable or unfavourable


; 


Subjective/


Social norms 


–


 


How 


others around the pe


rson may perceive


 


the behaviour


, and Perceived Behavioural Control


 


–


 


how 


easy or difficult the person feels the


 


beha


viour will be to 


perfo


rm.


 


The 


TPB has alr


eady been t


rialled


 


in binge


-


drinkin


g i


nterventions


 


(


Bewick, Trusler, Mulhern, Barkham & Hill 2008


)


,


 


(Norman & Conner, 2006)


.


 


 


Norman


 


(


2011)


 


advised t


hat interventions to reduce binge drinking should focus on 


perceived


 


positive and negative 


consequences


 


as well as the environm


ental factors of 


binge 


drinking.


 


According 


the TPB, i


f 


student


’


s 


perceptions of social 


norms around 


alcohol consumption as 


a s


ocial activity 


can be changed, along with


 


attitudes to


wards binge drinking as a way to avoid 


bor


e


d


om


, then 


students are 


less 


likely


 


to drink to e


xcess.


 


The in


tervention will f


o


cus


 


on 


student


’s 


att


itudes towards drinking 


and perceived


 


social


 


norms 


by encouraging


 


them to 


take part in other 


activi


ties that still involve socialis


ation. 


 




Page  1   of  2     Can an   intervention   based around use of a Mobile Application reduce binge drinking  behaviour   in fi rst year university students?     Backgrou nd   Binge   drinking cul ture is   prevalent in the U K   undergraduate  population, with  an estimated 45% to  69% o f   students  binge  drinking at least once a week  (Elliot t   & Ainsworth , 2 012 ) .   The NHS   (201 6)   defines binge   drinking   as  “ drinking   lots of alcohol in a short space of time or drinking to get drunk. ” .     Research has shown that  students who  binge drin k   are   m ore likely to develop   ser ious health   issues   th an those who do not binge drink   ( Weschler , D avenport,   Dowdall, Moeykens  &   Cas tillo   1 99 4 ) .   Students who engage in  binge drinking behaviour are also more  at risk from sexually tra nsmitted  dise ases  ( Stand erwick, Da vies, Tuc ker & Sheron, 2007 )  and bodily injury   ( Mundt,  Z akletskaia   &  Fleming, 2009 ) .   I n vestigations in to  the reasons behind  young people  bing e  drinking  have found   common  reasons to be boredom  (Patrick &  Schulenb erg, 201 4 )   being  sociable   (Norman, Conner &  Stride, 2 012) ,   ( Willi ams   &  Clark ,  1998)   and feeling anxious  (L o xton,   Bunker, Dingle   &   Wong,   2015) .    Intervention   strategies to combat  bing e drinking behaviour in  undergraduate   stu dents  would therefore   ass ist   in  better protect ing   the health of stude nts and encourage  a student cu lture  that does not  centre  a lmost entirely around alc ohol consumption.   The theory of planned behaviour  ( TPB:  A j z en,  1991)   is an  appropriate   theory  from   which to bui ld an in tervention   as i t  consid ers the  importance of soc i al n orms   and attitudes   in p redicting beha viour.   The TPB theorises that behaviour  can be predicted through a per son ’ s intentions   towards  said behaviour. A per son ’ s intentions are  decided based up on three factors ; Attitudes   –   w hether the person views the behaviour as  favourable or unfavourable ;  Subjective/ Social norms  –   How  others around the pe rson may perceive   the behaviour , and Perceived Behavioural Control   –   how  easy or difficult the person feels the   beha viour will be to  perfo rm.   The  TPB has alr eady been t rialled   in binge - drinkin g i nterventions   ( Bewick, Trusler, Mulhern, Barkham & Hill 2008 ) ,   (Norman & Conner, 2006) .     Norman   ( 2011)   advised t hat interventions to reduce binge drinking should focus on  perceived   positive and negative  consequences   as well as the environm ental factors of  binge  drinking.   According  the TPB, i f  student ’ s  perceptions of social  norms around  alcohol consumption as  a s ocial activity  can be changed, along with   attitudes to wards binge drinking as a way to avoid  bor e d om , then  students are  less  likely   to drink to e xcess.   The in tervention will f o cus   on  student ’s  att itudes towards drinking  and perceived   social   norms  by encouraging   them to  take part in other  activi ties that still involve socialis ation.   

