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Social norms interventions reduce alcohol misuse in students 
 
Clinical question How effective is social norms feedback in reducing 

alcohol misuse in university or college students? 

Bottom line Interventions delivered using the web or computer, or in 
individual face-to-face sessions, appeared to reduce 
alcohol misuse (alcohol-related problems, peak blood 
alcohol content, drinking frequency and quantity, binge 
drinking and drinking norms). Significant effects were 
more apparent for short term outcomes (up to 3 months). 
The evidence was less convincing for group face-to-face 
sessions. Mailed and group feedback were on the whole 
no different than the control intervention. Two large 
studies showed contradictory results for a social 
marketing campaign. 

Caveat Only a small number of good quality studies were 
available for many of the outcomes and analyses, and 
most of the studies were from the US. The intensity of 
the intervention differed between trials as did the control 
intervention (no intervention, educational leaflets or an 
alcohol educational session). The review may also lack 
generalisability due to recruitment into the trials. A large 
number of studies in this review selected participants 
from psychology courses or were delivered to students at 
high-risk (eg, first year students).   

Context People may believe their peers drink heavily, which 
influences their drinking. Much of this peer influence is 
the result of incorrect perceptions. Normative feedback 
relies on the presentation of information on these 
misperceptions, about personal drinking profiles, risk 
factors and normative comparisons. Feedback can be 
given alone or in addition to individual or group 
counselling. Individual face-to-face feedback typically 
involves social norms feedback as just one aspect of a 
broader motivational interviewing intervention. 
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are funded by the New Zealand Guidelines Group. 
PEARLS provide guidance on whether a treatment is effective or ineffective. PEARLS are prepared as 
an educational resource and do not replace clinician judgement in the management of individual cases. 

View PEARLS online at: 
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contains 22 studies involving 7275 participants. 
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