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Abstract

Research indicates that social influences impact college alcohol consumption. However, little work
has addressed how selection processes may serve as an influential factor predicting alcohol use in
this population. A model of influence and selection processes contributing to alcohol use across the
transition to college was examined using structural equation modeling among a sample of late
adolescents (N=193). Results indicate selection processes occur as students transition into college
and have the opportunity to seek out and join new friend circles, while peer influence occurs once
students have settled within a circle of friends at college. Implications for prevention are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Rarely does alcohol consumption occur before early adolescence (Maggs & Schulenberg,
2005). Within a few years however, alcohol use and misuse escalate to lifetime peaks (Dawson,
Grant, Stinson, & Chou, 2004; Schulenberg & Maggs, 2001; Schulenberg et al., 1996). Alcohol
is the most commonly used drug among American adolescents (Callas, Flynn, & Worden,
2004). Approximately 3 out of every 10 American adolescents experience problems related to
alcohol use and about 1 out of every 15 adolescents will eventually become dependent upon
alcohol (Martin et al., 1995). As documented in a national survey, 69% of eighth graders and
88% of twelfth graders have tried alcohol; these rates are higher among adolescents who
transition into college (Epstein, Botvin, Diaz, & Schinke, 1995; Johnston, O'Malley, Bachman,
& Schulenberg, 2005; Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002).

For many adolescents, age-related contextual changes such as transitioning into college bring
about more personal freedom, and an increasing amount of time is spent with peers (Bagozzi
& Lee, 2002; Borsari & Carey, 2001; Wood, Read, Palfai, & Stevenson, 2001). During peer
interactions, adolescents construct perceptions of normative behaviors and attitudes (social
norms) for that group; these perceptions may influence individual behavior and attitudes
(Bagozzi & Lee, 2002; Larimer, Turner, Mallett, & Geisner, 2004; Wood et al., 2001). There
are two distinct categories of social norms that exist within the literature which refer to two
different types of perceptions (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallegren, 1990; Neighbors, Larimer, &
Lewis, 2004). The first type, injunctive norms, refers to one's perceptions of the extent to which

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Caitlin Abar, Doctoral Candidate, Alcohol and Skin Cancer Projects,
Prevention Research Center, The Pennsylvania State University, 204 Calder Way, Suite 208, State College, PA 16801; cabar@psu.edu,
814-865-5279..



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Abar and Maggs

Page 2

others approve or disapprove of a particular behavior. The second type of social norms is
descriptive norms. Descriptive norms refer to one's perceptions of what others actually do (e.g.,
how much one's closest friends drink). The current study focuses solely on descriptive norms.

The present study aims to integrate two relatively disparate yet related fields of inquiry
regarding engagement in alcohol use and misuse during the transition to college, namely
research on social influences and peer selection. Although a number of studies have examined
selection and influence processes as explanations for the origin of behavioral and attitudinal
similarities between adolescents and their peers in middle and high school (Ennett & Bauman,
1994; Epstein et al., 1995; Fisher & Bauman, 1988; Kandel, 1978), there is surprisingly little
empirical research investigating these constructs as they work simultaneously to establish
patterns of alcohol consumption among college populations. A model is proposed in which
normative perceptions of peer alcohol use and self-reports of drinking behavior assessed the
summer following high school graduation predict normative perceptions of one's closest
friends alcohol use and one's own drinking behavior in the first year of college. This study
investigates the extent to which social influence and selection processes contribute to the
construction of normative perceptions of alcohol use and actual alcohol use in college.
Exploring the associations between influence, selection, and alcohol use is an important step
toward identifying the antecedents of the proximal targets of alcohol interventions at the college
level. The rest of the introduction will be devoted to: a) A review of the literature regarding
alcohol use in college, social influence, and peer selection and b) A rationale for the
examination of these constructs simultaneously.

Alcohol Use in College

The drinking style of the college population, characterized by weekend binges, is unique in
comparison to their same-age non-college peers; this pattern places college students at high
risk for immediate negative consequences (Baer & Carney, 1993; Dawson et al., 2004;
Hingson, Heeren, Winter, & Wechsler, 2005). Several studies have concluded that the overall
prevalence of heavy episodic drinking (defined in these cases as consuming 5 or more drinks
inarow for men and 4 or more drinks in a row for women) among college students has remained
remarkably stable over the last several decades, with 40 to 45% reporting heavy drinking within
a two week period (Centers for Disease Control, 1997; Johnston, O'Malley, & Bachman,
2003; Wechsler et al., 2002). At this percentage, it is clear that alcohol use and abuse in college
settings has been and remains a serious public health problem, as heavy drinking in college is
a contributing factor to many other problems among college students including academic
impairment; psychological problems; high-risk sexual behaviors; verbal, physical, and sexual
violence; personal injuries or death; property damage; and legal costs (Hingson et al., 2005;
Larimer, Irvine, Kilmer, & Marlatt, 1997; Read et al., 2002; Sher, Bartholow, & Nanda,
2001; Wechsler et al., 2002).

Social Influence

Substance use among adolescents has been attributed to an interaction between multiple
influences (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). The factors influencing alcohol misuse in college can be
grouped into four major categories: individual factors, ecological factors, parental influences,
and peer influences (Baer, 2002; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). Peer influences in
relation to alcohol use in college are typically discussed in the form of affiliation with alcohol-
using peers, peer modeling of drinking behavior, perceived peer norms of alcohol consumption,
and perceived prevalence of adolescent alcohol use (Baer & Carney, 1993; Baer, Stacy, &
Larimer, 1991; Larimer & Neighbors, 2003; Read et al., 2002). Social influence, in the form
of peer influence, is a particularly strong and proximal predictor of college aged alcohol use
and abuse and is the focus of the present study (Callas et al., 2004; Wood et al., 2001).

J Coll Stud Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 November 9.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Abar and Maggs

Page 3

Social learning theory (SLT) specifies the processes by which social influences, such as
perceived norms, may contribute to drinking behavior in college populations (Larimer et al.,
1997; Read, Wood, & Capone, 2005; Wood et al., 2001). SLT in the context of adolescent
substance use focuses on the source of substance-specific beliefs and related behaviors (Akers,
Krohn, Lanza-Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Bandura, 1977). Specifically, SLT posits that
adolescents obtain their substance-specific attitudes and beliefs from influential role models
such as their parents and peers (Bandura, 1977, 1982). SLT hypothesizes that (1) adolescents
come to form their substance-specific attitudes and beliefs through observation of role models,
(2) adolescents imitate the observed behaviors, (3) the behavior is socially reinforced, and (4)
as a result of social reinforcement, expectations for positive consequences develop (Akers et
al., 1979; Bandura, 1977; Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Read, Wood, & Capone, 2005). Based on
SLT, Scheier and Botvin (1997) suggested that the single most important reason adolescents
drink is the need for social approval by their immediate peers, as they are noted as the
predominant influence during this developmental period (Bagozzi & Lee, 2002; Borsari &
Carey, 2001; Wood et al., 2001). Perceived peer norms refer to judgments people make about
the acceptability and typicality of various peer behaviors (Borsari & Carey, 2001). The
assessment of perceived peer norms in alcohol research represents an attempt to measure an
individual's understanding of the social tone, level of acceptance, and prevalence of drinking
behavior among peers (Baer, 2002; Graham, Marks, & Hanson, 1991; Thombs, Olds, & Ray-
Tomasek, 2001). Research indicates that individuals who perceive alcohol use to be more
prevalent and acceptable, that is, those who report greater perceived norms, show greater
alcohol use and misuse themselves (Baer et al., 1991; Sher, Bartholow, & Nanda, 2001;
Thombs et al., 2004).

Peer Selection

Generally neglected in research on college students’ substance use is the examination of the
origin of behavioral similarity among individuals and their peers. In research with early and
middle adolescents, in contrast, peer group similarity or homogeneity has been found to be a
result of both influence and peer selection processes (Chassin et al., 1986; Ennett & Bauman,
1994; Sieving, Perry, & Williams, 2000; Wills & Cleary, 1999). Peer selection refers to a
mechanism whereby observed similarities between peers are the result of individuals choosing
and keeping friends based on whether their beliefs and behaviors are similar to their own
(Kandel, 1978). Unlike processes of peer influence, where the direction of effect is assumed
to flow from the peer to the individual, peer selection is a process in which the direction of the
effect is assumed to originate within the individual (Fisher & Bauman, 1988). The integration
of research involving both processes of influence and selection at the college level would lend
to a more complete understanding of the mechanisms through which college students choose
to use and/or misuse alcohol.

Influence, Selection, and Alcohol Use in College

The importance of examining influence and selection simultaneously is supported by
theoretical literatures purporting the interaction of active organisms and active environments
in developmental processes (Lerner, 1982; Rutter, 1996; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). This
framework assumes that individuals play a role in their own development. In the present study,
the perceived drinking norms about the average college student, as held before entering college,
as well as the perceived drinking norms about one's high school friends and individual high
school alcohol use may influence students during their first year of college to selectively and
differentially expose themselves to various developmental opportunities and peer groups,
where in turn, new friend norms are formed and reinforced (Scarr, 1992; Shanahan, Sulloway,
& Hofer, 2000; Zirkel, 1992). As such, since research on peer selection refers to a phenomenon
where similarities between peers are due to individuals choosing friends based on whether their
beliefs and behaviors are similar to their own (Fisher & Bauman, 1988; Kandel, 1978), the
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current study proposes that students entering college will first seek out new friends who
drinking behavior is thought to be similar to their own prior drinking behavior. Additionally,
as research on social influence suggests that the single most important reason adolescents drink
is the need for social approval by their immediate peers (Scheier and Botvin, 1997), we
hypothesize that upon settling into college and establishing new friend networks, a new set of
friend norms will be formed which have the potential to influence drinking behavior during
college. An illustration of this hypothesized model is presented in Figure 1. An examination
of these processes of influence and selection simultaneously, particularly across this
developmental transition into college, may help to shed light on appropriate or successful
timing and targets for interventions designed to reduce the onset and extent of young adult
alcohol misuse.

The present study examines processes of selection and influence in the prediction of perceived
drinking norms and alcohol use across the transition to college in order to address two primary
research questions. (1) Do perceived drinking norms about the average college student before
one has entered college influence one's close friend drinking norms and own drinking in
college? (2) Do close friend drinking norms and own drinking prior to college impact college
friend drinking norms and, in turn, one's own alcohol use? Also, as past peer influence research
has indicated, it is expected that college friend drinking norms will be highly associated with
individual drinking in college.

Procedure

The University Life Transitions (ULTRA) Project utilized a two-wave design. Incoming first-
year students (M= 18.99 years, SD = .50) at a large public university in the Southwest United
States were invited to complete surveys as part of free, entertainment-oriented health promaotion
sessions put on by the university's Campus Health. Data collection followed a dinner the night
before 2-day mandatory college orientation sessions during the summer prior to students’ first
year at university (Time 1; N = 943). The response rate at Time 1 was high (98%). Incentives
at Time 1 were t-shirts and entry into raffles for $20. About half (51.4%) of the Time 1 sample
were women and the majority (82.8%) were White, with 6.5% Hispanic, 4.1% Multicultural,
3.8% Asian American, 1.9% African American, 0.5% Native American, and 0.2% International
students.

A targeted subsample (N=202) participated in 10 weekly telephone interviews across the
following spring semester (Time 2). The 10 interviews focused on alcohol use, expectancies,
and consequences. Each week a number of unique questions were asked. Participants were
eligible if they (a) were first-year students (96%); (b) were under age 21 (99.8%); (c) lived on-
campus (86.3%); (d) reported consuming at least one drink of alcohol during their senior year
of high school (79.3%); and (e) had indicated their willingness to be contacted for follow-up
(64.6%). Of the 390 who met these criteria, 342 telephone numbers were successfully identified
and called. Eighty-seven were not reached (e.g., had dropped out of school). Of the 255
contacted, 202 (79.3%) agreed to participate. Of the 202 that agreed to participate, 193 provided
complete data on the variables used in the current study.

Characteristics of the resulting sample of 193 cases with complete data are as follows:
Participants averaged 18.26 years (SD = .5) at Time 1. All lived on campus, 53% planned to
join a fraternity/sorority, 65% were female, and 83% self-identified as white, non-Hispanic.
These characteristics, while not representative of college students in the US, make this group
more at risk for heavy drinking, as they are young, residential, and relatively interested in the
Greek system (Wechsler, Lee, Kuo, & Lee, 2000).
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At Time 1, established self-report measures with known psychometric properties were used.
Time 2 phone interviews used similar measures, adapted and piloted for repeated oral Computer
Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) administration.

Drinking Norms About Closest Friends (Time 1)—At Time 1 (prior to college
entrance), participants’ perceptions of the drinking norms of their closest friends in high school
were measured by the question, “How many drinks on a typical Friday night do your closest
friends drink?” Possible responses were open-ended, and ranged from 0 to 23 drinks (M = 4.91,
SD = 3.51) (Baer, 1994; adapted).

Drinking Norms About the Average College Student (Time 1)—The perceived
drinking norms of the average college student were measured using an item adapted from Baer
(1994); “How many drinks on a typical Friday night does an average college student drink?”
Possible responses were open-ended, and ranged from 0-23 drinks (M = 5.57, SD = 2.75).

Alcohol Use in High School (Time 1)—To assess the quantity and frequency of alcohol
consumed during senior year of high school (Grade 12), students were asked two questions:
(@) “During the past 12 months how often, on average, did you drink beer, wine, or liquor?”
Possible responses for this question were: 0 = “I did not drink at all””, 1 = “less than once per
month”, 2 = “once a month”, 3 = “once every two weeks”, 4 = “once a week”, 5 = “2-3 days
aweek”, 6 = “4-6 days a week”, or 7 = “everyday.” (b) “Think of all the times during the past
12 months when you drank beer, wine or liquor. On average, how many drinks did you have
on each occasion?” Possible responses for this question were: 0 = “I did not drink at all”, 1 =
“1drink”, 2 ="2-3 drinks”, 3 ="4-6 drinks”, 4 = “7-9 drinks”, 5 = “10-12 drinks” or 6 = “more
than 12 drinks.” Scores from each question were multiplied in order to obtain an estimated
total of the quantity of alcohol consumed by each individual. For example, in an individual
reports drinking 2-3 drinks, 2-3 days a week, their total estimated level of consumption would
be 10 (2 x 5). High scores thus indicated higher total levels of drinking (Dawson, 2003). Scores
ranged from 0 to 30 (M =7.92, SD =5.94).

Drinking Norms About Closest Friends (Time 2)—At Time 2, the perceived drinking
norms about one's closest friends in college were assessed by asking, “Please estimate how
much different types of college freshmen drink. Please assume you are rating a typical freshman
of your same sex.”...“On a typical Friday night, how many drinks do you think your closest
friends drink?” (Baer, 1994; adapted). Responses ranged from 0 to 15 drinks (M = 4.67, SD =
3.45).

Alcohol Use During the First Year in College (Time 2)—The quantity and frequency
of alcohol use during the second semester of the first year of college was also assessed by
asking students two questions: (a) “During the past 10 weeks, how often on average, did you
drink beer, wine, or liquor?” The response format for this question was 0 = “I did not drink at
all”, 1 = “less than once per month”, 2 = “once a month”, 3 = “once every two weeks”, 4 =
“once a week”, 5 = “2-3 days a week”, 6 = “4-6 days a week”, and 7 = “everyday.” ; (b), “For
this question, think about only those days during the past 10 weeks that you did drink alcohol.
On average, on those days that you drank how many drinks did you have?” Possible responses
for this item were: 0 = “I did not drink at all”, 1 = “1 drink”, 2 = “2-3 drinks”, 3 = **4-6 drinks”,
4 =*“7-9 drinks”, 5 = “10-12 drinks” or 6 = “more than 12 drinks.” Similar to the measure of
alcohol use at Time 1, scores from each question were multiplied in order to obtain an estimated
total of the quantity of alcohol consumed by each individual (Dawson, 2003). Scores ranged
from 0 to 30 (M = 9.89, SD =6.15).
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Preliminary Analyses

Prior to conducting the primary analyses, the data were examined for the presence of bias due
to attrition and missing data. First, attrition analyses tested for mean-level differences between
eligible individuals who at Time 1 agreed to be contacted for the Time 2 portion of the study
and those who did not. Independent sample t-tests were run to examine potential differences
between the three Time 1 variables of interest: alcohol use, perceived drinking norms about
one's closest friends, and perceived drinking norms about the average college student. Results
indicated that only the index of alcohol use differed between the two mentioned groups, such
that the individuals who agreed to be contacted drank slightly less than those individuals who
did not agree to be contacted, Mean difference in score = 1.5 [SD = .58], t (736) = -2.52, p <.
05. There were no differences in the perceived drinking norms of high school friends or of the
average college student, nor were there any demographic differences between individuals who
agreed to participate and those that did not; that is, gender, ethnicity, and self-reported high
school GPA were not significantly different from each other (p's > .05).

Second, an examination of the Time 1 and Time 2 data was conducted to check for the presence
of missing data due to participants skipping questions. Results revealed slightly less than 1%
of the data was missing; a missing data analysis was run in SPSS utilizing the EM algorithm
for data imputation. In short, the EM procedure examines the data case by case, and in the
event of missing data imputes the predicted value based on all other variables in the data set
(Graham & Donaldson, 1993; Little & Rubin, 1987). The imputed score is the expected value
of a regression equation using all other variables of interest as predictors as well as a correction
term. As the percent of missingness was less than 1% of the data, single imputation has been
shown as an acceptable method with negligible biasing effects (Schafer & Graham, 2002).
Analyses were performed using this imputed data set.

Third, correlations, means, standard deviations, ranges, and skewness statistics were run in
order to test for the variability and normality of the variables in the model (see Table 1). The
skewness statistics were within the acceptable range of -2 to 2 (< 1.70), such that no
transformations were necessary.

RESULTS

Analysis of the Hypothesized Model

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to assess the fit of the hypothesized model
presented in Figure 1. Global fit indices examined the fit of the hypothesized model to the
observed patterns of relationships in the data, local fit indices (standardized path coefficients)
tested the significance of direct associations, and estimates of indirect effects evaluated the
significance of associations through mediating variables. A series of models were examined,
beginning with a saturated structure and subsequently deleting non-significant pathways. The
deletions of pathways seen in the hypothesized model represent failures to confirm the
hypotheses associated with the respective pathway.

The retained model fit the observed data well, 2 (1) = .05, p = .83, CFIl = 1.00, RMSEA = .
00 (see Figure 2). Processes of selection were examined via two direct effects on the perceived
drinking norms of one's closest friends at Time 2. The perceived drinking norms of one's closest
friends at Time 1 significantly predicted perceived drinking norms of one's closest friends at
Time 2, b = .36, p <.001. The effect of alcohol use at Time 1 on perceived drinking norms of
one’s closest friends at Time 2 also approached significance, b = .15, p < .08. The perceived
drinking norms of the average college student at Time 1 did not significantly predict the
perceived drinking norms of one's closest friends at Time 2 or alcohol use at Time 2. As such,
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perceived drinking norms of the average college student at Time 1 were dropped from the
model in order to provide clarity and brevity in the retained model.

Influence was examined via the direct effect of perceived drinking norms of one's closest
friends at Time 2 on the reported alcohol use at Time 2. A positive and significant association
was found, such that higher levels of perceived alcohol use of one's closest friends predicted
higher levels of personal alcohol use, b = .42, p <.001. In addition, alcohol use at Time 1
predicted alcohol use at Time 2, b = .38, p <.001. This later relationship is indicative of
moderate stability of alcohol use across the transition to college for those students who drank
alcohol in high school.

In addition, the indirect effects of this model were examined. A marginally significant indirect
effect was seen for perceived drinking norms of one's closest friends at Time 1 on alcohol use
at Time 2 by way of the perceived drinking norms of one's closest friends in college, b = .15,
p <.08. The indirect effect of alcohol use at Time 1 on alcohol use at Time 2 through perceived
drinking norms of one's closest friends at Time 2 was not significant, b = .06, p > .10.

DISCUSSION

This study investigated the extent to which processes of selection and social influence
contributed to the construction of perceived drinking norms and actual alcohol use in college.
Selection processes were believed to occur as students transitioned into college and had the
opportunity to seek out and join new friend circles, and peer influence was thought to occur
once students had settled within a circle of friends in college. Perceived drinking norms of
one's closest friends and alcohol use assessed prior to college entrance predicted perceived
drinking norms of one's closest friends during the first year of college, which in turn predicted
actual alcohol use in college. The first path supports the notion that students are selecting into
a college peer group that is similar to the characteristics of their previous peer group and own
use. The second mentioned path is evidence of influence, as once students are in a circle of
friends at college, the habits of those friends may impact individual drinking habits as well. It
is important to note that only the perceived drinking norms of one's closest friends at Time 1
displayed a positive and significant relationship with the norms of one's closest friends at Time
2. The perceived drinking norms of the average college student did not predict later friend
norms. This suggests that influence is not occurring across the transition to college, as students
are not choosing friends based on what they perceive college students to be like, rather they
appear to be choosing friends who are similar to them. Results also revealed a positive path
from alcohol use in the senior year of high school to the drinking norms of one's closest friends
in college, which further supports the notion that students may be selecting into groups based
on similarity to their own characteristics.

Selection Processes

Findings provide some support for the hypothesized process of selection. Results indicated
moderate stability across the transition from high school to college in perceptions of the
drinking behavior of one's closest friends. To the extent that students develop new close
friendships between the summer after high school graduation and second semester of their first
year, this stability in perceptions is consistent with peer selection research which posits that,
in regard to substance use among adolescent populations, substance users are more likely to
choose other substance users as their friends, whereas non-users will typically choose other
non-users (Ennett & Bauman, 1994).

A selection process is also echoed in the positive path between reported alcohol use in high
school and the normative perception of one's closest friends in college. Consistent with
previous research on selection, the normative perceptions of alcohol use of one's closest friends
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in college appears to be the result, at least in part, of individuals forming relationships with
new friends (and eventually establishing new norms, consistent with influence as discussed in
the next section) based on their perceived similarity in alcohol use and alcohol using peers
(Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Fisher & Bauman, 1988; Kandel, 1978).

Influence Processes

Results from this study are also consistent with processes of influence as described by Social
Learning Theory which posits that influence works through the behaviors and attitudes of a
potentially influential source (peers) which, in turn, impacts individual behavior (Bandura,
1977; Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Read, Wood, & Capone, 2005). The normative perceptions of
one's closest friends predicted one's drinking in college, such that the more an individual
perceived his/her friends as drinking in college, the more he/she drank. However, in the present
study, it appears that an individual's drinking behavior was largely predicted by the perceived
drinking behavior of his/her closest friends, whereas in past research, norms of the average
student have also been linked with individual alcohol use (Larimer et al., 1997; Read et al.,
2005; Thombs et al., 2001). These findings suggest that the norms of one's closest friends may
be more powerful sources of influence than average student norms and should be more
consistently examined in norms literature.

The Relationship between Selection and Influence

Limitations

In order to examine processes of selection and influence together, the indirect pathways of this
model were examined. Closest friend norms as assessed in high school indirectly predicted
actual drinking in college through closest friend norms in college. Practically speaking, the
evidence from this indirect pathway suggests that processes of selection are influencing later
behavior, and should therefore be taken into consideration when designing alcohol misuse
interventions targeting normative perceptions across the transition to college.

In comparison to previous work examining alcohol misuse across the transition to college,
where normative perceptions are viewed solely as predictors of behavior (Nagoshi, 1999;
Thombs, 2000; Wood et al., 2001), the present model attempts to explore issues of process,
examining how both selection and influence might work to predict drinking behavior across
the transition to college. Although this design is not sufficiently complex to draw strong
conclusions about the ideal timing and focus of alcohol interventions, findings from this study
would suggest that the targeted process of an intervention should vary across time. During high
school for example, it may be more effective to focus on whom individuals become friends
with and how much alcohol they drink, as this study indicates that past use and past friends
are strong predictors of future use and future friends. Across the transition to college, it is
possible that targeting normative perceptions may be more effective if norms of one's closest
friends are also taken into consideration in addition to the perceived norms of the average
college student, as this study has concluded that norms of one's closest friends in high school
are positively related to later friend norms and later drinking. It is possible that accounting for
multiple processes (selection and influence) may enhance effectiveness of an intervention over
time (Greenberg, 2004).

There were three limitations to note in this study. First, sample characteristics serve to
potentially limit the generalizability of the present results. The sample was from only one post-
secondary institution, and was predominately White (83%), female (65%), and Greek (53%
planned to join). Based on eligibility criteria for participation, 100 percent were alcohol using.
Although these sample characteristics are representative of individuals at risk for heavy
drinking (Wechsler et al., 2000), this sample does not adequately reflect the general college
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population, and does not lend itself well to the examination of group differences between
diverse demographic backgrounds.

A second limitation is the availability of only two points of measurement. Measuring norms
of the average college student multiple times beginning in high school and across the college
years would provide more fine-grained information about how these perceptions evolve over
this transitional period. Additionally, the cross sectional piece of this study examining the
relationship between normative beliefs and alcohol use at Time 2 would have been more
compelling had alcohol use been measured at an additional time point.

Third, it is possible that the relationship between closest friend norms at Time 1 and Time 2 is
driven by participants rating the same friends at both occasions, as some individuals’ high
school friends may have attended the same university. To the extent that this phenomenon
occurred, selection processes may be overestimated. Future research should distinguish stable
friends from new friends in order to properly measure the predictive power of selection.

Future Directions

This study tested a novel model of the simultaneous processes of selection and influence as
they relate to alcohol use in the first year of college. This work has important implications for
better understanding effective uses of timing and focus for interventions designed to reduce
alcohol misuse and the associated negative consequences among college students.

Further analyses should examine the processes of selection and influence as they differ across
between-person variables (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, generational college status,
place of residence, athletic participation, Greek affiliation). An examination of demographic
variables as potential moderators of the relationships depicted in the model would direct
research in knowing for which groups the notion of selection and influence processes are most
powerful.

Additional consideration should be paid to the possibility of designing person-specific
interventions among college populations targeting the norms of one's closest friends. Programs
like the Brief Motivational Intervention (Borsari & Carey, 2005) or the motivational
intervention program of Marlatt and colleagues (1998), which relate an individual's drinking
behavior to college and national norms, might show more pronounced effects if the focus of
the individual feedback provided was based on one's closest friends. These programs typically
utilize campus mental health professionals or are administered using web-based programs and
have been found to be effective at reducing alcohol misuse among college populations (Borsari
& Carey, 2005; Marlatt et al., 1998; Neighbors, Larimer, & Lewis, 2004). It may also be
possible to utilize forms of social network analysis (Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Ennett et al.,
2006; Pearson et al., 2006) to develop a college intervention using these closest friend norms
to influence behavior rather than the norms of the average college student. This intervention
technique could use perceived closest friend norms along with actual friend reports of drinking
behavior in a form of motivational interviewing (Hettema, Steele, & Miller, 2005) to decrease
college drinking. Of course, to the extent that heavy drinkers have developed close friendships
with other heavy drinkers, this approach may have some limitations.

The current study provides a framework for understanding the processes of selection and
influence across the transition to college. Enhanced knowledge of the formation of
interpersonal relationships during this period of great change can inform developmental and
intervention scientists focusing on safe and healthy development during college. In addition,
the current study examining both the effects of the perceived norms of the average college
student and perceived norms of one's closest friends illustrates ways in which existing
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intervention programs and paradigms (Borsari & Carey, 2005; Marlatt et al., 1998) might be
modified to improve upon previous results.
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Figure 2.
Final Model Predicting Drinking Norms and Alcohol Use Across the Transition to College
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