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Effective management of alcohol issues in Irish Universities
1. Background

The members of the Irish Universities Student Services Network (IUSSN) convened a seminar, in NUI Galway in Spring 2010, to examine existing college alcohol policy and to explore ways for Universities to effectively manage alcohol issues in the current climate. Participants included student services senior management, student service front line staff and student unions representatives (Appendix 1).  The process was facilitated by experts
 in the alcohol policy area and the format included small group discussions, plenary feedback and expert lead presentations.
2. Seminar

The seminar examined current problems and possible solutions.  The process began with a review of current needs concerning harmful use of alcohol and related problems in the University student population. Following the review, an action plan to respond to these problems, based on the best available evidence of what is effective in reducing harm, was agreed, 

2.1 Review of needs

The student experience at University is at the centre of the educational process in third level. The review examined the issues under three headings:- alcohol, the environment and the individual, to assess what is currently taking place in Universities. 
2.1.1 Alcohol 

Seminar participants identified the strength of alcohol and the palatability of alcohol as important changing factors in alcohol products. A range of drinks are now stronger in alcohol strength (ABV), sweeter in taste and come in larger sizes than in the past.  This can result in students drinking to excess and intoxication with fewer numbers of drinks.   Alcohol is a drug and a toxic substance and has addictive properties. The risk of harm increases as more alcohol is consumed. The harmful use of alcohol creates many problems for the student drinker and for those around the student drinker, be they close friends, fellow students or total strangers.  

The overall consensus was that the supply side of alcohol has been transformed by changes in the price, availability and marketing of alcohol.  Alcohol is now more affordable than every before in Ireland, facilitated by the abolition of the Groceries Order in 2006 allowing below cost selling of alcohol, with very cheap alcohol promotions by the off-trade such as bulk buying offers (supermarkets, garages, grocery shops and specialists off-licences) and by the night time economy outlets (nightclubs and late pubs) with offers of free shots and other promotions such as reduced price vodka and Red bull. Energy drinks and alcohol are associated with higher levels of binge drinking and increased risk of alcohol-related consequences (O’Brien 2008, Ferreira 2006). It was suggested that the local economy in many of the towns and cities where universities are located depend on student drinkers to maximise sales and profits. 
The increase in the number and density of outlets selling alcohol in towns and cities has created competition between alcohol outlets, which results in cheaper alcohol. The differential in price between on-trade and off-trade has also contributed to more off-trade alcohol sales with off-trade selling cheaper alcohol brands and attractive deep cut price offers. The results are that students ‘pre-load’ at home (with cheap alcohol bought in off-licences) and go directly to nightclubs to continue drinking, with already large amounts of alcohol consumed. The risk of harm substantially increases in such circumstances.
The strong association between alcohol and sport, sexual success and a marketing gender bias for different products were seen as particularly targeting students. There were also many below the radar (not measured/less visible) marketing practices mentioned which are employed by the drinks industry to sell alcohol to students such as fliers/promotional leaflets, home delivery through phone or internet sales, insider promotions working with pubs and clubs and outsiders on campus selling substances.
2.1.2 Environment 

In addition to the key environmental factors already addressed of price, availability and marketing, other environment issues also shape the drinking environment. The growing social norm of excessiveness, the value placed on alcohol as a social lubricant for all social occasions in Ireland and the Irish cultural tolerance of drunkenness were seen as strongly influencing the collective drinking environment in Ireland.  Within such a social milieu, students reflect the collective drinking environment in perhaps a more extreme way. 
The social space on campus given to alcohol-free social activities was seen as inadequate. The alcohol free space for all students, be they sporting or social events or late night cafés to socialise, was identified as important to providing alternatives for students. 
Enforcement was seen as a key alcohol policy issue. While there are many laws to regulate alcohol, the enforcement of such laws (serving to drunk customers, sales to those underage, buying for those underage) is inadequate.  

2.1.3 Individual Level
Many Irish students come to college as experienced drinkers due to their early induction into alcohol. There appears to be increased signs of intentional drinking to get drunk or ‘drinking to be out of it’, as the normal drinking behaviour for students.  The results of the CLAN survey showed that 80% of third level students engage in binge drinking at least monthly (Hope et al 2005).   Virtual drinking (via face book) with others while actually drinking alone or with friends in front of a computer was mentioned as a new type of drinking which has potential for significant problems. Another worrying trend reported is for students to save their money for long binges which can last for several days, usually in someone’s house. This reflects a very serious high risk and dangerous drinking pattern.  Some students feel pressurised to conform to binge drinking or risk marginalisation and isolation. In particular, international students are bewildered, afraid and isolated with such risky drinking patterns, so culturally different from their own. The college week (rag week) on campuses each year is an example of drinking excessiveness and has lead to harm to the drinkers and to others beside the drinker.  A basic lack of self-respect (promiscuity and drunkenness) was also seen as an issue.

The drinking to get drunk culture among students increases risk for a wide range of problems. Students are drinking less in the college bars and more in unsupervised areas (open space) or student residences/housing. There is a noted increase in alcohol related aggressive behaviour and an increase in mental health difficulties.  The increase in risky drinking behaviour has lead to anti social behaviour among students and has a destabilising effect on student residents such as litter, noise and property damaged and has resulted in discipline issues. The consequences of a binge drinking culture among students has an impact on academic achievements and career prospects (criminal record due to alcohol related convictions can exclude students from certain professions and can bring visa restrictions) as well as financial difficulties. As suggested, student debt is increasing as a result of lifestyle which features socialising to excess.  The increase in risky behaviour has led to an increase in mental and physical health presentations to college services. The lack of sufficient resources for support services for students in need of help was also identified.

3. What works

The research evidence of what works was presented by the experts, based on the scientific literature on effectiveness (Babor et al 2010, Wechsler & Nelson, 2008). 
Activities may target the individual student, the whole student body, or the greater environment.  This multi-component view of drinking is known as the Social Ecological model (McLeroy et al., 1988). The most effective approach is to include elements from all three domains. 
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3.1. Individual level

Individual level interventions may target at-risk drinkers, problem drinkers, or dependent drinkers. They may be face-to-face or web-based and are more effective when combined to include education, personalised feedback, and a change in the perception of social norms.  

The most effective individual approach is a screening and brief intervention (SBI) programme, using motivational interviewing with principles of empathy, non-confrontation, non-judgemental listening, developing an awareness of discrepancies and encouraging students to resolve ambivalence about changing their drinking behaviour. This can take place in the student health centre, counselling service, or in an academic or disciplinary counselling situation.  SBI and other individual level interventions have been found to reduce consumption as well as alcohol-related harms, but the effects tend to decline over time, particularly when they are not used as part of a multi-component strategy (Carey et al., 2007).  Such approaches require trained staff and can therefore be expensive and time consuming, but using a computer-delivered programme, such as e-PUB, can minimise some of these difficulties.  

The e-CHUG web-based intervention was developed by experts at San Diego State University, and has recently been adapted for use in Ireland as e-PUB
.  A number of studies have found e-CHUG to be effective, most recently when used with incoming first year students (Hustad et al., 2010).  
3.2.  Whole student body

Just targeting high-risk or problem drinkers is not sufficient.  Risky drinking often involves others besides the drinker, and many drinking-related harms are experienced at relatively low levels of consumption. It is therefore important to consider strategies that impact on the whole student body, such as controlling marketing of alcohol on or near campus, providing alcohol-free social opportunities, and strict, consistent enforcement of regulations. 
The provision of substance-free accommodation is common in the U.S., where more than 80% of colleges provide it. While it predominantly impacts on those who live there, it may also contribute to changing the social norms. Students living in these residences are less likely to drink heavily or experience harms from other students’ drinking (Toomey et al., 2007).  The provision of substance-free accommodation is also desirable and supportive for both underage students and students who may be recovering from alcohol or drug dependency. 
Mass communication of alcohol messages, or other educational approaches, are generally ineffective, but can be useful when linked with other effective measures. One of the more popular campus-wide initiatives using mass communication that has been widely used in the US is social norms marketing. 

Social norms marketing programmes are based on the theory that perceptions of peer behaviour influences one’s own behaviour.  Students have been found to overestimate peer alcohol use, and when this misperception is corrected it may reduce the pressure to drink (Perkins 2002).  These programmes, some funded by the alcohol industry, have been widely used in US colleges with mixed results (Weschler & Nelson, 2008).  This may be partly due to a wide variation in the quality of the programme used and in the evaluation conducted.  When social norms feedback is incorporated into an individual level intervention or as part of a multi-level approach however, it may be more effective (Larimer & Cronce 2007). Also, when used in a ‘wet’ campus community (high density of places where alcohol may be purchased) social norms feedback programmes are unlikely to work. 
3.3 Greater environment

Effective policies and strategies that affect the whole population, such as pricing and taxation, density of alcohol outlets, restrictions on marketing, drink driving laws and random breath testing checkpoints, will also impact on student behaviour (Babor et al 2010). Training in responsible serving practices of bar staff and off licence sales staff, combined with enforcement of regulations by police, has shown some effectiveness, particularly in reducing sales to underage drinkers (Toomey et al., 2007).  
Campus–community alliances or partnerships involving key groups, including law enforcement, the business community, residents’ associations, health services, university representatives, and others, can be beneficial. They can reframe student drinking as a community issue, rather than just a university issue, encouraging a more comprehensive approach that will have a greater impact on changing the broader environment (Toomey et al 2007). 

To summarise, measures that impact on the whole student body such as limiting availability, restricting advertising and marketing, alcohol-free alternatives, substance-free housing, consistent enforcement of policy and eliminating the 3 day weekend have been shown to be effective in reducing alcohol related harm among college students. At the individual level, screening and brief intervention is effective, or the use of on-line interventions such as e-PUB.  Policies that are effective in reducing consumption in the wider community, and consequently alcohol-related harms, will also benefit students.  What does not work is just saying ‘NO’, educational programmes not linked to other methods, advertising campaigns using guilt or shame, inconsistent policies and procedures or required courses. 

4. Possible Solutions

There were two broad areas (external and internal) proposed for action to reduce alcohol related problems across the college population. 

1. To recognise all levels of the university as stakeholders in the college alcohol policy and actively collaborate in countering the binge drinking culture among students.

2. To seek to influence local, regional and national policy makers to enforce existing agreements/ legislation with regard to the promotion, sale, distribution and use of alcohol and to lobby policy makers for the introduction of further legislation in this area.

4.1 Key actions with an Internal Focus

· Provide well-appointed, alcohol-free social spaces as an attractive alternative to campus pub.
· Provide all front line college staff (academic advisors, tutors, residencies, security, student union, etc) with training in ‘brief advice’ approaches on alcohol issues.

· Develop guidelines for referrals within colleges to counselling and other college services for those in need of help due to harmful drinking.

· Access and use expertise in local community to adequately respond to the issues of alcohol and drugs usage and their consequences – sexual assault, aggression, anti-social behaviour.

· Promote and provide e-Pub training for students.

· Have annual alcohol awareness events to increase knowledge on the impact of alcohol on sporting fitness, weight gain, risks to academic/career prospects and risk to visa and travel opportunities.

· Use trained student peers as disseminators of health information and education 

· Gather information in the following areas

· Risks and harms of the binge drinking culture among students in particular from health, housing, student union and security services.

· Identify key outcome indicators to monitor success of action plan implementation (see Appendix 2).

· Evaluate measures/strategies implemented to see if effective in reducing alcohol related problems in particular SBI and e-PUB.

· Monitor local license renewals and use objection procedures with deviant traders.

· Include specific reference within the college strategic plans to the promotion of personal respect and responsibility.

· Publicise and promote alcohol policy to staff and students.

· Publicise university discipline procedures.

· Review disciplinary protocol so that it includes the alcohol policy aims.

· Establish an Alcohol Issues Management and Response Group. This group to provide regular briefings to senior management on issues, outcomes of response actions and proposals for additional actions if required.
· Embed alcohol awareness into college orientation each year.

· Provide some level of substance-free housing in student residences.

4.2 Key actions with an External focus
At National level

· Have the Irish University Association (IUA) lobby nationally for more effective policies to address alcohol problems.
· Influence policy makers by making written proposals based on the seminar’s action plan to the National Substance Strategy Steering group for inclusion in the new Substance Misuse strategy.
· Lobby political parties for effective actions to reduce the Irish culture of binge drinking.
· Call for a zero tolerance approach to alcohol law enforcement.

· Enforce current agreements in relation to stricter sales and marketing codes.  

· Call for targeted change on price control (minimum price and unit price), increase in off-sale prices (increase license fee and base on turnover alcohol sales), density of outlets (use planning laws to restrict number of outlets), hours of opening and alcohol advertising of sports (break link between alcohol and sport).

· Push for mandatory RSA training for all in the retail sector selling alcohol and link to enforcement.
· Strengthen inter-university collaboration between disciplinary staff and student accommodation.
· Work with other third level institutes through the existing structure of the National Working on the Consumption of Alcohol in Higher Education.

· Establish the economic cost of harmful drinking and problems among college students and its impact on the economic development of Ireland. 
At Local level

· Lobby local councillors for enforcement of by-laws.
· Form local community strategy groups with Gardai, community groups, local media, local authority, university, other third level colleges, students union, HSE, local vintners and traders, in particular for high risk time periods (college week, fresher week etc).
· Have a defined remit for a community strategy group with a specific action plan and clear outcome indicators. 

· Apply social pressure through local media for those traders who deviate from agreed actions.
· Work with neighbourhood residents associations, gain their support and explain complaints procedures.

· Lobby local political student groups (FF, FG, Labour, Greens etc) within university for support for effective policies.
For effective action to reduce alcohol related problems among college students, senior management in Universities must take ownership of the college alcohol policy.  The University must take collective responsibility for implementing the action plan to ensure effective outcomes.

5. Conclusion

The range of internal actions in this plan (set out in section 4.1) need to be supported by changes in the external community (external actions section 4.2) to increase their impact and effectiveness, they are mutually reinforcing.

In conclusion, the top ten most effective actions based on the evidence are:

Internal Focus
1. Screening and brief intervention for binge drinkers

2. e-Pub, interactive internet based intervention with required evaluation

3. Senior management in University taking collective responsibility for ownership of alcohol action plan.

4. Development of campus-local community coalition

5. Monitoring progress based on key outcome indicators
External Focus
6. Stronger price controls

7. Lower density of alcohol outlets

8. Stricter marketing regulations

9. Mandatory RSA training with enforcement

10. Lobbying policy makers/politicians for leadership and effective action
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Appendit 1
IUSSN Workshop Attendance

1. Fionnguala Lysaght , Student Health (NUIG) healthunit@nuigalway.ie
2. Chris Newell, General Manager Students’ Union (NUIG) chris.newell@nuigalway.ie
3. Mary O’ Riordan, Vice-President for the Student Experience (NUIG) mary.oriordan@nuigalway.ie
4. Mark Campbell, Drugs and Alcohol Counsellor (NUIG) mark.campbell@nuigalway.ie
5. Dean Pearce, Buildings Office, (NUIG) dean.pearce@nuigalway.ie
6. Cindy Dring, Health Promotion Officer  (NUIG) cindy.dring@nuigalway.ie
7. Matt Doran, Administrator Student Services (NUIG) matthew.doran@nuigalway.ie
8. Cormac Cashman, SU Welfare Officer (TCD)
9. Gerry Whyte, Vice-President for the Student Experience (TCD) gwhyte@tcd.ie
10. Deirdre Flynn, Counsellor (TCD)
11. Aidan Healy, UL Student Development Coordinator (UL) aidan.healy@ul.ie
12. Derek Daly, SU Welfare Officer (UL) 
13. Dr Bernadette Walsh, Director of Student Affairs (UL) bernadette.walsh@ul.ie
14. John O’Rourke, General Manager Student Residences (UL) john.orourke@ul.ie
15. Con O’Brien, Vice-President for the Student Experience (UCC) CO_Brien@reg.ucc.ie
16. Michael Byrne, Student Health (UCC) m.byrne@ucc.ie
17. Paul Moriarty, Student Counselling & Development (UCC) 
18. Rebecca Murphy, Welfare Officer, Students Union (UCC)
19. Joe Jones, Chaplain, (DCU) joe.jones@dcu.ie
20. John Murphy, SU sabbatical officer, (DCU) educationandwelfare@dcusu.ie
Appendix 2 
Key Outcome Indicators 
To monitor success of action plan implementation

Student focus
· Proportion of students who engage in regular binge drinking

· Number of students presenting to health centre/services with alcohol related issues

· Number of students arrested for alcohol related offences
· Number of students presenting with alcohol related injuries in local hospital

· Number of students accessing e-PUB

· Number of students provided with screening and brief intervention

· Number of students involved in college disciplinary procedures, related to alcohol issues

Environment focus
· Density of alcohol outlets with a 5 km radius of campus (map location, if possible, of off-trade and on-trade) 

· Quantity and quality of high risk marketing practices in local environment.

· Quantity of alcohol sponsorship local events 

· Price of cheapest can of beer in off-trade
· Cheap price promotions in local nightclubs and late pubs
· Document the use of new media in promoting alcohol to students
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