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# 4.14 Everyone's not doing it — important preven-
tion message for early teens

# Findings Correcting unrealistic beliefs about how normal drinking is
— the 'everyone's doing it' fallacy — is a feasible way for school pro-
grammes to reduce excessive alcohol use.

Unusually, the curriculum tested in the US Alcohol Misuse Preven-
tion Study (AMPS) aims to reduce alcohol problems rather than use.
It begins in grade six (ages 11-12) with eight lessons primarily in-
tended to improve pupils' ability to resist peer influences, followed
over the next two years by nine ‘booster’ sessions. Comparison of
AMPS and matched control schools suggested that the lessons did
retard growth in alcohol problems, but only among the minority of
pupils who had already drunk without adult supervision.

A previous study had found that the lessons worked partly by bol-
stering endorsement of reasons not to drink and reducing suscepti-
bility to peer pressure. The featured study tested two further 'medi-
ating' variables in a sub-sample of about 400 pupils whose refusal
skills (ability to turn down an offer of alcohol from a friend) had been
assessed in role play. Though improved by the curriculum, refusal
skills were not related to excessive drinking nor did they account for
the curriculum'’s impact on drinking up to grade 10 (age 15-16).
However, pupils' overestimation of the prevalence of drinking
among peers and adults was related to excessive drinking. Especially
among older pupils (13-14), correcting these 'normative beliefs’
partly accounted for the programmes's impact on excessive drinking.

In context Findings from AMPS suggest that while refusal skills
have a role, correcting normative beliefs is the more powerful way to
affect adolescent overindulgence in alcohol, and is easier to achieve
in school lessons. Confirmatory findings have come from other
studies. In a major Australian study, beneficial impacts on harmful
drinking were also limited to pupils already drinking; a large US
study found that a seventh-grade curriculum focused on normative
beliefs reduced drug use relative to information only, while one
focused on refusal skills tended to result in more drug use = Addi-
tional reading. Such findings are consistent with a theory of peer
influence in which youngsters model what they see as accepted
behaviour among their peer group rather than being pressured into
these behaviours. In turn, adoption of these behaviours influences
future friendship patterns. £ Nuggets 213 1.11 112 113

In the latest AMPS study impacts § Education’s uncertain saviour, issue 3, p. 4.
on alcohol misuse were not entirely convincing, and the high propor-
tion of pupils lost to the study reduces confidence in the findings.

[

Practice implications School drug prevention programmes
should incorporate teaching which corrects inaccurate beliefs about
the normality and acceptability of drug use. If lesson time is limited,
using it in this way would normally be more effective than teaching
refusal skills. Normative beliefs are most relevant when the forms of
drug use in question really are uncommon and not widely accepted
among targeted pupils, but might be thought to be more common.
Though experimentation with some drugs is practically normative
among young people, regular use remains very far from normal.
Stressing this message may be an effective antidote to overindul-
gence but may also be seen as condoning experimentation.

The findings raise the issue of targeting drug education (especially
harm reduction education) at groups likely to benefit most, in this
case identified by early unsupervised drinking. Targeting might make
the best use of teaching time, but risks stigmatisation.

Norm-based teaching can employ knowledge-transfer and discus-
sion methods more familiar to teachers than the skills needed to
handle drug refusal role play. However, any education has a limited
impact and should be supplemented by strong pastoral provision.
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