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ABSTRACT

Purpose: Student-faculty collaboration on research is an effective model to engage undergraduate students in the research process
outside the traditional curriculum. Using this model, a student-faculty team developed a longitudinal study about college students’
alcohol use behaviors and implemented an intervention to influence the culture of drinking on campus.
Methods: A longitudinal design was used to assess drinking behaviors and evaluate the effect of a mass media campaign with
social norm messages and alcohol education. Undergraduate students on a faith-based, Midwestern campus completed baseline
(N = 1,095) and post-intervention (N = 1,011) electronic surveys.
Results: In addition to helping students learn about and develop enthusiasm for research, this project had an impact on the
drinking culture on campus. Findings showed 88% of students observed media campaign messages with 82% viewing the printed
posters, 47% viewing the outdoor displays, and 25% viewing messages on social media. There was a significant change in binge
drinking from the pre- (72%) to post-intervention (40%) surveys.
Conclusions: Collaborative undergraduate research teams are an effective model to help students learn how to carry out research
and develop interest and enthusiasm for the process. The outcomes of the project demonstrated interventions were effective at
influencing the drinking culture on campus. The development of a research program outside the required curriculum can be a
successful strategy to engage students in all phases of the research process, increase enthusiasm for research, and enhance health
care outcomes in various settings.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Faculty-student collaborative research

Student-faculty collaboration on research or evidence-based
practice (EBP) projects is a way to help undergraduate stu-
dents attain experience in and acquire a greater appreciation
of these processes.[1] Students often lack understanding of
the link between research and clinical practice. Additionally,
they are rarely excited about taking the required nursing re-
search course. Fostering interest and excitement in research
is a challenge for nursing educators.

The literature contains multiple examples of innovative ways
of facilitating interest within the required curriculum. Ed-
ucators have found that hands-on participation in research
projects has greater impact than didactic classroom learning.
For example, Sheriff and Chaney involved students in faculty-
sponsored research projects as a way to facilitate interest and
enthusiasm in the research process.[2] As a graded compo-
nent of the required research course, students participated in
a smoking cessation study. After the experiential component
was added to the course, course evaluations were very pos-
itive, and students were highly satisfied with the hands-on
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participation. An added benefit was knowledge gained about
the study topic, in this case smoking cessation. Through the
activity, students understood how research informs clinical
practice and gained appreciation and interest in the research
process.

August-Brady and Adamshick used a similar strategy in their
required research course, which included a weekly clinical
component.[3] Students chose clinical research projects of
interest to them that were completed in the local community.
Benefits of the projects included an increased respect for
research, development of leadership skills, increased clinical
knowledge, and development of partnerships with commu-
nity agencies. Similarly, Kennel, Burns, and Horn exposed
students to research by pairing them with research clinicians
in clinical settings as part of the required research course.[4]

By assisting the researchers with literature reviews, data col-
lection and analysis, and creation of poster presentations,
students gained a greater understanding of research and real
world patient problems. Upon evaluation, the majority of
students reported a statistically significant increase in interest
about nursing research.

Lesley and Chaney engaged groups of students in research by
having them conduct observational studies during a clinical
rotation.[5] Students collected data while caring for patients
during clinical experiences. While the methodology was
not rigorous and sample sizes were small, students were
able to examine relationships and find meaning in the re-
sults. Student evaluations were positive and faculty found it
was an effective way for students to understand the research
component of EBP.

Using qualitative methodology, Henoch and colleagues in-
volved students in research by having them collect data for a
study about patients’ experience of illness.[6] Student eval-
uations of the experience revealed general satisfaction with
involvement in the study although some students felt unpre-
pared for the spontaneous aspects of patient interviews. The
authors noted that student involvement in only one phase of
the study, data collection, may have affected the quality of
learning. Involvement in all phases of the research process
may be essential for deep learning to occur.

1.2 Engaging students in research outside the curricu-
lum

The nursing literature contains fewer examples of how to en-
gage undergraduate students in all phases of research or EBP
outside the established curriculum. Experts encourage engag-
ing students in research through independent study courses
that involve faculty-led research projects.[1] Koehler and col-
leagues involved students in faculty-led research through an

optional honors project for outstanding nursing students.[7]

Students identified topics, completed literature searches, and
collected and analyzed data. Through student interviews,
benefits were identified including “developing research skills,
developing a professional perspective, developing a sense
of achievement, and developing a passion for research” (p.
6). The projects included dissemination of work via oral and
poster presentations and publication of papers. One of the
challenges of the projects was the high level of skill and time
required of both students and faculty.

1.3 Undergraduate collaborative team model
At our private, faith-based university in the Midwest, nurs-
ing faculty have been leading efforts with students to plan,
implement, and evaluate research projects.[8] Faculty have
a strong commitment to engaging undergraduates in the re-
search process through collaborative projects outside the
required curriculum like other science disciplines. Faculty
invite students to research teams as sophomores or juniors
and students are expected to participate until graduation.
Senior students provide modeling and mentorship to new
members. As seniors graduate, junior students move into
the leadership role. Faculty act as mentors while students
choose the topic for each initiative based on what they see
as priorities on campus. This model provides a framework
for experiential learning, immerses students in the process
of knowledge generation and application of evidence, and
develops leadership skills.

Recently alcohol use on campus was identified as an area of
research interest. Through personal experiences as residen-
tial students and following a review of the literature, students
became aware of how the campus culture normalizes and
promotes alcohol use, and how this normalization may lead
to dangerous consequences. Students discussed peers who
were negatively affected by alcohol use, whether it was a
minor consequence, such as missing class, or a more severe
consequence, such as hospitalization or arrest. By working
on the team and learning more about issues related to alcohol
use, students became passionate about the research process
and positively impacting the campus culture.

The purpose of this article is to describe an effective edu-
cational initiative used by an undergraduate student-faculty
research team. The two-year collaborative project involved
assessment of drinking patterns on a college campus and an
intervention aimed at influencing the drinking culture.

2. APPROACHES TO AFFECT DRINKING BE-
HAVIORS

Three main approaches to influence college students’ drink-
ing behaviors include individual strategies, environmental
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strategies, and mass media campaigns.[9] Individual strate-
gies generally involve one to five sessions with a healthcare
provider, such as a physician, nurse, psychologist, or social
worker who provides information about the risks of alco-
hol use, individualized feedback, social norms information,
strategies for responsible drinking, discussion of positive
coping skills, and goal setting.[10] Most often, a cognitive-
behavioral or motivational interviewing approach is used to
help moderate alcohol use.[11] At our university, the Office
of Alcohol and Drug Education (OADE) provides brief inter-
ventions utilizing a motivational interviewing approach for
individuals who have been identified as high-risk drinkers by
self-referral or sanctioned legal referral.

The other two approaches, environmental strategies and mass
media campaigns, are considered structural interventions.[9]

Structural interventions are used to affect change in an entire
population rather than on an individual basis. Structural inter-
ventions are used within populations because there is greater
potential to influence more people who may engage in risky
behaviors.[12] While students with the highest risk behaviors
may require individual interventions, structural interventions
have potential to prevent others from adopting risky behav-
iors. Environmental strategies include policies and interven-
tions aimed at reducing alcohol use of students, both under-
age and those 21 years and over, and de-emphasizing the
role of alcohol on campus and the surrounding community.[9]

These strategies focus on public policies and community fac-
tors as well as university policies and programs intended to
impact students’ drinking behaviors.[13] The goal is to foster
increased engagement in the academic aspects of college
rather than in alcohol use. These strategies are provided by
the OADE and the Dean’s office at our university.

Mass media campaigns can be used to target behavioral
norms.[12] Mass media campaigns involve frequent messages
via a combination of posters, flyers, emails, newspaper adver-
tisements,[14] and social media. These campaigns can focus
on (a) information, i.e., increasing knowledge and aware-
ness of problems related to alcohol use; (b) advocating for
change of institutional or community policies; and (c) social
norming, which involves correcting students’ misperceptions
about what is “normal” behavior of their peers. Social norm-
ing approaches are based on the notion that college students
want to fit in with the norm of behavior on campus.[15] Col-
lege students tend to overestimate peers’ drinking, which
may lead them to drink more to conform to what they believe
is the norm.[15] The aim of providing social norm informa-
tion is to correct these misperceptions and decrease excessive
drinking as a way of obtaining a sense of belonging within
social groups. Results in the literature vary on the effects
of this approach. In one study, social norming interventions

were a successful strategy to correct perceptions of normal
drinking on campuses, but the interventions did not decrease
risky drinking.[15] A meta-analysis on the use of social norm
information found that while there is some significant effect,
the strength of the effect was small.[16] However, in a sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis,[17] results demonstrated
the use of social media to deliver messages had a significant
positive effect on behavior change.

The first step in a media campaign is to set an objective and
identify the target audience. Objectives may include influ-
encing social and interpersonal processes.[14] In our case, the
team chose to target students’ perceptions and attitudes about
undergraduates’ drinking behaviors. The team’s objective
was in alignment with the Task Force of the National Advi-
sory Council on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism recommen-
dation regarding changing the culture of drinking on college
campuses.[18] Because binge drinking is common among
college students and has many dangerous consequences, the
team chose to focus the campaign on this behavior. Success-
ful media campaigns include repetition of the message and
use of various media channels, especially those the target
audience prefers.[14]

A mass media campaign consisting of poster distribution,
postcards, and advertisements on the radio and other media
was used on several college campuses to increase aware-
ness of the risks of binge drinking.[19] After completion of
the campaign, an electronic survey and focus groups were
conducted to assess awareness of the campaign and its effec-
tiveness. Results showed that 1/3 of survey respondents were
aware of the campaign, and 30.4% knew the correct defini-
tion of binge drinking. Based on focus group data, students
did not relate to the term “binge drinking” nor understand
it as a number of drinks consumed per occasion. Rather,
students believed bingeing should be defined by the intention
to get drunk, speed of drinking, and tolerance for alcohol.
Participants reported that images used in mass media cam-
paigns should be realistic and relatable to the target audience
and recommended use of local statistics and personal stories
to create an emotional reaction. Using a variety of media was
also recommended, such as television, internet, and posters.

In recent years, there has been an explosion in the use of
social media, such as Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and
Snapchat. These social media platforms may be used as a
tool for education and intervention to influence health behav-
iors such as drinking.[20] Social networking platforms have
the potential to reach large numbers of students who are at
risk for dangerous alcohol consumption. How to best use
these platforms has not yet been determined as research about
social media is in its infancy.[21] While social platforms such
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as Facebook and Twitter reach many people, engagement
has been low. Interventions that use social media to address
behavior change usually include additional methods such as
flyers and advertisements.[21]

2.1 Research team project

Based on a review of the literature and students’ awareness
of a campus concern, the team decided to assess perceptions
of alcohol use and binge drinking behaviors on this campus
and then develop a structural intervention with the goal of
impacting the drinking culture. Because individual and envi-
ronmental approaches were provided within the University,
the team decided to use a structural intervention with a mass
media campaign and a social norm message to educate a
greater number of students about alcohol consumption and
increase awareness about binge drinking. Specific objectives
of the team were to: (a) collect data on a sample of college
students to better understand alcohol use and binge drink-
ing behaviors, (b) analyze the relationships among variables,
(c) develop structural interventions to support a change in
the culture of alcohol use on campus, and (d) evaluate effects
of the structural interventions.

To frame the structural intervention, the research team col-
lected baseline data to better understand students’ percep-
tions and use of alcohol. Data were collected using a mod-
ified version of the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey: Long
Form,[22] which was distributed via SurveyMonkey R©. The
survey, which has been used nationwide, measures alcohol
and other drug usage and related consequences among col-
lege students attending two and four year institutions.

The team’s first structural intervention was the creation of
a social norm message. Data from the baseline assessment
were used to develop this messaging. The team created a
poster informing students of the percentage of undergraduate
students who do not use alcohol. The posters were electronic
displays on televisions or laminated prints displayed through-
out departmental buildings and residence halls. In addition,
an advertisement was placed in the University newspaper.

During discussions with the OADE, the team learned of
key events on campus associated with drinking, including
Halloween weekend, Greek bid day, and spring break. The
second structural intervention included a mass media cam-
paign to coincide with each of these events. For Halloween
weekend, students created outside displays of tombstones
depicting statistics correlated with the consequences of binge
drinking. Photos of these displays were posted on Insta-
gram accounts of those in Greek life. Students in Greek life
were targeted in particular because the baseline assessment
confirmed increased rates of binge drinking among these

students. For Greek bid day, the team created a laminated
poster and electronic displays about the Indiana Lifeline Law
(see Figure 1). For spring break, electronic and print posters
defining binge drinking were displayed on campus (see Fig-
ure 2) and on Instragram accounts for student athletes and
those in Greek life. The research team determined this media
was used most widely by students on this campus.

Following spring break, the team created a post-intervention
survey to assess the effect of the mass media campaign. It
contained items from the baseline survey and also assessed
students’ awareness of the mass media messages and the
influence of these messages.

Figure 1. Indiana lifeline poster

2.2 Analysis and dissemination of project results
The research team’s activities included analysis of data and
dissemination of the research findings at conferences. Stu-
dents were responsible for coding the data and entering it
into SPSS, determining appropriate statistical tests to answer
the research questions, and examining relationships among
variables. The team created scientific posters which were
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first disseminated at the campus’ celebration of undergrad-
uate research conference. Additionally, abstracts were sent
to regional and international conferences. For example, stu-
dents attended the Sigma Theta Tau-International Biennial
Convention as Rising Stars, a program for students who are

involved in research/EBP projects. The faculty’s role was
to guide the students in dissemination activities. As a final
outcome, the faculty created a manuscript for publication in
a professional nursing journal.

Figure 2. Definition of binge drinking poster

3. DISCUSSION

Undergraduate students have the critical-thinking skills nec-
essary to collaborate with faculty and effectively engage in
research initiatives conducted outside the curriculum. This
research project engaged undergraduate students in a lon-
gitudinal study to educate students about alcohol consump-
tion and increase awareness of binge drinking on a college
campus. The team chose to use a structural intervention
with a mass media campaign and social norm message to
meet these objectives. The student researchers managed the
project through the planning, intervention, and evaluation
phases. Additionally, students learned to interact with key
stakeholders and various departments on campus in order to
carry out the full project.

As well as learning about the research process and EBP,
this project provided students the opportunity to make a
positive impact on campus culture. Findings from the
post-intervention assessment demonstrated the effectiveness
of the intervention. A total of 88% of students in the
post-intervention survey reported observing the media cam-
paign messages with the majority (82%) viewing the printed
posters, 47% viewing the outdoor displays, and 25% viewing
messages on social media. These viewing rates were much

higher than thosereported in the literature in which nearly
one-third of students observed the messages.[19] Addition-
ally, there was a significant difference in binge drinking on
campus from the pre- to post-intervention survey. Of all
students who drank alcohol, 72% of students reported binge
drinking in the pre-intervention data compared to 40% post-
intervention. While causation cannot be determined by the
methodology of the project, it could be that the social norm
information corrected misperceptions and decreased binge
drinking for some students.

Engaging students in the research process must be truly col-
laborative. Collaborative research projects that are not tied
to required courses or to a faculty member’s research agenda
provide a unique opportunity for students to mature in the
researcher role. This type of student learning environment
fosters understanding, mutual respect, and the ability to grow
and gain experience in the research. While projects led by
students may not involve complex multi-factorial method-
ologies, undergraduate work can positively impact health
outcomes. Student research projects can be conducted in lo-
cal health care facilities with the potential to enhance health
care outcomes in those settings. In one example from the
literature, students chose to work with the homeless pop-
ulation by providing an evidence-based educational inter-
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vention to staff of a homeless shelter.[3] Educating shelter
staff about cues of violent behavior and appropriate interven-
tion provided a valuable service to the homeless community.
Clinicians reported that undergraduate students’ involvement
in clinical research was beneficial in progressing research
programs in hospital settings.[4] Similarly, Koehler and col-
leagues found the additional resources provided by student
involvement in faculty-sponsored research, in terms of time
and skills, was beneficial to advancing faculty members’ re-
search agendas.[6] Some educators have incorporated clinical
experiences into research courses allowing hands-on expe-
rience with research processes.[2, 4] In one example, pairing
students with bedside clinicians who were research mentors
significantly increased students’ interest in research, particu-
larly about real-world clinical problems.[4] These students
reported that being part of all phases of the project, beginning
with choosing clinical questions and collecting and analyzing
data, would improve the learning experience.

Involvement in the various aspects of research projects fa-
cilitates professional development. Some student projects
emphasized dissemination of findings via professional con-
ference presentations.[7] Exposing students to these types
of professional experiences as a student encourages future
interest in these activities. Our research team believes it is
important that students disseminate their findings at profes-
sional conferences. Attending these conferences fosters net-
working opportunities with peers and nurse leaders, exposes
them to others’ research and EBP, and provides opportunities
to learn about current trends in practice. Writing manuscripts
for publication has also been attempted in some programs;
however, it has been found that faculty need to take the lead
in this endeavor with students acting as co-authors.[7]

In addition to these benefits, collaborative projects foster
enthusiasm for the researcher role. Findings in the literature
demonstrate that students continue with this enthusiasm after
graduation and engage in research more readily when they

begin to practice nursing.[8] One other benefit of increased
enthusiasm is the potential to increase students’ desire to seek
graduate education. Increased numbers of nurses engaging in
research and attending graduate school moves the profession
forward.[8] Students learn that research and EBP are seen as
an opportunity to expand the foundation of nursing.

4. CONCLUSIONS
Nursing students often lack opportunities to actively partici-
pate in ongoing research as an undergraduate. An example
of an effective approach is the development of collaborative
student-faculty research teams. Students have the critical-
thinking and skill mix to be able to take a leadership role
in designing, implementing, and evaluating a program of
research when mentored by faculty.[8] At our university, stu-
dent teams learn about research and develop enthusiasm for it
by regularly leading all phases of research projects. An addi-
tional outcome of the projects is positively impacting health
outcomes. This particular team had a positive influence
on the culture of alcohol consumption and binge drinking
through a structural intervention that included a mass media
campaign and social norm message. The development of a
research program outside the required curriculum can be a
successful strategy to engage students in the research process,
increase enthusiasm for research, which is often not valued
by students, and enhance health care outcomes in various
settings.
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