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Bringing the pieces together...
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The context:

Where?

What? 

Who?

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Where?
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Where?
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Problematic alcohol consumption
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Who?
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Intervening via the web:

Personalised feedback

Very brief

Single session (but can revisit)

Automated (no therapeutic input)

Instant

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=no+help&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=W2xQAz_5yiH_tM&tbnid=R36Nv0l49-51VM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.inboundpro.net%2F3-cool-twitter-tricks&ei=gtSNUe7EAY3Y0QXJuYDABg&bvm=bv.46340616,d.d2k&psig=AFQjCNGPmVJUcWzQhMXk-iJx6Chyh1BeQQ&ust=1368335855570740
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Unitcheck: Complex intervention 

Screening and brief intervention (instant personalised 

feedback) that included information informed by the 

social norms approach

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Who?
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Personalised feedback

Alcohol consumption

• Units consumed per week (1 UK unit=10ml/8g)

• Number of alcohol free days

• Binge drinking behaviour

Social norms

• The percentage of students who drink less than them

• Perceived negative effects of alcohol perceived by 
other students who consume a similar amount of 
alcohol.

Information on support services
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Personalised feedback

Personalised information

Personalised information 
(based on social norms)

Personalised feedback 
(social norms – by gender)Personalised feedback

Personalised feedback
(based on social norms)
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Personalised feedback

Personalised information

Personalised feedback

Personalised feedback 
(based on social norms)

Personalised feedback

Personalised feedback

Personalised feedback 
(based on social norms)

Personalised information



10

Personalised feedback

Personalised feedback 
(based on social norms)

Personalised feedback

Personalised information
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*
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*

The effectiveness of a web-based personalized feedback and social norms alcohol 

intervention in UK university students: A randomized controlled trial.

Bewick, B.M., West, R.M., Barkham, M., Mulhern, B., Marlow, R., Traviss, G., and Hill, A.J.

.... Findings: The regression model predicted a monitoring effect, with participants who 

completed assessments reducing alcohol consumption over the last week. Further 

reductions were predicted for those allocated to receive the intervention, and 

additional reductions were predicted as the number of visits to the intervention website 

increased. 

Conclusions: Unitcheck can reduce the amount of alcohol consumed and the 

reduction can be sustained in the medium-term (i.e. 19 weeks after intervention was 

withdrawn). The findings suggest self-monitoring is an active ingredient to web-based 

personalized feedback. 

(Bewick et al., Submitted)
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(Bewick et al., 2010)

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
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How do students process the information?
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Understanding the role of social norms in a web-based personalised 
feedback intervention for student alcohol use

Sarah Marley
Doctoral Student (Dclin)

Bridgette Bewick and Hilary Bekker
Supervisory team

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Recruitment: First year students from the University of Leeds drinking 
over recommended weekly limits

Participants: 21 students

Female: n=14; Male n= 7

Mean age 19 years (range 18-21)

Year of study at interview: First year n=10; Second year n= 11

Reported units consumed in previous week (at interview):

Group A: Median 36.5 units

Group B: Median 28 units
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Active thinking 

Participants engaged with the data and related it to their own 

experience. This often resulted in an evaluation of their own 

drinking behaviour.

(Marley, 2012)

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

...that's your life that's like life recommendations to you and it's

saying that I'm it's putting it that I weekly, yeh have arguments

with my girlfriend, I break the law, but you know that's and they

are because of drinking yeh, arguments with the Mrs are definitely

because of drinking she said on our one year anniversary she

said that I had a drinking problem, I was like well and I think that's

literally that's just hit me now.. which is s***, yeh, its literally just

hit me. (P7, MA)

(Marley, 2012)
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This evaluative process started early on in the Unitcheck

programme.

17 out of 21 participants negatively evaluated some aspect of

their drinking behaviour before receiving any feedback.

Um, so that would be 100ml um, 200ml er, lets call it . . . 15 –

actually and then I had a couple of shots when I got to the club

as well. God <pauses> that's really bad! (P16, MB)

(Marley, 2012)

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Comparison with others

Encapsulates the cognitive and emotional reaction of participants when

comparing their own drinking behaviour with that of a specific reference

group.

The process of comparison:

• begins with participant estimates of where their drinking rates in

comparison to other student groups;

• continues with their initial cognitive and emotional appraisal of the

normative feedback they receive;

• and concludes with their evaluation of the feedback and the specific

normative reference group used.

(Marley, 2012)
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19 of the 21 participants estimated that they were average in terms of 

student drinking

13 of the 21 participants described being shocked or surprised by the 

actual normative feedback

“Yeh, I just think like ...I am just shocked...I guess I thought I drank pretty much 

the same as the majority of people and according to the results they've got on 

there I don't at all, I drink more than the majority.”  (P5,FA)

(Marley, 2012)

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

8 participants specifically commented on the use of normative

comparative data as interesting and worthy of further consideration

“um, I guess it's more useful to be told in comparison to other students

because I know what I'm drinking (aware of what I'm drinking) and I already

know what I do when I get drunk like so it's just knowing what other people

do. 'Cause I guess this is an assumption that everyone else just does the

same things” (P10,FB)

(Marley, 2012)
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Could e-interventions encourage early help-seeking?

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
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Who?

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=no+help&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=W2xQAz_5yiH_tM&tbnid=R36Nv0l49-51VM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.inboundpro.net%2F3-cool-twitter-tricks&ei=gtSNUe7EAY3Y0QXJuYDABg&bvm=bv.46340616,d.d2k&psig=AFQjCNGPmVJUcWzQhMXk-iJx6Chyh1BeQQ&ust=1368335855570740
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Bewick et al (submitted)
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Recruitment: Current service users at Leeds Addiction Unit

Participants: 10 service users

Female: n=4; Male n= 6

Age range 31-58 years

• Working status ranged with unemployed, not working, part-time, retired

• Range of drinking from consistently for last 30 years to abstinent (2 day-5 months)

• 1:1 vs Group LAU sessions; some long-term clients (e.g. 4 years)

• Disclosure of complex presentation (e.g. Cancer, heroin addiction)

• Range of IT literacy and cognitive abilities
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How would participants:

Engage with think aloud

Engage with online resource

Navigate and respond to content and 

feedback

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Feasibility:

Participants with lower levels of IT literacy 

and some cognitive difficulties can engage 

in ‘think aloud’.

Think aloud provided insight

Engage with online resource

Navigate and respond to content and 

feedback
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Conclusions

Unitcheck, a web-based intervention providing personalised 

feedback, reduces alcohol consumption of non help-seeking 

university students.

Monitoring effects combined with social norms comparisons 

appear to be important active ingredients of Unitcheck.

Underpinnings from motivational Interviewing can be used to 

inform translation of face-to-face ‘brief conversation’ to web-

based ‘conversation’ using predetermined dialogue.

Think aloud methodology provided insight into the process of 

engaging with web-based resources (including with those less 

confident with IT and with cognitive difficulties)

Think aloud methodology was usefully applied to two 

interventions; one established the other in development.

Leeds Institute of Health Sciences
Division of Psychiatry and  Behavioural Sciences, School of Medicine

Faculty of Medicine and Health, School of Medicine,

Charles Thackrah Building
101 Clarendon Road, Leeds, United Kingdom. LS2 9LJ

b.m.bewick@leeds.ac.uk
www.leeds.ac.uk/lihs
+44 (0) 113 343 0809

Thanks for listening
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