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Abstract

Objective—The current study aimed to inform future interventions for heavy alcohol use and 

problems among college students by examining the utility of normative perceptions and coping 

strategies in predicting alcohol use among student service members/Veterans (SSM/Vs).

Methods—SSM/Vs and civilian students (N = 319) at a large university in the Southern Plains 

completed self-report measures of demographics, alcohol use and related behaviors, and coping 

strategies.

Results—Both SSM/Vs and civilian students significantly overestimated the typical weekly 

drinking quantities and frequencies of same-sex students on campus. Among SSM/Vs, normative 

perceptions of typical student (not military-specific) drinking and substance-related coping 

strategies significantly predicted drinks consumed per week, while substance-related coping 

predicted alcohol-related consequences.

Conclusions—Despite the theoretical importance of similarity to normative referents, military-

specific norms did not significantly improve the prediction of SSM/Vs’ personal drinking 

behavior. Moreover, neither typical student nor military-specific norms predicted alcohol-related 

consequences among SSM/Vs after accounting for substance-related coping strategies. Future 
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research may examine the efficacy of descriptive normative feedback and the importance of 

military-specific norms in alcohol interventions for SSM/Vs.
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1. Introduction

Heavy drinking (consumption of 5 or more drinks on one occasion) has remained at a 

relatively stable 20 percent among military personnel since the 1980s (Ames & Cunradi, 

2004/2005; Bray et al., 2010; Brown, Bray, & Hartzell, 2010), with rates even higher 

(33.3%) among military-affiliated students in the college setting (Boynton Health Service, 

2012). However, research examining patterns of alcohol use among student service 

members/Veterans (SSM/Vs) is limited (Barry, Whiteman, & MacDermid Wadsworth, 

2012a; Barry, Whiteman, MacDermid Wadsworth, & Hitt, 2012b; Whiteman & Barry, 

2011; Widome, Laska, Gulden, Fu, & Lust, 2011). Studies including both student Veterans 

and active duty student service members have found that SSM/Vs drink at rates similar to 

their civilian peers, although binge drinking among SSM/Vs is associated with more 

consequences and mental health problems (Barry et al., 2012a,b). Conversely, in a survey of 

over 300 student Veterans (excluding active duty student service members), Veterans 

reported drinking more (past month, past year, and per occasion) than civilian students but 

did not differ significantly from their civilian peers in prevalence of high-risk drinking, 

estimated blood alcohol concentrations, or alcohol-related consequences (Boynton Health 

Service, 2012). Given the discrepancy of these findings, the extent to which interventions 

designed for civilian students may generalize to SSM/Vs is unclear.

Personalized feedback interventions (PFIs), which provide information on the normative 

nature and personal consequences of drinking, are the most widely used and empirically 

supported alcohol interventions for adults and college students to date (Carey, Scott-

Sheldon, Carey, & DeMartini, 2007; Riper et al., 2009). Among civilian college students, 

the most consistent mechanism of action in interventions for alcohol misuse has been change 

in descriptive norms, or perceptions of how much or how often one drinks in comparison to 

similar peers (Borsari & Carey, 2000; Doumas, Haustveit, & Coll, 2010; Kulesza, McVay, 

Larimer, & Copeland, 2013; Larimer & Cronce, 2007; Neighbors, Larimer, & Lewis, 2004; 

Turrisi et al., 2009; Walters et al., 2009). According to Social Comparison and Social 

Identity Theories, these comparisons are effective in changing behavior, at least in part, 

because college students lack objective measures of appropriate drinking and make 

decisions regarding their drinking based on comparisons to individuals they perceive as 

similar to themselves in opinion, personality, background, and/or lifestyle (Cialdini, 1995; 

Festinger, 1957; Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris, 1995; Tajfel, 1982). Preliminary data indicate 

that PFIs are also effective in reducing drinking quantity and frequency among active duty 

military personnel (Pemberton et al., 2011), with outcomes mediated by changes in 

perceptions of how one’s drinking compares to that of active duty service members of the 

same age (Williams, Herman-Stahl, Calvin, Pemberton, & Bradshaw, 2009). This implies 

that military-specific normative referents may be helpful in eliciting behavior change among 
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military personnel. To our knowledge, however, no studies have examined normative 

perceptions of alcohol use among college SSM/Vs. Because SSM/Vs may not readily 

identify with civilian peers, they may not be motivated to drink in ways that they perceive as 

consistent with the typical college student. Increased understanding of SSM/Vs’ patterns and 

perceptions of drinking in comparison to their civilian peers is needed in order to inform 

intervention and prevention efforts.

Coping behaviors may also have a differential impact on the drinking patterns of SSM/Vs, 

as those who have been exposed to combat are at greater risk of symptoms related to post-

traumatic stress (Barry et al., 2012a). From a social learning perspective, individuals who 

expect that drinking will ameliorate negative affect may use alcohol in place of more 

adaptive coping and social skills (Bandura, 1998; Cooper, Russell, & George, 1988). 

Consistent with this theory, coping motives for alcohol use have been linked to heavy 

alcohol use among both SSM/V and civilian college student groups (Cooper et al., 1988; 

Whiteman & Barry, 2011); however, they seem to play a particularly important role in 

heavy alcohol use and alcohol-related consequences among SSM/Vs (Whiteman & Barry, 

2011). Avoidant coping has also been found to predict continued problematic drinking 

following discharge from military service (Norman, Schmied, & Larson, 2014). Based on 

these data, avoidant coping strategies may serve as an important risk factor for alcohol-

related consequences among SSM/Vs and, therefore, may be an important target for 

interventions.

The current study aimed to inform future interventions for college alcohol misuse by 

improving understanding of the normative comparisons and coping behaviors that may 

impact behavior change among SSM/Vs. We examined four hypotheses. First, consistent 

with previous studies of SSM/Vs (Barry et al., 2012b), it was hypothesized that SSM/Vs’ 

drinking patterns would be similar to those of their civilian peers. Second, because research 

has found consistently that individuals who engage in high-risk drinking misperceive the 

alcohol use of their peers (Lewis & Neighbors, 2006; Perkins, Haines, & Rice, 2005), it was 

expected that SSM/Vs would overestimate drinking of both typical and military-affiliated 

college students. Third, because both avoidant coping and coping-related motives for 

substance use have been linked to problematic drinking among military personnel (Norman 

et al., 2014; Whiteman & Barry, 2011), it was expected that (a) avoidant and substance-

related coping strategies would predict increased drinking and alcohol-related consequences 

among SSM/Vs and (b) coping strategies would account for a greater amount of variance in 

alcohol use outcomes among SSM/Vs than civilian college students. Finally, because 

normative misperceptions have been linked to personal drinking behaviors in a number of 

previous studies (Lewis & Neighbors, 2006; Perkins et al., 2005), it was hypothesized that 

(a) both military-specific and typical student norms would predict alcohol use and 

consequences among SSM/Vs after accounting for demographic variables and coping 

strategies and (b) typical but not military-specific norms would predict alcohol use outcomes 

among civilian college students.
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2. Material and methods

2.1 Participants and Procedure

Undergraduate students at a large, public university in the Southern Plains were recruited via 

campus flyers, snowball sampling, and a research pool of introductory psychology and 

speech students to participate in an online study of student perceptions of alcohol and drug 

use. Student service members/Veterans (SSM/Vs) were also recruited directly via email. 

After providing informed consent, participants completed an online assessment of 

demographic variables, substance use, and perceptions of peers’ substance use online from 

remote locations. Students in introductory classes received course credit in exchange for 

their participation, and all participants’ names were entered into a raffle of eight $25 pre-

paid VISA gift cards. Participants’ names were entered once for their participation and once 

again for every referral they made to the study.

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Demographics—Participants provided information regarding their gender, age, 

military status, year in school, race/ethnicity, marital status, and sexual orientation. Military 

status options included none, active duty, reserves, honorably discharged, dishonorably 

discharged, other than honorably discharged, and prefer not to respond. Those who indicated 

military affiliation were then asked to indicate their branch of service and number of 

deployments.

2.2.2 Alcohol use—Typical drinking quantity and frequency were assessed using the 

Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ; Collins, Parks, & Marlatt, 1985), which has been used 

in numerous studies of college student drinking (Larimer et al., 2007; Marlatt et al., 1998). 

Participants estimated the number of standard drinks they consumed and hours spent 

drinking on each day of a typical week in the past month. They also estimated the number of 

drinks consumed and hours spent drinking on their heaviest drinking occasion in the past 

month. Frequency of binge drinking was obtained using a gender-specific question that 

asked women/men to report the number of times per month they consume four/five or more 

drinks in a two-hour period (NIAAA, 2004).

2.2.3 Alcohol-related consequences—Past-month alcohol-related consequences were 

assessed using the 24-item Brief Young Adult Alcohol Consequences Questionnaire (B-

YAACQ; Kahler, Strong, & Read, 2005; Kahler, Hustad, Barnett, Strong, & Borsari, 2008). 

Participants indicated their agreement (yes/no) with items such as, “I have said or done 

embarrassing things while drinking,” and, “I have passed out from drinking.” The B-

YAACQ has demonstrated high internal consistency in research with college students (α = .

89; Kahler et al., 2005) and in this sample (α = .95).

2.2.4 Descriptive normative perceptions (norms)—Perceptions of peers’ drinking 

behaviors (descriptive norms) were obtained using the Drinking Norms Rating Form (Baer, 

Stacy, & Larimer, 1991). Participants estimated the number of standard drinks they believe 

the typical male/female student consumes on each day of a typical week in the past month. 

In addition, they estimated the number of standard drinks they believe the typical male/
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female student in the military consumes on each day of a typical week. For both ratings, 

scores were summed to calculate the perceived quantity of same-sex peers’ drinking in a 

typical week. In final analyses, normative perceptions were recoded such that each students’ 

descriptive norm value was sex-specific (i.e., ‘typical student drinks per week’ estimations 

for male students reflect perceptions of the typical male student, while ‘typical student 

drinks per week’ estimations for female students reflect perceptions of the typical female 

student).

2.2.5 Coping strategies—The 28-item Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) was used to assess 

participants’ use of 14 coping strategies. In contrast to the original measure, which specifies 

an event with which one has been coping, instructions for the current study began, “These 

items deal with ways you’ve been coping with the stress in your life.” Participants were 

asked to indicate how frequently they engage in various coping behaviors (e.g., “Turn to 

work or other activities to take my mind off things,” and, “Get emotional support from 

others”) on a scale from one (“I don’t do this at all”) to four (“I do this a lot”). Avoidant 

coping was measured using two reverse-scored items, “I concentrate my efforts on doing 

something about the situation I’m in,” and, “I take action to try to make the situation better.” 

Substance-related coping was measured by the items, “I use alcohol or other drugs to make 

myself feel better,” and, “I use alcohol or other drugs to help me get through it.” For each 

subscale (coping strategy), items were summed to create total scores. The Brief COPE has 

demonstrated adequate test-retest reliability among community samples of adults (Carver, 

1997). In the current sample, the full scale (α = .91) and substance-related (α = .87) and 

avoidant coping (α = .80) subscales demonstrated acceptable internal consistency.

2.3 Data Screening and Analysis Plan

A sample of 412 college students (n = 122 SSM/Vs) participated in a larger study examining 

differences in patterns of substance use across male and female SSM/Vs and civilian 

students on campus. The current study examined the subset of those participants (N = 324; n 

= 105 SSM/Vs) who reported alcohol consumption in the past year. Those included in 

analyses were more likely than those excluded to be male [χ2 (1, N = 395) = 30.48, p < .001] 

and civilian [χ2 (1, N = 394) = 14.21, p < .001]. There were no differences between those 

included or excluded in ethnicity [χ2 (1, N = 389) = 0.07, p = .79], age [t(393) = 1.59, p = .

11], class year [χ2 (3, N = 377) = 7.34, p = .06], marital status [χ2 (1, N = 378) = 0.38, p = .

54], or fraternity/sorority affiliation [χ2 (1, N = 393) = 0.83, p = .36]. Of those included, five 

additional participants were excluded for self-reported dishonesty on the questionnaire.

Data were screened for outliers, missing values, and violations of assumptions of analysis of 

covariance. Outliers were replaced with the value that was three standard deviations and one 

integer above the mean (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2006). After recoding outliers in this way, 

skewness and kurtosis estimates fell within the normal range (Kline, 2011). No imputation 

procedures were used for missing values comprising less than 5% of participants’ data; 

therefore, sample sizes vary across analyses. Although the standard deviations for mean 

estimates varied considerably across groups (see Table 1), larger variances were generally 

associated with larger, rather than smaller, group sizes, indicating that the F-statistic 
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depicted is likely conservative and that the population variances may reflect nonnormality in 

the true populations (Stevens, 2009).

Chi-square and analysis of variance were used to examine demographic differences between 

groups. Univariate analyses of covariance were used to determine between-group 

differences in drinking-related outcomes across male and female SSM/V and civilian groups 

(Hypothesis 1). Analyses controlled for age and marital status, both of which have been 

associated with heavy drinking (Donovan, Jessor, & Jessor, 1983; Jackson, Sher, Gotham, & 

Wood, 2001; Lee, Chassin, & MacKinnon, 2015), because SSM/Vs tend to be older and are 

more likely than civilian students to be married (Whiteman & Barry, 2011). Effect sizes 

were calculated using eta-squared (Cohen, 1973), and Bonferroni’s adjustment was used to 

control for inflation in Type I error in post hoc comparisons. One-sample t-tests were used 

to determine the accuracy of SSM/Vs’ perceptions of typical and military-affiliated college 

students’ drinking (in comparison to true drinking patterns reported by the current sample), 

and paired samples t-tests were used to determine differences in their perceptions of typical 

versus military-affiliated college students’ alcohol use (Hypothesis 2). Finally, standard 

linear regression was used to determine the utility of normative perceptions and coping 

behaviors in predicting alcohol-related outcomes (drinks per week, alcohol-related 

consequences) among SSM/Vs and civilian students (Hypotheses 3 and 4). Effect sizes for 

regression parameter estimates were calculated using the formula d = 2t/df (Rosenthal & 

Rosnow, 1991).

3. Results

3.1 Sample characteristics

Three hundred nineteen participants (62% male, 77% White) reporting alcohol use in the 

past year were included in current analyses. Chi-square and analysis of variance techniques 

were used to determine demographic differences between groups. The majority of SSM/Vs 

(n = 105) were heterosexual, Caucasian men over the age of 21 years who had been 

deployed and were unaffiliated with a sorority/fraternity (see Table 1). SSM/Vs (M = 25.88, 

SD = 6.40) were older than civilian participants [M = 19.70, SD = 2.64; t(122) = −9.50, p < .

001, CI95 = −7,46, −4.89]. They were also more likely than civilian participants to be 

married [21% vs. 3%; χ2(1) = 26.32, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .29] and to identify with the 

LGBTQ community [12% vs. 4%; χ2(1) = 7.16, p = .01, Cramer’s V = .15]. Represented 

branches of the military included Army (51%; 1 active duty, 32 reserves, 21 Veteran), Air 

Force (20%; 3 active duty, 11 reserves, 7 Veteran), Marine Corps (16%; 2 reserves, 15 

Veteran), and Navy (12%; 3 reserves, 10 Veteran). Female SSM/Vs (n = 22) were 

represented in all branches: Army (n = 9), Marine Corps (n = 1), Navy (n = 6), and Air 

Force (n = 6). Forty-nine percent of SSM/Vs reported being deployed at least once (range = 

0-6). Among SSM/Vs, 18 (17%) reported using substances to cope with stress a moderate 

amount or a lot of the time, and 9 (9%) reported using avoidant coping strategies a moderate 

amount or a lot of the time.
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3.2 Group differences in alcohol use and related behaviors

Univariate analyses of covariance, controlling for age and marital status, were used to 

determine differences in drinking-related outcomes across male and female SSM/V and 

civilian groups (see Table 1 for complete descriptive and statistical information). Between-

group effect sizes were calculated using η2 (Cohen, 1973). Post hoc comparisons were 

conducted on all significant main effects, using Bonferroni’s adjustment (α = .05/6 =.008) to 

control for inflation in Type I error.

After accounting for differences in age and marital status, there were no significant 

differences in drinking outcomes within male (SSM/V vs. civilian) or female (SSM/V vs. 

civilian) groups (see Table 1). However, male participants (both SSM/Vs and civilians) 

reported consuming significantly greater amounts of alcohol than female participants (both 

SSM/Vs and civilians), both in a typical week and on their heaviest drinking episode in the 

past month. In terms of frequency of drinking, male participants (both SSM/Vs and 

civilians) reported drinking more frequently in a typical week and engaging in more binge-

drinking episodes per month than female civilian participants, while female SSM/Vs did not 

differ significantly from any other group. Accordingly, male participants (both SSM/Vs and 

civilians) also reported experiencing a greater number of alcohol-related consequences than 

female civilians.

3.3 Descriptive normative perceptions of drinking among SSM/Vs

One-sample t-tests were used to determine if SSM/Vs overestimated the quantity and 

frequency of drinking among same-sex ‘typical’ and ‘military-affiliated’ college students, 

and paired samples t-tests were used to determine if SSM/Vs’ perceptions of typical versus 

military-affiliated college students’ drinking were significantly different. True drinking 

patterns reported by the current sample, which were used as test values in one-sample t-test 

analyses, are depicted in Table 1. Given that outcomes were designed to inform 

interventions for SSM/Vs, only SSM/Vs (n = 105) were included in analyses.

Male SSM/Vs significantly overestimated the weekly drinking quantities of both typical 

male [Mperceived = 19.71, Mactual = 11.47; t(77) = 5.66, p < .001, CI95 = 5.34, 11.13] and 

military-affiliated male students [Mperceived = 21.59, Mactual = 8.98; t(77) = 7.73, p < .001, 

CI95 = 9.36, 15.86]. They also overestimated the frequency of drinking among typical 

[Mperceived = 4.05, Mactual = 2.06; t(77) = 8.23, p < .001, CI95 = 1.51, 2.47] and military-

affiliated [Mperceived = 4.17, Mactual = 2.01; t(77) = 8.59, p < .001, CI95 = 1.66, 2.66] college 

students in a typical week. Their estimations of typical versus military-affiliated students’ 

weekly drinking quantities [t(77) = 1.52, p = .13, CI95 = −4.35, 0.58] and frequencies [t(77) 

= 0.51, p = .61, CI95 = −0.57, 0.34] were not significantly different.

Female SSM/Vs also overestimated the typical weekly drinking quantities of both typical 

female [Mperceived = 10.69, Mactual = 3.43; t(19) = 6.38, p < .001, CI95 = 4.62, 9.12] and 

military-affiliated female students [Mperceived = 10.30, Mactual = 3.50; t(19) = 3.39, p = .003, 

CI95 = 2.52, 10.68]. In addition, they overestimated the frequency of drinking among both 

typical [Mperceived = 3.50, Mactual = 1.07; t(19) = 5.70, p < .001, CI95 = 1.54, 3.32] and 

military-affiliated female students [Mperceived = 2.85, Mactual = 1.59; t(19) = 2.61, p = .02, 
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CI95 = 0.25, 2.27]. Similar to findings for male SSM/Vs, they believed that civilian and 

military-affiliated female students drank similar quantities [t(19) = 0.12, p = .90, CI95 = 

−3.18, 3.58] at similar frequencies per week [t(19) = 1.58, p = .13, CI95 = −0.21, 1.51].

3.4 Importance of descriptive norms and coping strategies in predicting alcohol use and 
consequences

Standard linear regression was used to determine the utility of normative perceptions and 

coping behaviors in predicting alcohol-related outcomes among SSM/Vs and civilian 

students. Four separate regression models were conducted, one predicting typical weekly 

drinking quantity and the other predicting alcohol-related consequences among (a) SSM/Vs 

and (b) civilian college students. In all models, age, marital status, substance-related coping, 

avoidant coping, typical student quantity norms, and military-specific quantity norms were 

entered simultaneously. Standard, rather than sequential, regression was used to account for 

lack of theory guiding ordered effects. The significance of each predictor, adjusted R2 

statistics, and regression coefficients for each variable are depicted in Table 2. Effect sizes 

for regression parameter estimates were calculated using the formula d = 2t/df (Rosenthal & 

Rosnow, 1991).

Among SSM/Vs, substance-related coping and typical student descriptive norms were the 

only significant predictors of drinking quantity or consequences (see Table 2). In the model 

predicting typical weekly drinking quantity, substance-related coping [t(89) = 1.71, p = .001, 

d = .08] and perceptions of greater drinking quantities among typical college students [t(89) 

= 2.92, p = .004, d = .07; Adj. R2 = .29] predicted heavier personal drinking among 

SSM/Vs; age, marital status, avoidant coping, and military-specific norms were not 

significant predictors. In the model predicting alcohol-related consequences, only substance-

related coping strategies [t(87) = 5.78, p < .001, d = .13; Adj. R2 = .31] predicted greater 

problems with drinking among SSM/Vs.

Among civilian college students, substance-related coping and typical student norms were 

significant predictors of alcohol use and consequences (see Table 2). In the model predicting 

typical weekly drinking quantity, substance-related coping [t(200) = 3.65, p < .001, d = .04] 

and perceptions of greater drinking quantities among typical college students [t(200) = 4.35, 

p < .001, d = .04; Adj. R2 = .22] predicted heavier personal drinking among civilian 

students; age, marital status, avoidant coping, and military-specific norms were not 

statistically significant predictors. In the model predicting alcohol-related consequences, 

only substance-related coping strategies [t(197) = 7.71, p < .001, d = .08; Adj. R2 = .26] 

predicted greater problems with drinking among civilian students (see Table 2).

4. Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first study to examine the utility of normative perceptions in 

predicting alcohol use among SSM/Vs. SSM/Vs in the current sample reported drinking 

patterns that were similar to those of their civilian peers, which is consistent with previous 

research including both active duty student service members and student Veterans (Barry et 

al., 2012b). Studies including only student Veterans found more pronounced differences in 

alcohol use between student Veterans and civilian students (Boynton Health Service, 2012; 
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Widome et al., 2011). The reason for the discrepancy between these findings is unclear. It is 

possible that combat exposure, rather than deployment itself, increases alcohol use among 

SSM/Vs (Bray, Brown, & Williams, 2013; Jacobson et al., 2008). It may also be that 

difficulty adjusting to civilian life following military discharge leads to high-risk drinking 

among Veterans (Norman et al., 2014). Regardless, it seems that a large number of both 

SSM/Vs and civilian students engage in problematic alcohol use.

SSM/Vs in the current study overestimated true drinking quantities and frequencies of both 

typical and military-affiliated student peers. Specifically, male SSM/Vs reported believing 

that male students consume eight more standard drinks and drink on two more days per 

week than they actually do. While less pronounced, female SSM/Vs estimated that female 

students consume six more standard drinks and drink on two more days per week than is 

truly the case. This suggests that descriptive normative feedback, contrasting personal 

alcohol use and perception of peers’ drinking with peers’ actual rates of drinking, may be a 

viable intervention strategy for SSM/Vs.

Surpisingly, perceptions of typical – but not military-affiliated – student drinking 

significantly predicted drinks consumed per week among SSM/Vs. This is consistent with 

findings that age-based norms predict alcohol use among Veterans in primary care 

(Aldridge-Gerry, Cucciare, Ghaus, & Ketroser, 2012) and that changes in normative 

perceptions lead to changes in alcohol use among active duty service members (Williams et 

al., 2009). However, the fact that military-specific norms did not contribute significantly to 

the prediction of drinking among SSM/Vs contradicts theoretical models, in which 

comparisons to a group perceived as more similar to the self would be expected to be more 

salient (Festinger, 1957). This also conflicts with recent research in which overestimations 

of military, but not civilian, drinking predicted personal drinking among active duty Army 

personnel (Neighbors et al., 2014) and young adult Veterans (Pedersen, Marshall, Schell, & 

Neighbors, 2015). Notably, however, neither of these studies examined military personnel in 

collegiate contexts. It is possible that, as SSM/Vs return to the college environment, they 

begin to interact and socialize with more civilian than military-affiliated peers, in which case 

civilian drinking norms become more salient. Consistent with the finding that SSM/Vs did 

not perceive significant differences between typical and military-affiliated students’ 

drinking, it may also be that SSM/Vs perceive heavy drinking as common in both military 

and collegiate contexts and adapt their drinking to the perceived norms of the majority 

(which, on most college campuses, would be civilians). In this case, the increased specificity 

of the reference group may not account for unique variance in outcomes. Conversely, it may 

be that SSM/Vs selectively associate with more military-affiliated than civilian students 

(Rumann & Hamrick, 2010), in which case their perception of the ‘typical student’ may 

encompass military-specific norms.

Substance-related coping strategies were also associated with drinking outcomes among 

both SSM/Vs and civilian students. Consistent with previous research (Whiteman & Barry, 

2011), the majority of SSM/Vs denied using alcohol to cope with stress (e.g., “I use alcohol 

or other drugs to make myself feel better”). Within this sample, however, use of substances 

to cope was the only significant predictor of alcohol-related consequences among SSM/Vs 

and civilian college students. This is consistent with research indicating that avoidant coping 
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(in this case, substance use) is related to greater alcohol use among Veterans, regardless of 

normative beliefs (Aldridge-Gerry et al., 2012). However, avoidant coping as measured 

more generally (e.g., “I take action to try to make the situation better” – reversed scored) 

was not significantly associated with alcohol-related consequences in this sample. 

Therefore, it seems that specific avoidant coping strategies (i.e., substance use) may be more 

indicative of alcohol-related problems than more general avoidance techniques, which 

theoretically may be alternated with active coping strategies.

4.1 Clinical Implications

Findings of the current study have several implications for future intervention and 

prevention efforts for SSM/Vs. First, personalized feedback interventions targeting 

misperceptions of peers’ typical drinking quantities may be effective in reducing alcohol use 

among SSM/Vs, and military-specific norms may not be necessary in eliciting this behavior 

change. Previous studies have had success in predicting and changing drinking patterns 

among Veterans and active duty military personnel using age-based norms (Aldridge-Gerry 

et al., 2012; Pemberton et al., 2011). However, current findings suggest that military-

specific norms may not explain unique variance in drinking outcomes among military 

personnel and Veterans in college. This is consistent with recent studies, in which typical 

student norms were more effective than gender-, race-, and Greek affiliation-specific 

referents in eliciting changes in alcohol use among college students (LaBrie et al., 2013) and 

may be due in part to the tendency for discrepancies between self and others’ drinking to 

become less pronounced as the reference group becomes more specific (Borsari & Carey, 

2003). Collectively, findings suggest that typical student norms may be sufficient for alcohol 

interventions targeting SSM/Vs. Moreover, based on findings that substance-related coping 

strategies were the only significant predictor of alcohol-related consequences among 

SSM/Vs and civilian students, coping-specific intervention strategies (e.g., Stasiewicz et al., 

2013), which are not typically included in brief interventions for college alcohol misuse (see 

Miller et al., 2013), may also be helpful in eliciting changes in alcohol-related consequences 

among college students.

4.2 Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has several limitations worth noting. First, only 30% of the total sample 

was affiliated with the military, despite specific efforts to recruit SSM/Vs. However, only 

five percent of students on the campus where this study was conducted are SSM/Vs (70% 

male, 30% female); therefore, this particular limitation may speak to the potential difficulty 

of recruiting SSM/Vs for research studies. Future studies may consider utilizing more 

outreach on campus, devoting research assistants specifically to recruitment efforts, or 

utilizing stronger incentives for SSM/Vs in order to ensure the representativeness of SSM/V 

populations. Second, although it is useful in establishing proof of concept that may be 

utilized in future studies, the use of cross-sectional data limits our ability to infer causality 

between predictors and drinking outcomes. Longitudinal studies are an important next step 

in evaluating potential associations between normative perceptions, substance-related 

coping, and alcohol use within this population. Third, SSM/Vs were not asked to report their 

history of combat exposure in assessment measures. Military-affiliated students who have 

been exposed to combat are more likely to endorse symptoms of post-traumatic stress, 
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which have been associated with problematic drinking and alcohol-related consequences 

(Barry et al., 2012a). Therefore, future research may examine differences in drinking 

behavior among SSM/Vs as a function of combat exposure. Finally, current findings suggest 

that military-specific norms may be less important in predicting drinking outcomes among 

SSM/Vs, perhaps in part because they affiliate with or are surrounded by civilian college 

students; future research may examine the individuals with whom SSM/Vs typically drink 

when drinking socially (e.g., civilian students, other SSM/Vs, military friends).

4.3 Conclusion

Both SSM/Vs and civilian college student drinkers overestimate the alcohol use of their 

peers. Despite the theoretical importance of similarity to normative referents, military-

specific norms did not significantly improve the prediction of SSM/Vs’ personal drinking 

behavior when accounting for typical college student norms. Rather, greater perceived 

drinking among typical college students and more frequent use of substance-related coping 

strategies were significant predictors of greater alcohol use and/or consequences among both 

SSM/Vs and civilian students. Findings suggest that normative perceptions and coping 

behaviors may be important targets for alcohol interventions and that traditional normative 

interventions (which reference typical student drinking patterns) may be sufficient to 

motivate behavior change among SSM/Vs. Continued research is warranted on the 

importance of various intervention components in eliciting changes in alcohol misuse among 

SSM/Vs as well as their mechanisms of effect.
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Highlights

■ Military-affiliated and civilian students significantly overestimated peers’ 

drinking.

■ Military-specific norms did not improve prediction of typical weekly 

drinking among SSM/Vs.

■ Only use of substances to cope predicted alcohol-related consequences.

■ Interventions targeting misperceptions of typical student drinking may be 

effective for SSM/Vs.
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Table 2
Final step of hierarchical regression outcomes for student service members/Veterans (n = 
105) and civilian college students (n = 214)

Student Service Members/Veterans

Criterion: Drinks Per Typical Week

B (SE) β p F(df) Adj. R2

Age −0.04 (0.13) −.03 .78 7.50 (6, 89)*** .29

Marital status −4.15 (2.10) −.19 .05

Substance use coping 1.710 (0.49) .30 .001

Avoidant coping 0.41 (0.48) .07 .40

Military norm 0.01 (0.08) .02 .88

Typical norm 0.26 (0.09) .36 .004

Criterion: Alcohol-related Consequences
1

B (SE) β p F(df) Adj. R2

Age −0.04 (0.06) −.06 .57 8.07 (6, 87)*** .31

Marital status −1.26 (1.02) −.12 .22

Substance use coping 1.44 (0.25) .51 < .001

Avoidant coping −0.40 (0.24) −.14 .10

Military norm −0.01 (0.04) −.04 .78

Typical norm 0.04 (0.04) .13 .31

Civilian Students

Criterion: Drinks Per Typical Week

B (SE) β p F(df) Adj. R2

Age −0.26 (0.24) −.08 .29 10.64 (6, 200)*** .22

Marital status −0.34 (3.81) −.01 .93

Substance use coping 1.31 (0.36) .24 < .001

Avoidant coping −0.38 (0.36) −.07 .30

Military norm 0.14 (0.07) .13 .05

Typical norm 0.27 (0.06) .29 < .001

Criterion: Alcohol-related Consequences
1

B (SE) β p F(df) Adj. R2

Age −0.12 (0.10) −.09 .23 12.99 (6, 197)*** .26

Marital status −0.15 (1.53) −.01 .92

Substance use coping 1.11 (0.15) .49 < .001

Avoidant coping 0.05 (0.15) .02 .74

Military norm 0.06 (0.03) .12 .06

Typical norm 0.01 (0.03) .03 .65
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Note. Adj. = adjusted. Military norm = perception of military students’ drinking quantity in a typical week. Typical norm = perception of typical 
students’ drinking quantity in a typical week.

1
In the past month.

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01,

***
p < .001.
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