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A Randomized Controlled Trial to Test the Efficacy of an 
Online Parent-Based College Alcohol and other Drug 
Use Prevention Program

We conducted a randomized controlled trial to test the efficacy of an online parent-based 
college alcohol and other drug use prevention program. We found that parents who 
reviewed the MyStudentBody-Parent website in the weeks before their children began 
college were more likely to discuss protective behavioral strategies related to manner of 
drinking (e.g., “avoid drinking games”) than parents in the control group. Moreover, we 
found that students whose parents reviewed MyStudentBody-Parent were more likely to use 
protective behavioral strategies when “partying”. In particular, students were more likely to 
use protective behavioral strategies associated with “manner” (e.g., avoiding mixing 
different types of alcohol) of drinking, as well as “stopping/limiting” drinking (e.g.,  having a 
friend let you know when you’ve had enough). Teaching parents the skills to discuss issues 
related to alcohol and other drugs, using a program such as MyStudentBody-Parent, in the 
weeks prior to the beginning of freshman year may be an effective way to increase the 
likelihood that students employ strategies to stay safe.

Participants

Administrators at five universities sent an email with information 
about the study to parents of all incoming freshman. The first 
two hundred and seventy parent-child dyads were enrolled into 
the study. 

Conclusion
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Alcohol and other drug use among college undergraduates is widely 
recognized as one of the major public health concerns on U.S. 
college campuses (Wechsler et al. 2000).

A growing body of research suggests that parents play an important 
role in influencing college-bound teens’ choices around alcohol and 
drug use (Ichiyama et al., 2009; Turrisi et al., 2001). Yet, few studies 
have tested the efficacy of parent-based interventions. Accordingly, 
we tested the efficacy of MyStudentBody-Parent, an online alcohol 
and other drug use prevention program for parents of incoming 
college freshman.

We hypothesized that, as compared to the control group, parents who 
were exposed to the program would (1) demonstrate increased 
confidence for communicating about alcohol and other drugs with 
their children, (2) be more likely to have discussed alcohol-related 
protective behavioral strategies with their children, and (3) would be 
more likely to have read the college alcohol and drug policy. 

We further hypothesized that, as compared to the control group, 
children of parents in the intervention group would (1) demonstrate 
increased confidence for communicating about alcohol and other 
drugs with their parents, (2) be more likely to have employed 
protective behavioral strategies when “partying”, and (3) be more 
likely to have read their college’s alcohol and drug policy. The 
secondary hypothesis was that, as compared to controls, students
would be significantly less likely to have engaged in binge drinking in 
the past two weeks.

Procedure

Only parents participated in the intervention. The study used a Solomon-4 
design. Parent-child dyads were randomly assigned to the control and 
experimental groups. Parents in the intervention group reviewed all seven 
sections of the MyStudentBody-Parent program over a four week period. After 
reviewing each section, they completed a five-item knowledge quiz. Parents in 
the control group received seven online newsletters containing alcohol and 
other drug education during the same four-week period. Parents and children 
were assessed at baseline, immediately post intervention, and at three- and 
six-months post intervention.

Primary and secondary outcome measures

Parents
Parent/Adolescent Communication Scale (Jaccard et al., 2000) – modified 
version
Have you read the college’s alcohol and drug policy? - one item
Protective Behavioral Strategies Scale (Martens et al., 2005) – modified 
version

Students
Parent/Adolescent Communication Scale (Jaccard et al., 2000) – modified 
version
Have you read the college’s alcohol and drug policy? (one item)
Protective Behavioral Strategies Scale (Martens et al., 2005)
Alcohol and other drug use (past two weeks)

Table 1.  Demographic characteristics of parent and student participants (N=270)
All MSB Parent Control

N=270 n=134 n=136

Parent Characteristics

Age 48.1(6.4) 48.9(5.0) 47.4(7.5)

Gender Female 230(85.2) 114(85.1) 116(85.3)
Male 40(14.8) 20(14.9) 20(14.7)

Marital Status  
Single/Never Married 5(1.9) 1(0.8) 4(2.9)

Married/Domestic Partnership 234(87.0) 119(89.5) 115(84.6)
Separated/Divorced 26(9.7) 12(9.0) 14(10.3)
Widowed 4(1.5) 1(0.8) 3(2.2)

Race White/Caucasian 253(94.1) 126(94.7) 127(93.4)
Black/African American 9(3.4) 4(3.0) 5(3.7)
Pacific Islander 1(0.4) 1(0.8) 0(0.0)

Asian 3(1.1) 1(0.8) 2(1.5)
Multi‐racial 1(0.4) 0(0.0) 1(0.7)
Other 2(0.7) 1(0.0) 1(0.7)

Ethnicity   Hispanic/Latino 5(1.9) 1(0.8) 4(2.9)
Non‐Hispanic 263(97.8) 132(99.3) 131(96.3)
Not Answered 1(0.4) 0(0.0) 1(0.7)

Education  High School or GED 64(23.8) 28(21.1) 36(26.5)
Associates Degree 48(17.8) 24(18.1) 24(17.7)
Bachelors Degree 101(37.6) 57(42.9) 44(32.4)
Masters Degree 45(16.7) 20(15.0) 25(18.4)
Doctoral Degree 11(4.1) 4(3.0) 7(5.2)

Student Characteristics

Age 18.4(2.4) 18.4(2.5) 18.4(2.2)

Gender Female 168(62.0) 85(62.5) 83(61.5)
Male 103(38.0) 51(37.5) 52(38.5)

Race White/Caucasian 247(91.4) 126(92.7) 121(89.6)
Black/African American 12(4.4) 4(2.9) 8(5.9)
Native American/Alaskan Native 1(0.4) 0(0.0) 1(0.7)
Pacific Islander 1(0.4) 1(0.7) 0(0.0)
Asian 1(0.4) 1(0.7) 1(0.7)
Multi‐racial 4(1.5) 2(1.5) 2(1.5)
Other 4(1.5) 2(1.5) 2(0.5)

Ethnicity  Hispanic/Latino 7(2.6) 2(1.5) 5(3.7)
Non‐Hispanic 264(97.4) 134(98.5) 130(96.3)

Age is presented as mean(SD); all other characteristics presented as N(%)

Results
Data Analysis

Data were analyzed in two ways: (1) Braver & Braver’s method to assess 
baseline sensitization and an effect of treatment immediately post-
intervention, and (2) mixed models were run to assess differences between 
conditions over time  (condition-by-time  effect) for all outcomes of interest, 
only using data from participants measured at baseline. Two mixed model 
analyses were run on each outcome, with the first analysis testing for mean 
differences between conditions at each assessment point relative to baseline 
(time treated as a categorical variable) and the second linear trend analysis 
(LTA) testing for differences in linear trends across all time points  (time 
treated as a covariate).

PARENTS

Hypothesis 1: Parents who reviewed MyStudentBody-Parent will be more 
likely to have discussed alcohol-related protective behavioral strategies 
with their children as compared to the control group
Braver & Braver Analytic  Approach
Baseline sensitization noted for “Manner” subscale of the PBSS
“Manner” subscale showed  treatment effect only if no baseline
Sum score showed evidence of treatment effect at post (ps<.0108)
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
MSB parents reported an overall increase in PBSS, compared to decrease in 
controls (NS)

Linear Trend Analysis showed parents who reviewed MyStudentBody-
Parent were more likely to discuss protective behavioral strategies related 
to “Manner” of drinking (p=.0360)

Hypothesis 2: Parents who reviewed MyStudentBody-Parent will 
demonstrate increased confidence for communicating about alcohol and 
other drugs with their children as compared to the control group
Braver & Braver Analytic  Approach
No baseline sensitization
No effect of treatment immediately post-intervention
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
No treatment effect noted for the PTCS sum score

Hypothesis 3: Parents who reviewed MyStudentBody-Parent will be more 
likely to have read their child’s college alcohol and drug policy as compared 
to the control group
Braver & Braver Analytic  Approach
No baseline sensitization
No effect of treatment at post-test
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
Greater increase in having read the alcohol/drug policy among MSB group (50% 
to 89%) than controls (62% to 95%) (NS)

STUDENTS
MystudentBody-Parent

MyStudentBody is an online suite of college wellness programs. The 
MyStudentBody-Parent website is specifically for parents of college 
students. The goals of the program are to educate parents about alcohol 
and other drugs on campus and to encourage parents to discuss with their 
children ways to stay safe. The program delivers skill-building content with:  
interactive tools (e.g., a tool that builds a personal list of “Key Questions to 
ask at Orientation”); articles (e.g., “Alcohol and Sexual Assault”); audio 
perspectives (e.g., a real life story from an RA in a college dormitory), and 
lessons (e.g. a video-based demonstration about “The Importance of 
Talking to your Child about what to do in an Alcohol Poisoning 
Emergency”).

Hypothesis 1: Students who drank alcohol in the last two weeks will be more likely 
to have employed protective behavioral strategies
Braver & Braver Analytic Approach 
No baseline sensitization
No evidence of treatment effect immediately post-intervention

Mixed Models Analytic Approach
Students whose parents reviewed MyStudentBody-Parent reported an overall 
increase in use of protective behavioral strategies, compared to a decrease in the 
controls (p=.0218)

In addition, they reported an increase in use of protective behavioral strategies 
related to the “stopping/limiting” (p=.0063) and “manner” (p=.0087) subscales of  
the Protective Behavioral Strategies Scale

Hypothesis 2: Students whose parents reviewed the MyStudentBody website will 
demonstrate increased confidence for communicating about alcohol and other 
drugs with their parents
Braver & Braver Analytic Approach 
No baseline sensitization
No evidence of treatment effect immediately post-intervention
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
No overall change in PTCS

Hypothesis 3: Students whose parents reviewed the MyStudentBody website will 
be more likely to have read the college alcohol and drug policy.
Braver & Braver Analytic Approach 
No baseline sensitization
No effect of treatment at post-test
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
Greater increase in having read the alcohol/drug policy among MSB group (52% to 85%) 
than among controls (58% to 89%) (NS)

The secondary hypothesis was that, as compared to controls, students would be 
significantly less likely to have engaged in binge drinking in the past two weeks.
Braver & Braver Analytic  Approach
No baseline sensitization
No treatment effect at post-test
Mixed Models Analytic Approach
MSB students report slower increase in binge drinking (25% to 39%) compared to 
controls (16% to 36%) (NS)
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