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Abstract A number of studies have demonstrated the
efficacy of environmental change strategies (ECS) in
effecting community-level change on attitudes and
behaviors related to underage drinking (Treno and Lee in
Alcohol Res Health 26:35-40, 2002; Birckmayer et al.
in J Drug Educ 34(2):121-153, 2004). Primary data col-
lection to inform the design of these strategies, however,
can be resource intensive and exceed the capacity of
community stakeholders. This study describes the partici-
patory planning and implementation of community-level
surveys in 12 diverse communities in the state of Wash-
ington. These surveys were conducted through collabora-
tions among community volunteers and evaluation experts
assigned to each community. The surveys were driven by
communities’ prevention planning needs and interests;
constructed from collections of existing, field-tested items
and scales; implemented by community members; ana-
lyzed by evaluation staff; and used in the design of ECS by
community-level leaders and prevention practitioners. The
communities varied in the content of their surveys, in their
sampling approaches and in their data collection methods.
Although these surveys were not conducted using tradi-
tional rigorous population survey methodology, they were
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done within limited resources, and the participatory nature
of these activities strengthened the communities’ commit-
ment to using their results in the planning of their envi-
ronmental change strategies.
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Introduction

A number of studies have demonstrated the efficacy of
community-based environmental change strategies (ECS)
focusing on intervening variables (e.g., youth access to
alcohol) and consequences (e.g., drinking and driving)
related to underage drinking (Treno and Lee 2002). Studies
of efforts to enforce alcohol policies, for example, provide
strong support for such interventions, while interventions
to change community norms and social availability of
alcohol rely on a thinner evidentiary base (Birckmayer
et al. 2004). Primary data collection for the evaluation of
community-wide or population-based prevention strategies
can be resource-intensive and present methodological
challenges. While gaps in intervention research related to
ECS remain, even fewer examples of local-level data col-
lection and evaluation for ECS are available.

In 2004 the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Ser-
vices Administration (SAMHSA) Center for Substance
Abuse Prevention (CSAP) announced funding for a new
grant program, the Strategic Prevention Framework (SPF)
State Incentive Grant (SIG). The SPF SIG program funded
states to support data-driven planning and implementation
of evidence-based practices at the community level to
prevent and reduce substance abuse and related behaviors.

@ Springer



244

Am J Community Psychol (2013) 51:243-253

Fig. 1 Sample contributing
factors for enforcement-related
intervening variable
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juveniles under the
influence

From the beginning of the program, CSAP encouraged
grantees to implement ECS in addition to direct service
programs delivered to individuals and families. Cross-site
workgroups of SPF SIG grantees and evaluators were
convened to discuss grantee needs in a variety of areas.
One of these workgroups was dedicated to ECS and
developed a compendium of known ECS, their imple-
mentation guidelines and evidence base.

Washington State was in the first cohort of grantees to
receive SPF SIG funding in 2004. Through an epidemio-
logical analysis, the state selected underage drinking as its
prevention priority and targeted those communities his-
torically evidencing the highest rates of underage drinking.
Among a pool of 48 eligible communities, the state ran-
domly selected 12 communities for SPF SIG funding,
stratified by population density, poverty, and racial/ethnic
minority concentration. The SPF SIG intervention com-
munities developed strategic prevention plans and logic
models that included a mix of curriculum-based programs
and environmental change strategies. Notably, the com-
munities were directed by the state to include at least one
ECS in their array of planned programs and strategies.

As part of the needs assessment and strategic planning
process, the 12 Washington communities developed theory
of change models that specified linkages between com-
munity needs, locally relevant intervening variables and
contributing factors related to underage drinking. Every
SPF SIG community identified at least one contributing
factor related to community or parent norms, attitudes, or
beliefs even though there was little or no empirical data to
support their claim. For example, one community used
student survey data to identify easy social access to alcohol
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as a key intervening variable and theorized that lack of
parental monitoring was a contributing factor. Another
community theorized that adult attitudes and beliefs that
alcohol use is a rite of passage for teenagers was a con-
tributor to easy social access. A third community that used
archival indicators and student survey data to identify
enforcement issues as an intervening variable theorized
that lack of community or parent support for enforcement
of underage drinking laws severely compromised the
ability of officers to enforce underage drinking laws.
Figure 1 illustrates examples of contributing factors theo-
rized by communities to influence an intervening variable
(lack of enforcement) related to underage drinking.

To confirm or refute these hypothetical relationships, the
state directed SPF SIG communities to implement com-
munity surveys to assess adult attitudes and beliefs related
to underage drinking. A related and explicit intent of the
surveys was to provide data that could be used to inform
ECS efforts, in particular social marketing and communi-
cation campaigns. For communities targeting enforcement,
the surveys were intended to identify normative beliefs in
the community that might be barriers to implementation of
ECS directed at law enforcement or policy. The commu-
nity surveys would also serve as an indicator of change
over time in these attitudes and beliefs, through a second
administration 2 years following the initial survey.

All 12 SPF SIG communities conducted their surveys
through the collaboration of local volunteers, organiza-
tional representatives and SPF SIG evaluators, exemplify-
ing the key principles of community-based participatory
research (Minkler and Wallerstein 2003). The community-
level evaluators were a diverse group of professionals from
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Table 1 Washington

community survey methodology Community Target population Data collection method Sample size
2008 and 2010 2008 2010 2008 2010 2008 2010
Non-Urban, high poverty, high minority
A All adults All adults Mail Mail 379 273
B All adults Parents Mail On-line 272 284
C All adults Parents Mail Mail 600 198
D All adults Parents Mail/on-line On-line 500 156
Non-Urban, low poverty, low minority
E All adults Parents Intercept Intercept/on-line 370 312
F Parents Parents Mail Intercept 382 326
G All adults Parents Mail Mail/intercept 451 208
Urban
H Parents Parents On-line On-line 405 311
I Parents Parents Mail/on-line Intercept/on-line 410 546
J Parents Parents Mail/on-line Mail/intercept 283 320
American Indian
1 All adults All adults Interview Intercept 260 171
J All adults All adults Intercept Intercept 450 386
Total 3,762 3,491

a private research firm contracted by the state to conduct
the state and local SPF SIG evaluation. Their educational
training ranged from Bachelor’s to Ph.D. degrees. They
were diverse in their skill sets but, as a team, included
strong expertise in survey research, quantitative analysis,
qualitative design and analysis, psychometrics, and pre-
vention theory. Their most common trait, and perhaps most
important to the lead evaluator, was that they all had at
least 12 years’ experience in applied, field-based evalua-
tion in substance abuse prevention and related areas. While
each of the 12 SPF SIG communities was assigned a single
evaluator, they functioned as a team, bringing their indi-
vidual methodological strengths to evaluation planning and
implementation issues that emerged at any site. Over the
course of the project, each built a strong relationship and
worked closely with the SPF SIG director in their assigned
communities.

In these community survey efforts, the evaluators
assembled a compendium of field-tested items and scales
from existing prevention literature, facilitated local work-
groups in the construction of the instrument, guided survey
administration processes, analyzed resultant data, and
guided the interpretation and reporting of results to com-
munity groups. SPF SIG directors and coalition members
brought their in-depth knowledge of the culture and
capacity of their community to finalizing the survey
instrument, organizing, and bringing needed resources to
the administration of the survey, monitoring survey returns,
identifying key audiences for reporting of survey results,
and often participating in those presentations. As suggested

by Fawcett et al. (1996), the process was empowering to
the communities, in that it respected their knowledge of
their own communities, it injected research expertise in the
design and analysis of the surveys and, perhaps most
importantly, it enhanced the relevance of and commitment
to the resultant data in the planning and implementation of
communities’ environmental change strategies.

Method

Focused on their own local prevention planning, several
characteristics of the community survey efforts differed
across the 12 SPF SIG communities, including their
intended target populations, data collection methods, sur-
vey content, and administrative procedures.

Participants

Participants in the survey were a consequence of the
target population and data collection methods selected by
each community. Depending upon the intended recipients
of prevention services and environmental change strate-
gies, communities selected either all adults in the com-
munity or only those who were parents with children
enrolled in the local school system. As the SPF SIG
project developed further, many communities that had
originally targeted all adults in their community shifted
their focus in 2010 to parents of school children in their
community.
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Once their target populations were determined, local
evaluators assisted community practitioners in constructing
lists of population members and location information.
Communities attempted either a census or random sam-
pling approach in the administration of their surveys.
However, those employing an intercept sampling approach
were essentially attempting to maximize their sample size
by collecting their data at times and locations known to
attract sizable portions of their target population.

As shown in Table 1, community-level survey sample
sizes ranged from 260 to 600 in 2008; and totaled over
3,500 adults in all. Sample sizes were generally slightly
lower in 2010. The 2010 survey administration occurred at
the end of the grant, when coalition efforts were directed
toward close-out activities and sustainability and local
evaluator resources were diminished.

Data Collection Methods

Four distinct data collection methods, or their combina-
tions, were employed by the communities in the adminis-
tration of their surveys in 2008: mail, on-line, intercept,
and personal interview. In 2008 the majority of the com-
munities administered their surveys by mail and included a
targeted follow-up to increase response rate, some going to
on-line or intercept methods to increase the efficiency of
data collection. All three urban communities targeted par-
ents of school children as their target population, and
administered their surveys via on-line mechanisms. Two of
the three communities characterized by high racial/ethnic
minority populations chose to administer their surveys in
person at strategically selected times and locations to
maximize their response rate, using methodology originally
known as mall intercept sampling (Bush and Hair 1985)
and more recently generalized to location-based sampling
(Sudman and Blair 1999). Finally, one community elected
to add these survey items to an ongoing household survey it
was conducting for other purposes, and obtained its
responses through personal interviews.

Data collection methods changed somewhat in 2010,
partly based on the communities sharing experiences and
lessons learned from their 2008 survey efforts. Four com-
munities abandoned their mailed surveys, shifting to either
intercept or on-line data collection; and the community that
combined this survey with an ongoing household survey
had no such coincidence in 2010 and shifted to an intercept
survey.

Measures
As noted earlier, the content of the community surveys was

driven by each community’s need for data and information
to substantiate aspects of their local logic models and to
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inform their environmental change strategies. These strat-
egies ranged from social marketing and social norms
marketing campaigns that relied heavily on disseminating
prevention-focused messages through various media; to
those directed at policy or regulatory change pertaining to
alcohol use in the community and related enforcement
concerns.

These variations notwithstanding, a number of con-
structs were commonly used across many of the 12 com-
munities. Prominent examples of these were:

e Attitudes, beliefs and behaviors related to underage
drinking—all 12 communities included questions relat-
ing to these;

e Perceptions of these attitudes, beliefs and behaviors in
the community as a whole—7 of the 12 communities
included these questions;

e Attitudes about the enforcement of alcohol laws and
regulations—eight communities;

e Perceptions of the legal consequences of underage
drinking—seven communities.

Surveys ranged from 20 to 40 items in length across the
communities. Items or scales comprising these instruments
were selected from a compendium of field-tested instru-
ments identified by the local evaluators working in each
community. The most frequently tapped surveys from the
compendium were the Minnesota Community Readiness
Survey (Beebe et al. 2001); the Montana Most of Us Social
Norms Parent Survey (Montana State University 2000); and
the Project Northland program surveys (Perry et al. 2000).

Procedures

The first round of community survey data collection was con-
ducted in spring 2008. Community volunteers and coalition
members first identified the domains or constructs of interest.
Typically, these were elements of their local theory of change
models guiding their SPF SIG prevention efforts. After these
were identified, local evaluators assembled items and scales
from the instrument compendium and reviewed them along
with local community members for inclusion on the survey.
The three communities with high racial/ethnic minority con-
centrations (primarily Hispanic) translated their surveys into
Spanish to facilitate participation of their Hispanic populations
in the survey effort. Once the content and translation of the
surveys were finalized, the administration of the surveys
commenced. Communities reported their response rates to local
evaluators within three to 4 weeks of initial administration,
with particular attention paid to the demographics of the sample
in relation to those of the intended target population. Follow-up
survey activities were undertaken in all communities to aug-
ment the sample size and improve representativeness of the
respondent sample. Data collection lasted for 2 months, and
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local evaluators provided descriptive analyses of the relevant
items and interpretive guidelines for local community mem-
bers, as they moved to the data-based design of their environ-
mental change strategies.

Results

Since the content of the community surveys was designed to
address each community’s information needs in planning
their prevention programs and environmental change strat-
egies, results presented here are in the form of a synthesis of
general themes that emerged, along with specific illustra-
tions used to drive ECS in several SPF SIG communities.

A Synthesis of General Findings from the Community
Surveys

As noted earlier, several general constructs were included
in community surveys with sufficient frequency to use as
illustrations of how these data were used to drive ECS
planning across multiple communities: adults’ attitudes and
beliefs about underage drinking; their perceptions of the
attitudes, beliefs and behaviors of other adults in the
community related to underage drinking; and their attitudes
toward enforcement of existing laws and regulations on
underage drinking.

Attitudes and Beliefs About Underage Drinking

Although the specific items used in communities’ surveys
varied, all 12 SPF SIG communities included questions
assessing adults’ views about underage drinking. The most
pervasive finding in these surveys was that the vast
majority of adults and parents did not report permissive
attitudes toward underage drinking under virtually any
circumstances. Selected findings included:

e Across four communities, 63-76 of adults strongly
disagreed that it is “OK for teenagers/underage youth
to drink at parties as long as they don’t get drunk.”

e In another four communities, 89-92 % of parents of
school-aged children disagreed or strongly disagreed
that it is “OK for 18-20 year olds to drink alcohol.”

e In two communities, 82-90 % of parents agreed or
strongly agreed that it is “never OK to offer your
underage children alcohol in your home.”

Perceived Attitudes and Behaviors of Other Adults
in the Community About Underage Drinking

To explore whether a social norms marketing campaign
was warranted, seven communities included items asking

respondents how they thought other adults or parents in
their community felt about these issues. There was a per-
sistent and significant gap between adults or parents reports
of their own attitudes and behaviors related to underage
drinking and their perceptions of how their fellow adults or
parents in the community felt about these issues. For
example:

e In one community characterized by high poverty and
high racial/ethnic minority population, virtually all
parents (92 %) disagreed or strongly disagreed that it
was OK for 18-20 year olds to drink alcohol, but only
78 % agreed or strongly agreed that “most adults” in
the community felt the same way.

e In another rural, primarily Caucasian community, while
94 % of the parents reported that they had explained the
rules about alcohol use to their children, only 52 %
report believed that the “typical parent” in their
community had done the same.

e Similarly, in another rural community with a large
Hispanic population, 80 % of the parents reported
communicating nonpermissive messages about alcohol
use to their children in the past 3 months, but only
38 % reported they believed the “typical family” had
done the same.

Attitudes Toward the Enforcement of Underage
Drinking Laws and Regulations

In the development of their prevention program logic mod-
els, several communities voiced concerns about the lack of
consistent enforcement of underage drinking laws by the law
enforcement and justice sectors in the community. Often,
these concerns were met with the response that, if such
enforcement were strengthened, most adults in the commu-
nity would not be supportive, citing traditional rite of passage
points of view in relation to underage drinking. To address
these concerns empirically, eight of the SPF SIG commu-
nities included items on their surveys assessing community
attitudes toward the enforcement of underage drinking laws
and regulations. Results indicated that, in general, parents
and adults in these communities were very supportive of
enforcement efforts. Selected findings included:

e In a community characterized by high racial/ethnic
minority populations, 75 % of parents strongly agreed
that “police should break up parties when youth are
using alcohol or drugs.”

e In a tribal community, nearly two-thirds (64 %) of
adults strongly agreed that “police should enforce tribal
laws against underage drinking.”

e In three other communities, characterized by high
Caucasian populations, about two-thirds of parents and
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adults strongly agreed that police should break up
underage youth parties in people’s homes (62 and
67 %) or in outdoor locations (69 %) when youth are
drinking.

Relatedly, respondents to these surveys in three com-
munities reported less certainty that law enforcement was
committed or effective in their enforcement efforts of
underage drinking laws and regulations. For example:

e In two rural communities, fewer than 1 in 4 of the
parents and adults (15 and 23 %) strongly agreed that
law enforcement was “committed” and less than 20 %
of them strongly agreed that law enforcement
responded effectively to underage drinking violations.

e In another rural community, only about 1 in 5 adults
(21 %) strongly agreed that schools effectively enforce
school policies on alcohol and other drug use.

e In a fourth community with substantial representation
of Hispanic and American Indian families, only about
1 in 3 adults (35 %) believed that underage drinking
laws were enforced at all.

Representativeness of Findings to Intended Target
Population in the Community

The highly participatory nature of these community survey
efforts was accompanied by insufficient resources to do a
scientifically rigorous sampling of their intended populations.
Still, the representativeness of the respondent samples was a
prominent concern in the interpretation of results. Represen-
tativeness was assessed in relation to known demographic
characteristics of the communities’ target populations, either
all adults in the community (2010 US Census data) or parents
of youth enrolled in its schools (school district records).

In Table 2, the proportions of respondents categorized
by gender, race and age group are provided for all 12
communities. Since target populations varied across com-
munities (and within communities across time, in some
cases), the corresponding target population data are not
provided. Even in the absence of precise statistical com-
parisons, several discrepancies are apparent.

Gender

There is a clear over-representation of female adults in
these samples. In 9 of the 12 communities in 2008, females
comprised more than 60 % of the respondent samples. In 3
of the 12 communities, females constituted 80 % or more
of the sample. This disproportionality is associated with the
data collection method employed. For example, in 2008 the
two communities that used on-line data collection exclu-
sively had 69 and 75 % female respondents respectively.
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Table 2 Washington community survey sample characteristics 2008
and 2010

Community  Gender Race/ethnicity Age group
(% male) (% caucasian) (% over 45)
2008 2010 2008 2010 2008 2010

Non-Urban, low poverty, low minority

A 358 401 923 94.1 69.1 74.5

B 193 163 956 942 683 320

C 299 326 919 86.4 48.1 467

D 400 200 921 95.9 709 367
Non-Urban, high poverty, high minority

E 392 236 726 50.6 2317 238

F 390 310 760 52.0 68.4>  50.3°

G 420 170 590 21.0 63.0 529
Urban

H 31.0 250 87.0 91.0 594 648

I 300 230  60.0 71.0 58.8°  70.7°

J 269 335 657 73.7 855 395
American Indian

I 440 367 0.0 0.0 266" 353!

J 389 372 244 25.6 23.1%  27.0°
Total 347 280  68.1 63.0 554 462

 Percentage over 56 years of age
® Percentage over 40 years of age

Race/Ethnicity

Two of the three communities in the “high racial/ethnic
minority” cluster under-represented their minority popu-
lations in their respondent sample in 2008 at 24, and 41 %,
respectively. These communities focused efforts on
improving this representation in 2010 and were quite suc-
cessful, increasing to 48 and 79 %, respectively. Two of
the three urban SPF SIG communities also had sizable
racial/ethnic minority populations. Respondent samples
from both of these urban communities were reasonably
representative of their cultural diversity in 2008. Finally,
both American Indian communities were very successful in
their representation in both years.

Age Group

Direct comparisons between the age of respondents and
that of the target populations across communities are
problematic for two reasons. First, the target population for
the surveys in many communities was parents of middle
and high school-aged youth; and demographic data were
not readily available on this segment of the community as a
whole. Secondly, the community surveys were not con-
sistent in the age categories represented on the survey
instruments. These limitations notwithstanding, it still
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Table 3 Gender and racial/

ethnic group differences in 2008 Community Prevalence rates by gender Community  Prevalence rates by racial/ethnic group
prevalence rates of selected Female Male Caucasian Noncaucasian
attitudes and beliefs from
Washington SPF SIG Strong disapproval of underage drinking under any circumstances
community surveys D 73.4 58.2 E 76.7 55.6
E 75.9 63.0 F 76.3 64.2
H 63.3 48.6 G 83.3 73.4
K 65.1 44.4
Strong beliefs against offering children alcohol at home
B 74.0 61.0 F 68.6 914
E 66.8 48.2 G 64.2 73.9
G 72.5 59.8 I 62.0 87.7
H 533 34.5 J 76.2 93.0
L 72.6 93.8
Strong support for enforcement of laws and regulations on underage drinking
B 64.0 55.7 G 62.6 514
H 45.8 35.7 1 41.2 64.8
K 574 29.4 J 78.3 91.2

seems clear that older adults were over-represented in most
SPF SIG communities. For example, of the seven com-
munities using a category of “45 or older” in their surveys
in 2008, about two-thirds (66.4 %) of the respondent
sample were in this age group. US Census data from 2010
indicated that 39.4 % of Washington’s citizens are in this
age group. Only three communities’ samples were within
10 % of their target population representation in this older
category. Again, this was associated with data collection
method. All three of these communities used either inter-
cept or household interview data collection methods in
2008.

Impact of Nonrepresentativeness on Survey Estimates
in Planning ECS

In general, respondent samples in the SPF SIG community
surveys in 2008 over-represented females and older adults
in their target populations. In communities with high pro-
portions of racial/ethnic minorities, there was also an
under-representation of minorities, primarily Hispanic
adults and parents. While representative samples are the
goal of any population survey effort, it has specific and
concrete implications for ECS. Data-based messages in a
social marketing or social norms marketing strategies must
be characteristic of the population in which the campaign is
conducted. For example, it would be erroneous to say that
92 % of the community does not condone underage
drinking under any circumstances if this estimate was
driven by an over-represented segment of the community

known to oppose these behaviors more vehemently than
others.

Differences in ECS-relevant survey items between the
demographic groups displayed in Table 2 were calculated
in each of the communities for which disproportionate
representation occurred. Illustrative results are shown in
Table 3.

Attitudes Toward Underage Drinking

As noted earlier, all SPF SIG communities included
questions about adults’ or parents’ attitudes toward
underage drinking. Survey results indicated that men con-
sistently reported more permissive attitudes toward
underage drinking than women. Gender-based prevalence
rates from four communities that used highly comparable
questions representing this general construct are shown in
Table 3. In general, 15-20 % more women than men do
not condone underage drinking under any circumstances.
A similar percentage of women feel more strongly against
parents offering alcohol to their children at home than do
men in the respondent samples. This would suggest that the
percentage of adults in these communities strongly disap-
proving of underage drinking (reported earlier as 80-90 %
in the aggregate) may be slightly overstated based on these
gender differences and the over-representation of females
in the respondent samples. However, even modifying the
prevalence rates previously reported, it was still clear that
the vast majority of adults in SPF SIG communities dis-
approve of underage drinking under any circumstances.
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In relation to race/ethnicity, it was also noted in Table 2
that several communities with culturally diverse popula-
tions (6 of the 12 SPF SIG communities) overrepresented
Caucasians in their survey respondents in 2008. While this
disparity was remedied to a large degree in the 2010 sur-
vey, the 2008 survey results were those used for ECS
planning and, at face value, were not sufficiently repre-
sentative of racial/ethnic minorities. In general, racial/
ethnic minority respondents reported more tolerant or
permissive attitudes toward underage drinking than did
Caucasians in three of these communities, as shown in
Table 3. Interestingly, however, in the five culturally
diverse communities in which respondents were asked
about the specific practice of parents offering alcohol to
their children, 10-25 % of the Caucasian adults reported
more permissive attitudes than did minority respondents in
these communities.

Attitudes Toward Enforcement of Underage
Drinking Laws and Regulations

In three of the SPF SIG communities, the disproportion-
ality of women respondents was also associated with sig-
nificant differences in their attitudes toward enforcement.
In general, women felt more strongly that underage
drinking laws and regulations should be consistently
enforced. In terms of race/ethnicity, minority respondents
in results were mixed across three highly diverse SPF SIG
communities. In two of the communities, racial/ethnic
minorities were more strongly supportive toward the con-
sistent enforcement of these laws and regulations than were
Caucasians; but in a third, racial/ethnic minorities were less
supportive.

Use of Community Survey Findings in Design of ECS

As noted earlier, all 12 SPF SIG communities planned and
implemented at least one ECS. Survey findings drove the
design of social norms marketing campaigns in seven
communities. Three other communities used survey find-
ings to formulate or bolster efforts to strengthen underage
drinking laws and regulations and their enforcement,
including collaborative activity to improve consistency and
effectiveness of law enforcement response. Examples are
provided here to illustrate data-driven ECS planning in
both of these areas.

Social Norms Marketing
Social norms campaigns are rooted in the theory that using
data to correct misperceptions of norms can induce a

greater proportion of the population to act in accordance
with the true norms (e.g., against underage drinking;
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Perkins, 2003). Washington SPF SIG communities that
implemented social norms campaigns generally publicized
community survey findings that the majority of parents