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Abstract
Objective—Within the domain of risk-related behavior, many times the decision to engage is not
a product of premeditation or intention. The Prototype Willingness model was created to capture
and explain the unintended element of risk behavior. The present study aimed to evaluate the
importance of willingness versus intention, two important constructs within the Prototype
Willingness model, in relation to Spring Break drinking behavior when assessed at both high and
low extremities.
Method—College undergraduates (N = 275) completed questionnaires prior to Spring Break
regarding their anticipated Spring Break activities. Willingness and intention were assessed for
different levels of risk. Specifically, participants indicated the extent to which they intended to (a)
get drunk and (b) drink enough to black out or pass out; and the extent to which they were willing
to (a) get drunk and (b) drink enough to black out or pass out. When classes resumed following
Spring Break, the students indicated the extent to which they actually (a) got drunk and (b) drank
enough to black out or pass out.
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Results—Results demonstrated that when the health-related risk was lower (i.e., getting drunk),
intention was a stronger predictor of behavior than was willingness. However, as the level of risk
increased (i.e., getting drunk enough to black out or pass out), willingness more strongly predicted
behavior.
Conclusion—The present study suggests that willingness and intentions differentially predict
Spring Break alcohol-related behavior depending on the extremity of behavior in question.
Implications regarding alcohol interventions are discussed.
Keywords
Spring Break; alcohol use; prevention; intentions; willingness
Spring Break is a period of known high-risk drinking for college students. Even students
who do not normally drink heavily are at risk for increasing their alcohol use behavior
during this time (Greenbaum, Del Boca, Darkes, Wang, & Goldman, 2005). In particular,
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students who travel with their friends engage in heavier alcohol use and experience more
negative consequences than those who do not go on Spring Break trips (Grekin, Sher, &
Krull, 2007; Lee, Lewis, & Neighbors, 2010; Lee, Maggs, & Rankin, 2006; Patrick & Lee,
2012). During Spring Break, as many as 37% of male and 25% of female college students in
one sample engaged in heavy episodic drinking (i.e., 5+/4+ drinks for men/women within a
two-hour period; Patrick, Morgan, Maggs, & Lefkowitz, 2011). Although these elevated
drinking levels may not be specific to the Spring Break period, there may be specific and
serious consequences associated with even temporary increases in drinking (Neal &
Fromme, 2007).
Increased alcohol consumption is associated with increased risk of alcohol-related
consequences. Negative effects of alcohol use, including passing out, are experienced by
roughly 9% of Spring Break travelers (Lee et al., 2010). Among college students who
consumed alcohol on Spring Break, 32% reported having a hangover, 15% reported losing
control, 12% reported passing out, and 2% reported getting into trouble with the police
(Patrick et al., 2011). These high levels of risk behaviors and consequences have led to a call
for event-specific approaches to prevention and intervention (Neighbors et al., 2007). In
order to intervene for specific events such as Spring Break, however, we need a greater
understanding of student expectations regarding Spring Break behaviors and the extent to
which they expect and hope to engage in heavy alcohol use.
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Many students make preparations and form expectations for Spring Break well in advance.
For example, one of the most important motivators for going on particular Spring Break
trips is the desire for opportunities to drink alcohol (Sönmez et al., 2006). Students discuss
these plans and expectations regarding alcohol use with their peers. Nearly 60% of college
students formed an understanding with their friends about how much alcohol they would
use; for example, 24% of students had mutual understandings with their friends that they
would get drunk on Spring Break and 18% had understandings that they would drink but not
get drunk (Patrick et al., 2011). Moreover, these understandings were predictive of alcohol
use behaviors and consequences during Spring Break, even after controlling for level of
alcohol use prior to Spring Break (Patrick et al., 2011). Despite the research that planning to
drink over Spring Break is predictive of actual Spring Break alcohol consumption (Patrick &
Lee, 2012), little is known about whether all Spring Break drinking behavior is planned. One
possibility is that like many risk behaviors, not all Spring Break alcohol use is premeditated
and planned. For example, students may plan to drink but not explicitly plan to get drunk or
they may plan to get drunk but not plan to drink enough to black out or to pass out.
Moreover, some Spring Break alcohol use may be better predicted by a willingness or
openness to risk should the opportunity arise, rather than an explicit plan to engage in risky
behavior. Determining if and how both planful and unplanned risk cognitions formed prior
to Spring Break influence actual Spring Break alcohol use is an important step in developing
prevention programs aimed at reducing risky Spring Break alcohol use and other high-risk
specific events. In order to examine the predictive validity of specific cognitions related to
risky alcohol use over Spring Break, it is helpful to frame the research question in terms of a
specific model. The Prototype Willingness model provides a strong theoretical framework
for considering Spring Break alcohol use, which may include both planned and unplanned
behavior.

The Prototype Willingness Model
The Prototype Willingness model (PW; see Figure 1; Gibbons, Gerrard, Blanton, & Russell,
1998; Gibbons, Gerrard, & Lane, 2003) is a modified dual-processing model designed to
improve the predictive value of existing health behavior theories for health risk behaviors.
Specifically, the PW model posits two pathways to health risk: a reasoned pathway and a
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social reaction pathway. Within the PW Model, the reasoned pathway is conceptualized as
being similar to the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), whereas the
social reaction pathway relies on unplanned willingness, which varies as a function of
perceived vulnerability, perceived descriptive norms, and prototypes (i.e., social images).
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Research has suggested that with experience, decision-making shifts from a socially-based
and reactive process to a reasoned process. Pomery and colleagues (2009) found that the
primary antecedents of behavior shifted from willingness to intentions as young adults
gained experience with the relevant behavior. Before they have had much experience, young
adults are less likely to have intentions to engage in risky behavior. When asked to consider
what they might do if given the opportunity, however, many of those young adults who have
not thought about it seriously, acknowledged a willingness to engage in the behavior and
this willingness is a significant predictor of their subsequent behavior. As experience with
the behavior increases, young adults become more aware of what they are likely to do and
when, and perhaps why they are doing it. As a result, intentions become better predictors of
behavior than willingness. Although the model was originally created to explain adolescent
risk behavior, research has indicated that the PW model, and specifically willingness, is still
a strong predictor of various risk behaviors in college student and emerging adult samples
(Pomery et al., 2009; Thornton, Gibbons, & Gerrard, 2002). Although this research
contributed to our knowledge of how intention and willingness relate to risk behavior as
experience increases, research has yet to examine how behavioral intention and behavioral
willingness relate to alcohol use at varying levels of extremity. By definition, people tend to
have less experience with extreme risk behaviors. Moreover, we would expect that
individuals would have more experience with less extreme risk behaviors and, therefore, we
would expect intentions to be a better predictor. However, for more extreme behaviors,
which are less common, and with which individuals are less likely to have specific
expectations about or experience, we would expect willingness to be a better predictor.

The Present Study
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The present study aimed to evaluate the importance of willingness versus intention in
relation to Spring Break drinking behavior when assessed at two different extremities. Based
on the assumptions of the PW Model and previous research suggesting that as experience
with behaviors increase, intentions become better predictors of behavior when compared to
willingness, it is expected that intentions will more strongly predict less risky Spring Break
drinking behavior and willingness will more strongly predict more risky Spring Break
drinking behavior (with which individuals may have less experience). Specifically, we
predict that intentions and not willingness will predict drinking to get drunk over Spring
Break whereas willingness but not intentions will predict drinking enough to black out or
pass out over Spring Break.

Method
Participants and Procedures
All procedures were approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board and a federal
Certificate of Confidentiality was obtained. The data for the present study was drawn from a
larger sample collected as part of a study examining Spring Break drinking. A list containing
a random sample of 3,183 students who were enrolled during the 2009 academic year was
obtained from the university registrar. These students at a large public northwestern
university were invited to the study between March and May of 2009. Almost half of these
students (n = 1540 students; 54% female), aged 18 to 30 (M = 20.3; SD = 2.25), responded
(48% response rate). All participants were invited to complete a survey after Spring Break.
A small random subsample of participants was randomly invited to complete a survey prior
Prev Sci. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 February 01.
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to Spring Break about their Spring Break plans and drinking cognitions. The data for the
present study comes from a subsample of participants (n = 700 initially invited; n = 315
[45%] completed) who completed both pre- and post-Spring Break surveys. Students who
completed the survey prior to Spring Break were immediately informed that they would
receive an invitation to complete the follow-up survey during the week following Spring
Break. The analyses presented include 275 students (56.4% female) who provided both preand post-Spring Break data. Participants in the present study ranged from 18–23 years of age
with the average age 20.1 (SD = 1.43) years. Participants were mostly Caucasian (68%),
with 19% Asian, 5% multi-racial, and 8% other. The racial characteristics of this sample are
similar to the campus as a whole. There were no significant differences between the full
study population (those who only completed post-Spring Break measures) and those who
completed the pre-Spring Break measures on age (F =1.55, p = .21), gender (χ2 = .612, p = .
43, Cramer’s V = .02), racial composition (χ2 = 2.98, p = .39 Cramer’s V = .04) or typical
weekly drinking (F = .16, p = .65). However, there were significant differences between
responders (those who completed both the pre- and post-Spring Break surveys) and nonresponders (those who only completed the pre-Spring Break survey) for the post-Spring
Break survey on age (F =8.36, p < .01) and gender (χ2 = 6.89, p < .01, Cramer’s V = .10),
with responders more likely to be younger and female. There were no differences in racial
composition (χ2 = .44, p = .93 Cramer’s V = .03) or typical weekly drinking (F = .13, p = .
69) between responders and non-responders.
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Students were mailed and e-mailed an invitation to participate in a confidential online
survey about their upcoming Spring Break activities and drinking behavior. The letter and email included a project description and link to the study website. A separate email included
a personalized identification number (PIN), which enabled participants to log-in to a secure
Website. After reading a description of the study and indicating consent, participants
completed the online assessment. Intentions, willingness, and previous drinking were
assessed pre-Spring Break, and actual drinking behavior was measured post-Spring Break.
Incentives for participation were $10 for completing the pre-Spring Break assessment and
$30 for completing the post-Spring Break assessment.
Measures
Background Measures—Participants’ age, birth sex, ethnic and racial background,
Greek status, living situation (on or off campus), and whether they traveled with friends over
Spring Break were assessed.
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Intentions for alcohol behavior over Spring Break—Participants indicated
responses on a 7-point Likert- scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 7 = Strongly Agree) to the
following items assessing drinking intentions over Spring Break at two levels of extremity:
“I intend to drink enough to get drunk over Spring Break,” and “I intend to drink until I
black out or pass out over Spring Break.”
Willingness for alcohol behavior over Spring Break—Willingness was measured
using items that were parallel to intentions: “Imagine over Spring Break that you had
complete access to alcohol and freedom to consume alcohol everyday. How willing would
you be to: (a) Drink enough to get drunk; and (b) Drink until you blacked out or passed
out?” Participants recorded responses to each behavior on a 7 point Likert-type scale (1 =
Not at all Willing; 7 = Very Willing).
Previous (non-Spring Break) drinking—Typical (non-Spring Break related) drinking
over the past three months was assessed with the Daily Drinking Questionnaire (DDQ;
Collins. Parks, & Marlatt, 1985). This measure was included to approximate general
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drinking experience, is conceptualized as being a proximal antecedent to behavior according
to the PW model. Participants were asked to estimate their typical drinking patterns and
were instructed to not include Spring Break drinking in their estimates. Based on past
research (Borsari et al., 2001), only the drinks per week subscale was included in the present
analyses. The scale asked participants to “Consider a typical week during the last three
months. How much alcohol, on average (measured in number of drinks), did you drink on
each day of a typical week?” Participants provided a number for each of the seven days of
the week. The items were summed to form a composite variable representing total drinks per
week.
Spring Break Alcohol Behavior—Participants were asked to “Please indicate whether
or not you had each experience during the week of Spring Break.” Participants indicated
whether they “Got drunk,” and “Drank until you blacked out or passed out” for each day of
the 10-day Spring Break period. The number of days engaging in each behavior was
summed to form the two outcome variables.

Results
Data Analysis
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Preliminary analyses revealed non-normal distributions for both drinking outcomes (i.e.,
days drunk, days blacked-out). Accordingly, negative binomial regression was selected as
the primary analysis strategy (Atkins & Gallop, 2007; Hilbe, 2007; Simons, Neal, & Gaher,
2006). Because the variance was substantially greater than the mean, both drinking
outcomes closely followed a negative binomial probability distribution. Thus, we used a
generalized linear modeling approach with the distribution specified as negative binomial
(i.e., negative binomial regression). Gender, age, ethnic and racial background, Greek status,
living situation, and traveling with friends were included in all analyses as covariates based
on previous associations with alcohol consumption (Neighbors, Lee, Lewis, Fossos, &
Larimer, 2007; O’Malley & Johnston, 2002; Read, Wood, Davidoff, McLacken, &
Campbell, 2002; Wechsler, Kuo, Lee, & Dowdall, 2000).
Descriptive Results
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Overall, 41.5% reported getting drunk on at least 1 day, and 11.1% reported that they
blacked or passed out on at least 1 day over Spring Break. Participants reported that on
average they got drunk on 1.17 (SD = 1.87) days and experienced blackouts on 0.19 (SD =
0.69) days. As seen in Table 1, all major study variables were positively correlated with
each other. It is worth noting that willingness and intentions for each of our two outcome
behaviors were highly correlated.
Regressions
Days drunk over Spring Break—For the model examining days drunk over Spring
Break, the likelihood ratio for the full model was X2 (5) = 217.38, p < .001, which indicated
that the overall model was significant. Results of the negative binomial regression
evaluating days drunk over Spring Break as the dependent variable are presented in Table 2.
Results from the analysis indicated that none of the demographic and background variables
assessed were associated with days drunk over Spring Break. However, consistent with our
hypotheses, intention, but not willingness, was associated with days drunk over Spring
Break. As noted in footnote 1, willingness significantly predicted days drunk when entered
prior to adding intentions. However, once both cognitions were included in the model, the
effect of willingness became non-significant, as can be seen in Table 2.
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Days blacked out or passed out over Spring Break—For the model examining days
blacked out or passed out over Spring Break, the likelihood ratio for the full model was X2
(5) = 61.720, p < .001, which indicated that the overall model was significant. Results of the
negative binomial regression evaluating days blacked out or passed out over Spring Break as
the dependent variable are presented in Table 3. Consistent with the previous results, none
of the background or demographic variables were associated with days blacked out or
passed out over Spring Break. However, willingness, but not intention was associated with
days blacked out or passed out over Spring Break. As can be seen in footnote 2, intention
significantly predicted days blacked or passed out when entered prior to adding willingness.
However, once both cognitions were included in the model, the effect of intention became
non-significant (see Table 3)

Discussion

NIH-PA Author Manuscript

Results from the present study indicate that willingness and intention were differentially
predictive of Spring Break alcohol risk behavior depending on the relative extremity of the
behavior in question when taking several covariates into account. Specifically, for a lower
risk behavior (getting drunk), intentions but not willingness predicted behavior. In contrast,
at higher risk (drinking enough to black out or pass out) willingness, but not intention,
predicted behavior. It is important to note that although intentions and willingness were
highly correlated and individually both predict our two outcomes when entered into the
model separately. Moreover, only the cognition theoretically predicted by the Prototype
Willingness Model (i.e. willingness predicting blacking out and intentions predicting getting
drunk) showed an independent association with the outcome when holding the other
constant.
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Theoretical Implications—The present findings extend the previous theoretical
frameworks of the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) and the PW Model (Gerrard,
Gibbons, Houlihan, Stock, & Pomery, 2008). The PW Model provided an important advance
in the Theory of Planned Behavior in proposing a dual pathway to risk behavior and
identifying willingness as a unique predictor of some behaviors over and above intentions.
Previous work has suggested that willingness may be a particularly important predictor for
adolescents and/or those who have limited experience with a given behavior. The present
findings suggest that the relative risk, or extremity, of behavior may also impact the relative
importance of willingness versus intention and that this effect is over and above the
influence of past alcohol use. In general, people may be less likely to intend to engage in
more extreme behaviors for different reasons. By definition, more extreme behaviors happen
at lower frequency than less extreme behaviors and intentions are likely to stem from
previous experiences. In addition, individuals may have less perceived control over the
occurrence of more extreme behaviors, and thus endorse lower intentions. People may be
less willing to endorse intentions for more extreme behaviors but be open to admitting
willingness to engage in more extreme behaviors given the right circumstances. For
example, many students have consumed enough alcohol to pass out on one or more
occasions but few of them probably began with explicit intentions to do so. The present
results suggest, however, that many of these students would have reported being willing to
drink enough to pass out. In sum, extreme behaviors are likely to fall in the category of
unplanned behaviors which can be better predicted by willingness than by intention. It is
important to note that as found in previous studies (Gerrard et al., 2008; Gibbons et al.,
2003; Gibbons et al., 1998), although intention and willingness were highly correlated, they
yielded distinct predictive power. It is important to consider these findings in light of the
current conceptualization of the model. Whereas within the Prototype Willingness Model,
willingness has typically been viewed as influencing intention (refer to Figure 1), the present
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study indicates that the relationship between willingness and intention might be
bidirectional. More research is needed to determine whether the current conceptualization of
the model is an appropriate representation of the relationship between willingness and
intention when related to risk behaviors at varying levels of extremity.
These findings may be extended to lead to better prediction of extreme behaviors associated
with specific situations. Recent research has highlighted a number of specific events
associated with high-risk drinking among college students, including Spring Break, 21st
birthdays, New Years, and other holidays (e.g., Neighbors et al., 2011). Additional research
is needed to evaluate whether willingness may be a particularly useful predictor in these
contexts. While it is important to note that intentions and willingness were differentially
predictive of Spring Break behaviors when controlling for several covariates, it is also
important to note that none of these covariates were significant in predicting Spring Break
drinking. It is likely that intentions and willingness accounted for some of the variance of
these demographic variables that often predict Spring Break drinking.
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Prevention Implications—Many college drinking preventions and interventions address
drinking intentions through strategies such as education regarding blood alcohol content
(BAC) and potential consequences, alcohol expectancies in relation to perceived benefits of
drinking, and protective behavioral strategies (for reviews see Carey, Scott-Sheldon, Carey,
& DeMartini, 2007; Larimer & Cronce, 2007; Walters & Neighbors, 2005). This is true both
for interventions that are designed for reducing general drinking and for the burgeoning
literature on event-specific prevention (Glassman, Dodd, Sheu, Rienzo, & Wagenaar, 2010;
Lewis, Neighbors, Lee, Oster-Aaland, 2008; Neighbors, Lee, Lewis, Fossos, & Walter,
2009). Based on our findings, it seems that interventions may need to address both
intentions and willingness in regards to reducing drinking behavior and consequences,
although existing prevention strategies have generally not systematically targeted
willingness or less planful behaviors to the same degree that they have addressed
intentionality. Our findings suggest that strategies that address intentions may be effective in
reducing lower risk drinking behaviors, but may be less effective in reducing more extreme
drinking and related consequences. More extreme consequences like blacking out are
typically unplanned events. Our results suggest that although these events are typically
unplanned, an openness to having those experiences is associated with increased risk.
Interventions aiming to reduce willingness and intention may differ on the level of planning
that individuals are asked to consider. For example, willingness may be better targeted by
having individuals plan out protective behavioral strategies that could help them if they
found themselves in a risk-conducive environment, whereas intentions can be targeted by
having individuals consider ways they can avoid being in a risk-conducive environment that
may lead to negative consequences. However, when considering the relatively high
correlations between willingness and intentions in tandem with previous findings that
willingness is more malleable than intentions (e.g. Gerrard et al., 2008), it is possible that
treating the two constructs similarly in preventions may be sufficient to enact change.
Determining the exact nature and predictive utility of willingness and intentions in
prevention is an important next step.
Limitations—The results of the present study should be considered in light of several
limitations. First, the selection of only two drinking behaviors provided a limited range of
extremity. Furthermore, because the present study did not assess blacking out or passing out
and getting drunk prior to Spring Break, the analyses could not control for past experience
with these behaviors. However, given that the PW model conceptualizes past behavior as
being more general in nature, the past behavior variable used is consistent with the model. It
is also worth noting that the lead in for the willingness items (i.e., “Imagine over Spring
Break that you had complete access to alcohol and freedom to consume alcohol every
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day…”) may have influenced participants’ willingness relative to if they had been asked
willingness without this context. Furthermore, the same context was not provided for the
intentions items and it is unclear whether participants were considering intentions in the
same context. While this approach is similar to previous studies examining these constructs
(Gerrard et al., 2008; Gibbons et al., 2003), in future studies it would be worth empirically
examining the impact of the context provided and whether it should be consistent across
constructs. Furthermore, the subsample used in the present study included individuals who
went on Spring Break trips with friends. Therefore, it is possible that these individuals were
inherently riskier than same-aged peers who opted not to take trips with friends. One other
sample-based limitation may be that a significant number of our participants were under the
legal drinking age of 21. It is possible that these students were particularly prone to take
alcohol-related risks during Spring Break, particularly if they traveled to places where they
could drink legally. This large amount of underage drinkers in our sample is also likely
related to the higher response rates of younger students in our sample, of which the reasons
behind are unclear. It is also important to note that although the response rate (39%) in the
present study is comparable to other large studies of college student drinking, conclusions
should be considered in light of potential response biases. Previous work suggests at least
two possible biases with students who are non-drinkers and students who are extremely
heavy drinkers being less likely to participate in alcohol related studies (Neighbors, Palmer,
& Larimer, 2003).
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Future Directions—Stemming in part from the limitations of the present study, there are a
variety of research questions that should be answered in the future. First, additional research
including multiple behaviors at multiple levels of extremity would be worthwhile. Other
ways of conceptualizing extremity of risk, including targeting specific amounts of alcohol,
should also be examined. Future research should examine high-risk outcomes such as
driving after drinking or condom use, over which individuals have more control. In addition,
future research should determine if blacking out and passing out are differentially predicted
by willingness and intentions as they may represent distinct outcomes. Relatedly, it is
possible that people may not have full volitional control over blacking out, so a focus on
other extreme risk behaviors that may be under full volitional control, for example, driving
while under the influence, should be examined. Finally, although he present study does not
consider the potential role of individual differences, it is likely that that individual
differences such as sensation-seeking and impulsivity influence willingness and intentions
for engaging in risky behaviors and may also impact the relationship between risk behaviors
and cognitions. Therefore, future lines of inquiry could examine whether individual
differences moderate the relationships found in the present study.
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Conclusion
Results from the present study indicate that willingness and intention are differentially
predictive of alcohol risk behavior over Spring Break, depending on the extremity of the
behavior in question. These results present important avenues for future research and
possible integration into prevention programs aimed at reducing risky alcohol use.
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Figure 1.

Prototype Willingness Model
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1Willingness significantly predicted days drunk (B= .841, SE = .111, Z = 7.52, Ratio = 2.317, 95% CI = 1.888 to 2.885) when
entered prior to adding intentions. However, once both cognitions were included in the model, the effect of willingness became nonsignificant, as can be seen in Table 2.
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2Intention significantly predicted days blacked out (B= .693, SE = .142, Z = 4.86, Ratio = 1.999, 95% CI = 1.551 to 2.664) when
entered prior to adding willingness. However, once both cognitions were included in the model, the effect of intention became nonsignificant, as seen in Table 3.
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