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Introduction
On 6th March 2015, the Scottish Alcohol Research Network 
(SARN www.sarn.ed.ac.uk) invited academics, researchers, 
policy makers, ‘front line’ practitioners, service users and 
those with lived alcohol experience to its first Think Tank. 
The purpose was to promote alcohol-related research and 
development activities across and between sectors with 
the aim of working collaboratively. The event focused on 
exchanging ideas, generating new thinking and establishing 
constructive partnerships in order to inform the future 
alcohol-related research priorities and agenda in Scotland. 
This paper summarises key themes from our discussions, to 
be shared with policy makers.

Figure 1: Delegates

Sector Attendees

Service users 7

Third/voluntary sector 12

Health and social care practitioners  
(NHS/Local Government) 11

NHS policy makers 4

Academic 21

Total 55

Background
The Scottish Government published their alcohol strategy ‘Changing 
Scotland’s Relationship with Alcohol: A Framework for Action’ in 
2009 (Scottish Government 2009). This aimed to reduce population 
alcohol consumption and related harm through interventions such 
as routine Alcohol Brief Interventions (ABIs), increased investment 
in treatment and care services, banning multi-buy discounts in the 
off-trade, and introducing Minimum Unit Pricing (MUP). Changes 
to alcohol licensing were also implemented in 2009. 

The ‘Monitoring and Evaluating Scotland’s Alcohol Strategy’ 
(MESAS) evaluation programme aims to determine the strategy’s 
impact. Its latest report (NHS Health Scotland, 2014) includes the 
following:
•	 	Alcohol-related death rates have fallen by 35% since 2003 but 

they remain 1.4 times higher than in 1981. It is suggested that the 
decline since 2003 may be at least partly explained by declines in 
disposable income for the lowest income groups. 

•	 	Alcohol-related new patient (hospitalisation) rate has fallen by 
25% since 2007/8 but it is still 1.3 times higher in 2013/14 than in 
1991/92. 

•	 	Per adult alcohol sales have continued to fall recently in Scotland, 
declining by 9% since the peak in 2009. 

•	 	With the exception of increased awareness of the harm caused by 
alcohol, there has been little notable change in population knowledge 
and attitudes related to alcohol in the period from 2004 till 2013. 

•	 	Bans on quantity discounts in the off-trade and the increased 
delivery of ABIs may have made a contribution to the declines in 
alcohol consumption and harms respectively. 

Scotland is sitting at the juncture of radical service change, with the 
planned integration of health and social care services which began in 
April 2015, bringing opportunities to work in new ways and to hear 
new voices in longstanding debates (Scottish Government, 2014). 
Partnership working is essential to this process and while much has 

been achieved (NHS Health Scotland, 2014). There is increasing 
recognition of the need to narrow the gap between the generation of 
research ideas in academic institutions and those of policy-makers 
and practitioners working in the field of alcohol-related harm, 
whether public, private and or non-profit organisations. The Think 
Tank event created an opportunity to open-up dialogue and explore 
social connections and knowledge generate new understandings 
to inform the on-going alcohol-related harm debate and research 
priorities in Scotland.

The themes discussed during the Think Tank event were drawn from 
the World Health Organization (WHO) Global Strategy to Reduce 
Harmful Use of Alcohol (World Health Organization, 2010) and the 
following priority areas were identified by the delegates.

Populations at particular risk from harmful 
use of alcohol. Children, adolescents, 
women of child-bearing age, pregnant and 
breastfeeding women and minority groups
Delegates:
•	 	Were unsure of the links between maternal alcohol consumption 

and longer term impact on children
•	 	Wanted to know how we can address stigma, in particular in 

relation to women
•	 	Were keen to more accurately understand the links between 

alcohol use in children and young people and coping strategies for 
emotional distress

Marketing, price and positioning
Delegates:
•	 	Wanted to understand the evidence base for effective public health 

messaging
•	 	Wanted to understand more about those in society who do not 

drink alcohol
•	 	Were keen to know more about the public’s perception of policies 

around price, availability and marketing -WHO’s ‘Best Buys’ 
(World Health Organization, 2011) 

•  Wanted to understand more about industry tactics, especially in 
relation to young people, women and marginalised groups

Equity: Social and health inequality
Delegates:
•	 	Wanted to see more research that focuses on both individual and 

population level approaches (neither in isolation)
•	 	Were keen to explore what drives the alcohol culture in Scotland 

– across different ages, socio-economic groups, minority and 
marginalized groups. They were particularly interested in 
understanding more about the commodification of culture

•	 	Would welcome more research on the links between mental health 
and harmful alcohol use

•	 	Would like to know more about links between alcohol use and 
criminal behavior, including theories about causality

Prevention and intervention
Delegates:
•	 	Wanted to be able to more clearly identify the most important 

aspects of peer/volunteer support in alcohol reduction
•	 	Were keen to understand how ‘quality’ in alcohol brief interventions 

is measured
•	 	Were concerned that there appeared to be a wide variety of 

interventions and many are diluted down
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•	 	Wanted to understand the evidence base for school-based 
prevention activities

•	 	Felt there was a need to understand the reasons different groups 
give to explain their own harmful alcohol use

Treatment and management of alcohol-use 
disorders and associated health conditions
Delegates:
•	 	Were keen to know how to achieve culture change across NHS and 

wider health workforce of alcohol-use disorders and associated 
health conditions

•	 	Wanted research to explore meanings of recovery and how this is 
achieved

•	 	Identified the need for research to identify and support the 
financial arguments for investment in support services that can 
reduce alcohol-related harms

Individuals and families affected by harmful 
use of alcohol
Delegates:
•	 	Wanted to explore and to understand long term impact of alcohol 

harms on children and families
•	 	Were keen to know how family inclusion and engagement in 

recovery/treatment/care works
•	 	Understood that political, social, public health are critical to 

deliver individual development and health but do not know what 
social interventions work

•	 	Wanted research to indicate how alcohol services can work 
together to meet the needs of adults, children and families

Recommendation
The Think Tank created a space to bring together partners in the 
field of alcohol-related harm and generated a range of priorities 
that policy makers may utilize to inform the future alcohol-related 
research priorities and agenda in Scotland. Bringing together a wide 
range of people engaged with alcohol-related harm in Scotland, 
from strategic policy-makers to those with individual experience 
alcohol misuse in their own lives, created a dynamic exchange of 
ideas, thoughts and experiences and provided new insights. While 
we acknowledge that the information produced is limited by the 
experience and perspectives of attendees, it is recommended that 
policy makers consider these areas for future research priorities as 
they review and update Scotland’s alcohol strategy.
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Attendees
Mr. Ken Barrie, University of the West of Scotland
Prof. Linda Bauld, University of Stirling
Ms. Clare Beeston, NHS Health Scotland
Ms. Sarah Brown, University of Edinburgh
Mr. Eric Carlin, SHAAP
Miss Davina Chauhan, NHS Lothian/University of Edinburgh
Dr. Catherine Chiang, NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde
Ms. Alison Christie, Scottish Families Affected by Alcohol and Drugs
Mr. Steven Cockburn, Serenity café, Comas
Ms. Pippa Coutts, Nesta
Prof. Iain Crombie, Dundee University
Dr. Fiona Cuthill, University of Edinburgh
Mrs. Jessica Davidson, NHS Lothian Custody Healthcare
Mr. Ian Davidson, West Lothian NHS Addictions Service
Dr. Marisa de Andrade, University of Edinburgh
Prof. Michael Deighan, British Liver Trust
Miss Christine Duncan, Scottish Families Affected by Alcohol and 
Drugs
Prof. Lawrie Elliott, Edinburgh Napier University
Dr. Carol Emslie, Glasgow Caledonian University
Mrs. Lesley Forbes, Penumbra
Dr. Jan Gill,  Edinburgh Napier University
Mr. Richard Gray, Service User
Dr. David Greenwell, NHS Highland
Mr. Mark Grindle, University of Stirling
Dr. Claire Harkins, University West of Scotland
Mr. John Holleran, Scottish families Affected by Alcohol & Drugs
Dr. Aisha Holloway, University of Edinburgh
Ms. Pauline Izat, Substance Misuse Nurse Service, Monklands 
Hospital
Mr. Andrew Langford, British Liver Trust
Ms. Petrina MacNaughton, Alcohol Focus Scotland
Dr. Mark McCann, University of Glasgow
Ms. Eleanor McWhirter, NHS Lothian
Mr. James Morris, The Alcohol Academy
Ms. Roxan Nazifishirayi, Serenity Cafe
Mr. Paulo Nunes de Moura, SARN
Ms. Fiona O’May, Queen Margaret University
Dr. Richard Purves, University of Stirling
Mr. Ian Smillie, Perth & Kinross ADP
Dr. Iain Smith, NHS GGC
Dr. Andrew Symon, University of Dundee
Ms. Maria Throp, Stirling University
Mr. Ben Thurman, Mentor
Miss Victoria Troy, Glasgow Caledonian University
Mr. John Paul Walker, Service User
Ms. Elspeth Walker, Service User
Dr. Deborah Wason, NHS Ayrshire & Arran
Ms. Annette Webb, WithScotland
Prof. Brian Webster, Edinburgh Napier University
Dr. Anne Whittaker, Edinburgh Napier University
Mr. Leon Wylie, Hepatitis Scotland
Mr. Yanni Yannoulis, Comas

SARN would like to thank all those who attended and contributed to 
the Think Tank event.
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