
Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems (SHAAP) and the 
Scottish Alcohol Research Network 
(SARN) are proud to support the 
lunchtime ‘Alcohol Occasional’ 
seminars which showcase new 
and innovative research on alcohol 
use. All of the seminars are run in 
conjunction with the Royal College 
of Physicians of Edinburgh. These 
events provide the chance for 
researchers, practitioners, policy 
makers and members of the public 
to hear about new alcohol-related 
topics and discuss and debate 
implications for policy and practice. 

The current theme for the seminars 
is ‘‘Alcohol and Health Inequalities’’. 
Briefing papers, including this one, 
aim to capture the main themes 
and to communicate these to a 
wider audience. SHAAP is fully 
responsible for the contents, which 
are our interpretation.

Graham started her talk by discussing 
the strong link between alcohol and 
crime, and the data that she presented 
indicated that 41% of prisoners in 
Scotland have reported being drunk at 
the time of their offence. In the case of 
those accused of homicide, the data 
also showed a link with alcohol in 38% 
of the cases and that 54% of victims 
of violent crime thought the offender 
was under the influence of alcohol. 
She also pointed out, however, that not 
all alcohol problems in prisoners are 
directly linked to their offence.

Graham explained that there are 
around 162,466 people in prison 
in Scotland, and that the numbers 
have been decreasing over the last 
years. She also said that young men 
from deprived backgrounds form the 
majority of the incarcerated population, 
and that many of them are affected 
by alcohol dependency. While the 
prevalence of alcohol problems within 
prison systems seems to be higher 
than in the general population, she 
continued, the risk of an alcohol-related 
death is three times higher for men and 
nine times higher for women, who form 
5.5% of the incarcerated population. 
Graham also mentioned that alcohol 
problems in prisoners will often exist 
along with other co-morbidities, for 
example, 68% of the cases also 
present other medical problems, 
including mental health issues and 
substance misuse problems, making 
diagnosis and treatment of these 
complex needs challenging.

Arguing that alcohol should not be 
seen in isolation from mental health 
and economic hardship, her talk 
included an explanation of how 
prisoners with alcohol problems 
quite often have also been affected 
by social exclusion factors, such as 
unemployment and low educational 
achievement. Graham also mentioned 
that an adverse childhood also 
seems to be a common experience 
among prisoners, since one in four 
incarcerated people were in care 
at some point, and, particularly for 

women, the experience of physical and 
sexual trauma are common. 

Graham also explained that alcohol-
related crime is estimated to cost about 
£700 million each year, which shows 
how poor health associated with justice 
outcomes is costly. However, she also 
said that there is increasing recognition 
by policy makers of the health needs 
of those in criminal justice settings, 
and that those working in justice 
policy have also been more and more 
interested in health interventions, e.g. 
alcohol brief intervention, because 
these have shown potential to 
reduce both re-offending and health 
inequalities.

While the prison population is arguably 
easy to reach, Graham suggested, 
effective interventions depend on 
willingness to recognise an alcohol 
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problem and to accept treatment. 
Other barriers, she added, include 
staff perceptions and lack of time, as 
well as limited evidence of what works, 
since there is need for more research, 
evaluation and consistent monitoring. 
Nonetheless, one in four incarcerated 
people get medical attention, 
including alcohol brief intervention, 
which Graham indicated is a good 
proportion if compared with the general 
population. She also mentioned 
progressive work being carried out 
by psychiatric nurses working in 
partnership with the police, who have 
been referring people to services, and, 
consequently, diverting people from 
prison and the criminal justice pathway. 

While there is a lack of robust evidence 
on how effective alcohol misuse 
treatment programmes are in reducing 
reoffending, Graham explained, there 
is some evidence that alcohol brief 
interventions, cognitive behavioural 
and mutual support approaches can 
reduce alcohol misuse. 

The discussion with the audience 
included a question about the number 

of people in prison who are possibly 
affected by alcohol-related brain 
damage (ARBD). It was suggested that 
figures do not seem to be available, 
and that tools to detect ARBD are 
necessary. Graham commented about 
research on people affected by head 
injury, and how these presented similar 
symptoms to ARBD, such as increased 
impulsivity and risky behaviour. Some 
recovery in such cases is still possible, 
she indicated.

There was also a suggestion that it is 
likely that a good number of people 
affected by foetal alcohol syndrome 
disorder (FASD) end up in prison, 
although figures would need to be 
established. It was remarked that 
people affected by FASD have special 
needs which, in some cases, are 
similar to those of people affected 
by ARBD or head injury, and that 
health professionals in prison would 
do better in addressing the different 
needs. It was also argued that many 
conditions such as FASD are quite 
often identified first in school settings, 
and that, if many of the people who are 

incarcerated now had had appropriate 
schooling for their needs, they 
probably would not have ended up in 
prison. 

Graham explained that the evidence 
suggests that prison does not stop 
people from reoffending once released, 
and that it is actually likely to damage 
chances of reintegration, as prisoners 
get disconnected from the community. 
She also explained that supervision 
that is not combined with some form of 
support is likely to be ineffective, and 
that the same would apply to stand-
alone education programmes that do 
not form part of a wider package of 
intervention, and which are not linked 
to real prospects of employment and 
do not match offenders’ interests. 

Recommendations for policy included 
the need for putting standards in place, 
since produced evidence should not 
remain only on websites. A more 
effective health coordination, which 
could be nurse-led, is also needed, 
due to the complexity of the alcohol 
problems involved.

Forthcoming 
Occasionals
Our 2017/18 series is on the theme 
of ‘Alcohol and Social Justice’ 
starting on Monday 6th November. 
Please note the following dates for 
your diary:

• 6th November 2017
• 4th December 2017
• 29th January 2018
• 12th March 2018
• 23rd April 2018.

These events are popular; places 
are limited and we need you to 
confirm your attendance. If you 
would like to present your research, 
then please send your proposal to 
shaap@rcpe.ac.uk by 28th August.
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WOMEN AND ALCOHOL
EDINBURGH AND LONDON-BASED

SEMINAR SERIES, 2017

Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP) and the 
Institute of Alcohol Studies (IAS) are co-hosting a four part 
seminar series to discuss issues relating to women and alcohol. 
Each session will be chaired by an eminent academic, who will 
invite three guest speakers to present their personal responses 
to three pre-set questions, which are relevant to the topic. These
events will provide an opportunity for policy makers, academics, 
activists, and media representatives to critically discuss topics 
related to women and alcohol use. The intention is to stimulate 
thinking, challenge some attitudes and perceptions, and to think 
about future research and policy priorities. A summary of the 
discussions from the seminars will be collated into a report, 
which will be disseminated after the events. 

Seminar 1: Women, Alcohol, and Globalisation. 
Royal College of Physicians, London, 2 – 4pm, Friday, 10th March 2017

Chair: Dr. Cecile Knai, Associate Professor of Public Health Policy, London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.

� How does alcohol marketing influence women’s behaviours?
� How does alcohol marketing influence attitudes towards women?
� How does alcohol affect women in different social and cultural contexts?

Seminar 2: Women, Alcohol, and Empowerment.
Royal College of Physicians, Edinburgh, 2 – 4pm, Friday, 7th April 2017

Chair: Professor Dorothy Newbury Birch, Professor of Alcohol and Public Health, Teesside
University.

� What role does alcohol play in the empowerment of women?
� What drinking choices do women in leadership roles have?
� What responsibilities do women in leadership roles have in relation to alcohol? 

Seminar 3: Women, Alcohol, and Stigma. 
Royal College of Physicians, Edinburgh, 2 – 4pm, Friday, 9th June 2017

Chair: Dr. Judith MacKay, Professor of Public Health & Primary Care, University of Hong 
Kong.

� Should certain women not drink?
� Functioning alcoholic: The modern woman?
� Women on women: Our own worst enemies?

Seminar 4: Women and Alcohol: What’s next?
Royal College of Physicians, London, 2 - 4pm, Friday 8th September 2017

Chair: Dr. Sally Marlow, Public Engagement Fellow, Kings College London. 

� How will women be affected by alcohol in the future?
� How can alcohol-related harms to women be prevented and/or reduced?
� How do we strike a balance between individual responsibility and state intervention? 

Attendance is by invitation only. If you would like to 
attend, please send your request to Victoria Troy:

V.Troy@rcpe.ac.uk
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