
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 alcohol-related 
topics and discuss and debate 
implications for policy and practice. 
The current theme for the seminars 
is ‘‘Alcohol, Europe and the World’’. 
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.

Plant presented the history of the 
GENACIS (Gender and alcohol: a 
multi-national study) project since 
1993, which, she argued, has made a 
significant contribution to international 
understanding about women’s alcohol-
related behaviours.  The GENACIS 
project’s objectives have been:

1  To compare within countries men’s 
and women’s drinking patterns 
and drinking contexts; to compare 
across countries men’s and 

women’s drinking patterns and 
contexts, and gender differences in 
drinking patterns and contexts.

2  To compare within countries men’s 
and women’s alcohol-related 
problems; to compare across 
countries the prevalence of men’s 
and women’s alcohol problems, 
and gender differences in problem 
prevalence.

3  To compare, within countries and 
across countries, the experience 
of violence in close relationships 
as regards men’s and women’s 
drinking behaviour.

4  To compare, within countries 
and across countries, gender 
differences in social inequalities 
in alcohol use/abuse and 
the influence of social role 
combinations on heavy use.

(http://www.genacis.org/6, accessed 
5th January 2016)

As with international studies in 
other fields, differences between 
cultural beliefs and systems can 
present challenges for researchers 
in analysing data and making 
comparisons between countries. 
GENACIS developed from the 
merging of three previous projects, 
the International Research Group on 
Gender and Alcohol (IRGGA) and 
two BIOMED projects, funded by the 
European Union in 1998. The merger 

supported the development of reliable 
and gender sensitive measures of 
alcohol use/misuse across a wider 
range of countries – a total of 34 
– and the undertaking of primary 
research, rather than having to rely on 
secondary data.

Identifying individual, social and 
societal predictors of alcohol’s harm 
to others is a critical first step in 
developing strategies and policies to 
reduce these harms. Plant cited as a 
significant achievement of GENACIS 
the establishment of a ‘life stage’ 
context around which data could be 
gathered and assessed.  Plant also 
argued that GENACIS had enabled 
individual country researchers to 
undertake comparative research both 
within their own country and across 
other countries. She suggested that 
its impact had been huge in terms 
of influencing data analysis across 
countries, so that gender-related 
analysis is now accepted as a norm 
in alcohol research studies. This had 
not necessarily previously been the 
case. Plant also argued that GENACIS 
has supported the establishment 
of an important network of alcohol 
researchers and promoted the practice 
of survey research in countries 
where this had not previously been a 
tradition. 

Plant explained how the support 
and involvement of the World Health 
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Organisation (WHO) with GENACIS 
from 1999 onwards has been critical 
to the recognition of culture as a 
vitally important aspect of measuring 
and assessing drinking behaviours 
in different countries. Keeping in 
line with WHO’s Gender Policy, the 
GENACIS project has addressed the 
need to recognise the significance 
of gender as a major variable in 
project development, data analysis 
and presentation (http://www.who.int/
substance_abuse/activities/genacis/
en/, accessed 5th January 2016). 
It has been recognised that having 
researchers who understand social 
customs and practices and the status 
of women in different countries can 
be vitally important in obtaining 
accurate representations of drinking 
patterns. Plant suggested that the 
more ‘emancipated’ women were in 
societies, the smaller was the gap in 
drinking rates between genders. Other 
findings from the project included that 
research participants in ‘dry’ countries 
were more likely to attribute the 
negative consequences of drinking to 
alcohol than in ‘wet’ countries. Within 
countries, Plant also argued that it was 
important to recognise that there could 
also be a dynamic mix of different 
cultures, which would mean that 
attitudes and behaviours would vary. 

The audience followed up to discuss 
the relationship between women’s 
drinking behaviours and their social 
roles or position in society. Plant 
suggested that it might have been 
expected that women with the greatest 
number of social roles might have 
higher levels of alcohol consumption, 
related to their need to alleviate stress. 
However, the GENACIS findings 
suggested that this was not the case 
and women with fewer social roles, i.e. 
those who are not wives or mothers 
for example, seemed to drink more.  
Possible reasons for this might include 
using alcohol to reduce feelings of 
social isolation and simply having 
more time to drink. An audience 
member suggested that choosing not 
to drink might be the preferred option 
for busy women whose ability to carry 
out a number of social roles might 
be impaired by alcohol consumption. 
Plant also suggested that alcohol 

producers, conscious of women’s 
increasingly ‘emancipated’ social 
positions in many countries, were 
heavily targeting such women.

There was then a discussion 
about how, in health and research 
discussions about alcohol, insufficient 
attention may have been given to 
the pleasures alcohol can offer. 
Plant commented that all types of 
drinkers, whether or not they defined 
themselves as having problems with 
alcohol, mentioned that, at least part 
of the time, they enjoyed drinking 
and it made them feel good. It was 
suggested that the persistent focus on 
the negative aspects of alcohol failed 
to fully ascertain the true reasons 
behind individual’s drinking behaviours 
and could reinforce the stigma that 
people with alcohol problems often 
experience. Moreover, our ability to 
comprehend the processes that turn 
some individuals’ alcohol consumption 
from pleasure to harm can be missed.
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Forthcoming Occasionals
Our next events in the current series 
of Alcohol Occasionals will be:  

Corporate social responsibility 
and the global alcohol 
producers: Winners and losers
Katherine Brown, Director, Institute 
of Alcohol Studies, London
Tuesday, 8th December 2015

European survey of University 
student alcohol use: The 
CALIBRATE project
Dr Richard Cooke, Department 
of Psychology, Aston University, 
Birmingham
Thursday, 4th February 2016

What’s not on the bottle?: 
Alcohol labelling in Europe
Mariann Skar, Secretary General, 
Eurocare (European Alcohol Policy 
Alliance)
Tuesday, 1st March 2016

Additional Occasional: Advising 
pregnant women about alcohol – 
experiences from cross-cultural 
research
Lisa Scholin, Institute for Social 
Marketing, University of Stirling
Tuesday, 5th April 2016.

Hypothesising ethnic differences 
in alcohol-related harms and 
alcoholic liver disease
Neeraj Bhala, Queen Elizabeth 
Hospital, Birmingham
Thursday, 19th May 2016 

Adolescent binge drinking in 
Chile: Does it matter which 
school they go to?
Francisca Maria Roman, University 
College, London
Tuesday, 14th June 2016

These events are popular and  
places are limited. We need you to 
confirm if you would like to attend.  
You can do this by registering via 
EventBrite through our website at  
www.shaap.org.uk/events.html


