
ScottiSh health action on alcohol ProblemS
www.shaap.org.uk

Young holidaymakers: 
alcohol-related risk 
behaviours



As people begin to plan their summer ‘get away’, 
this paper reviews some of the existing literature 
about young British holidaymakers and their alcohol-
related risk behaviours, with a specific geographical 
focus on those who travel to Spanish holiday resorts. 
Risks include violence (as perpetrators and victims), 
accidental injuries and unsafe sexual behaviour. 

Drinking patterns: What the current literature tells 
us

According to the European School Survey Project on 
alcohol and other drugs (Hibell et al 2009), the UK has 
been amongst the top five youth binge drinking countries 
in Europe since the 1990’s, although recent surveys 
show signs of stability and decline. Measham et al’s 
(2011) fieldwork have drawn attention to contemporary 
youth behaviours which include ‘pre-loading’, i.e. drinking 
at home before entering the night time economy, as a 
dominant factor in the excessive consumption of alcohol.

The numbers of UK holidaymakers travelling to Spanish 
resorts has grown in recent years (Office for National 
Statistics 2013). Frequent drunkenness while on 
holiday has been reported as common among young 
British holidaymakers (Boiler et al 2011; Hughes et al 
2009). Perhaps British youths in Spain regard their 
holiday as ‘time out of time’ (Bakhtin 1984), whereby 
they can abandon the normative workings, routines 
and responsibilities of their home life (Briggs 2012). In 
2012 Spain was the top country worldwide where British 
nationals required the most Consular assistance, often 
due to drunkenness, violence, assault, injury and death 
(Foreign and Commonwealth Office 2012).

Violence, injuries and unplanned sex; alcohol-
related harm

Unintentional injury and violence are strongly associated 
with substance use; the consumption, and use of alcohol 
and illicit drugs can heighten the risk of physical and/
or cognitive impairment (Hughes et al, 2011a) and so 
increase an individual’s vulnerability to both unintentional 
injury, violence and death (Cherpitel et al 2006). As British 
youths consume greater levels of alcohol when on holiday 
than they do at home, they become more susceptible to 
harm and injury (Bellis et al 2000, Hughes et al, 2004; 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 2012). 

Individuals who are not typically heavy drinkers but 
who change their drinking behaviours on holiday are at 
increased risks of experiencing negative consequences 
(Hughes et al, 2011b, Luitgaarden et al 2006, Neighbors 
et al 2011). One study found that 71% of British youths 
reported being frequently intoxicated whilst on holiday in 
Spain (Hughes et al 2011b). Ten Britons a week in Majorca 
and Ibiza in 2012 were admitted to hospital due to alcohol-
related injuries, with some of these proving fatal (Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office 2012). During the first six 

months of 2012, it was reported that there were thirteen 
serious accidents of young people falling from balconies in 
Spain, three of which resulted in death (Smith 2012).

Being drunk can also make young people vulnerable to 
sexual assault, including rape (Mohler-Kuo et al 2004). 
According to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
(2013), there was a 20% rise in reported rape cases in 
Spain between 2010–2012.

Several studies also suggest that under the influence of 
alcohol, British youths often engage in unprotected sex 
with multiple sexual partners whilst on holiday in Spain. 
This places them and their partners at risk of contracting 
genito-urinary diseases and having unplanned pregnancies 
(Briggs et al 2011; Downing et al 2011; Hughes et al 2009).

Alcohol marketing to young holidaymakers

According to the European Monitoring Centre on Drugs 
and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA 2012), even before young 
British people go on holiday, websites and travel agencies 
promote party activities, pub crawls and  drinking games, 
along with cheap airfare and accommodation as part of 
the package holiday experience. Once they get to their 
destinations, the night time economy is aggressively 
commodified (Briggs et al 2011). For example, through 
their research in Ibiza, Briggs et al (2011) described 
continuous promotion of free alcohol, free entry and 
drinking games by bar and club owners. Low price alcohol 
is promoted to young people with tourist departments, such 
as that of Majorca, emphasising the number of bars and 
the fierce competition between them on price to attract 
customers:

‘�With�over�100�bars,�the�competition�between�bars�is�fierce�
–�you’ll�find�plenty�of�happy�hours,�two-for-one�offers�and�
plenty�of�other�drinks�promotions�to�entice�you�inside’�
(SeeMallorca 2013).

Can anything be done to reduce alcohol-related 
harm?

The current literature suggests that ‘binge drinking’ is 
an important element of British youth culture; it is hardly 
surprising, therefore, that young people drink as much, 
if not more, when they are on holiday. In trying to reduce 
alcohol-related harm for young holiday makers, it is 
very tempting to focus on short-term solutions, such as 
providing ‘safer drinking’ messages and publicising the 
potentially life threatening consequences of drinking too 
much. It is clear that cheap alcohol is widely available 
to young people on holiday and imparting advice about 
drinking less or drinking reduced strength products can be 
difficult. As in the UK context, consistent strategic actions 
on price, availability and marketing offer the best long term 
solution to reduce harms.
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Who we are

SHAAP was set up by the Scottish Medical Royal 
Colleges and Faculties, through their Scottish 
Intercollegiate Group (SIGA) and is governed by an 
Executive Committee made up of members of the 
Royal Colleges. It is hosted by the Royal College 
of Physicians of Edinburgh, a charity registered in 
Scotland no. SC009465.

We work closely with a range of organisations 
including the Scottish Government, NHS Health 
Scotland, Alcohol Focus Scotland, The BMA Scotland 
and leading academics. 

Our key personnel

Dr Peter Rice 
Chair of the SHAAP Executive Committee 
shaap.chair@rcpe.ac.uk

Eric Carlin 
Director 
shaap.director@rcpe.ac.uk

Dr Anne-Marie Barry 
Policy Officer 
shaap@rcpe.ac.uk

Our vision

SHAAP provides a co-ordinated, coherent and 
authoritative medical voice on the need to reduce 
the impact of alcohol related harm on the health and 
wellbeing of the people of Scotland.

Our aims

•   To raise awareness and understanding of alcohol-
related health problems with health practitioners, 
policy makers and the public.

•  To evaluate current research and identify 
strategies to reduce alcohol-related health damage 
based on the best available evidence 

•  To work together with key organisations in the 
alcohol field in Scotland, the rest of the UK and 
worldwide, in tackling alcohol misuse.

Contact us

Email: shaap@rcpe.ac.uk
Tel: 0131 247 3667
Twitter @SHAAPALCOHOL
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