
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. 

Introducing the first of the 2017-18 
Alcohol ‘Occasionals’ sessions, Dr 
Carlin explained that the material for 
his presentation was drawn from his 
PhD which was completed in 2017, 
based on fieldwork done from June 
2012 – March 2013 in West Pilton, an 
area with income deprivation of 35% 
(compared with 10% for Edinburgh 
City Centre and 13% for Scotland as 
a whole). The material was gathered 
in observation sessions over three 
months, two discussion groups and 
semi-structured interviews with 26 
young people. They were asked about 
their experiences in the transition from 
childhood to adulthood in relation to 
the following issues, with their attitude 
to alcohol being only one of many 
topics raised:

•  How did they experience 
disadvantage and stigma?

•  Did they feel the concept of ‘social 
exclusion’ was relevant to them?

•  Is the concept of ‘resilience’ helpful 
to young people?

Carlin emphasised that he entered 
into the research assuming that young 
people in W. Pilton are eloquent whose 
voices need to be heard; that it was 
important to prioritise their narratives 
and that as individuals they couldn’t be 
separated from their families, friends 
and society in general. He started by 
defining social justice as ‘equality of 
opportunity for people of equal natural 
ability; where these opportunities are 
not available, they must be made 
available’. Youth/adolescence could 
be defined as a period of ‘storm and 
stress’ of the physical, mental and 
emotional transition from child- to 
adulthood.

Compared to the 2014 SALSUS1 
report, attitudes to alcohol of young 
people in W. Pilton were similar to the 
general picture in Scotland, although 
the average young male drinking 10 
units (of mainly beer, lager) in the 
previous week, and the average young 
female drinking eight (mainly wine, 
spirits) was far more than the SALSUS 
average. They confirmed that they 
mainly procured alcohol from older 
people and at parties, and that price, 
and violence or trouble associated 
with drinking were important issues for 
them.

1  Scottish Schools Adolescents Lifestyle and 
Substance Use Survey

Carlin presented a number of case 
studies of young males and females 
aged between 16 and 23, where illness 
in the family was a common theme. 
Key themes were that drinking was 
part of everyday life and ‘normalised’; 
that their drinking experiences were 
diverse and they accepted that as 
young people they make choices and 
take risks. There was little evidence 
of peer pressure, however. Several 
related that they would drink on the 
street or in the park because there 
wasn’t space at home; they were 
aware of the police and that ‘trouble’ or 
violence was never far away. To obtain 
alcohol, they would ask ‘older people’ 
or get it from the corner shops, that 
‘didn’t care’ (that they were underage). 
Sometimes they would be expected 
to help out with criminal jobs in return 
for being bought booze by older 

1SCOTTISH HEALTH ACTION ON ALCOHOL PROBLEMS  www.shaap.org.uk

12 Queen Street, Edinburgh EH2 1JQ • Tel. 0131 247 3667 • Fax 0131 247 3664 • Email: shaap@rcpe.ac.uk

Social justice, alcohol and youth transitions: findings 
from a case study in Edinburgh
Dr Eric Carlin, SHAAP Director, Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems

SHAAP/SARN ‘Alcohol Occasional’ Seminar
Monday 6th November 2017, the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh

Dr Eric Carlin, SHAAP Director, Scottish Health Action 
on Alcohol Problems



SCOTTISH HEALTH ACTION ON ALCOHOL PROBLEMS  www.shaap.org.uk2

individuals. When asked how much or 
what they drank, one 21yo male said 
he would drink 20/22 bottles of Stella in 
one night, while two females aged 18 
and 19 would pre-load at home, then go 
to pubs/clubs and finish up at a house-
party. Both males and females reported 
looking out for each other as they 
were aware of potentially dangerous 
individuals in their neighbourhood. One 
20yo female reported that she started 
drinking (white cider on the street) 
at the age of 14/15 but had stopped 
drinking when she became pregnant. 

In summary, Carlin recommended that 
research into young people should 
prioritise their own perspectives and 
recognise all aspects of their lives; and 
suggested that in terms of policy, action 
needed to be taken on price, availability 
and marketing of alcohol, as well as 
action taken to reduce stigma and 
prejudice. 

In the ensuing discussion, questions 
of safety and resilience, as well as 
‘victim-blaming’ were raised. In terms 
of stigma, young people’s attitudes 
were complicated: on the one hand, 
they bought into society’s (negative) 
prejudices about the area they called 
home; on the other they were proud of 
being ‘from there’ and felt they would 
have ‘distanced themselves’ from their 
origins if they moved away.
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Forthcoming Occasionals 2018
Our 2017/18 series is on the theme of ‘Alcohol and Social Justice’ and started 
November 2017. Please note the following dates for your diary (all Mondays).

29th January 2018 
The challenges and opportunities of 
doing socially-just research in unjust 
spaces

 12th March 2018 
Alcohol harm reduction through a 
social justice lens: lessons from 
Canada

23rd April 2018 
Accounting for harms: the role of 
qualitative sociology in social justice 
approaches to alcohol and suicide

28th May 2018 
Drunk and doubly deviant? Gender, 
intoxication and assault.

These events are popular; places are limited and we need you to confirm your 
attendance. You can do this by registering via EventBrite through our website 
at: www.shaap.org.uk/events.html
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It’s when we start working together  
that the real healing takes place.
David Hume (1711–1776), Scottish philosopher
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