
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 Social Justice’’. 
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.

Troy introduced herself as a researcher 
studying for her PhD in the Department 
of Psychology, Institute for Applied 
Health Research, School of Health & 
Life Sciences at Glasgow Caledonian 
University. She began by asking: what 
is social justice, why should we care 
and how can research be socially 
just; and outlined the background 
to her PhD which she hoped was a 
practical example of how to do socially 
just research in unjust spaces. She 
quoted philosophical, religious and 
Enlightenment definitions of social 
justice, involving freedom – but with 
responsibility, and finding a balance 
between those who are wealthy and 
those who are not. She offered further 

quotations as to why we should care, 
e.g. Bryan Stevenson who noted that 
the unfair distribution of wealth led 
to health inequalities due to socio-
economic constraints, discrimination 
and class. She also quoted Karl Marx 
and Martin Luther-King who believed 
that understanding society should lead 
to attempts to change it for the benefit of 
all, and challenge power, privilege and 
oppression.

The next question is how to achieve 
justice in social work practice, which 
in Troy’s opinion is well answered by 
Bertha Reynolds1, an American social 
worker, who said that:

•  People should be treated as human 
beings, not problems

•  They should be treated with 
compassion, not condescension

•  We should recognise that everyone 
has to the capacity to contribute to 
society

•  There should be no conditions 
attached to the provision of support.

Troy argued that conducting socially just 
research involves challenging prevailing 
assumptions about power, privilege, and 
oppression in the theories that underlie 
current policies, programmes, and 
practice. 

Moving on to background and rationale 
of her PhD, Troy explained that she 
was interested in the consequences 
of mothers being in prison and how 
to support them and their families. 
Parental imprisonment can have 

1  Reynolds, B. C. (1951). Social work and social 
living, New York: Citadel Press

negative consequences for the parent, 
their children and other outside family 
members. There is often more disruption 
to families when a mother is imprisoned 
and this can exacerbate the difficulties 
for everyone involved because when 
mothers are in the criminal justice 
system, it is the children who suffer due 
to disruption of parenting, more so than 
if the fathers are in prison. She noted 
that there were parenting and family 
support programmes in operation across 
the world, which help to maintain family 
relationships and may lead to better 
outcomes for all when the parents come 
out of prison. However, the research into 
the effectiveness of such programmes 
is limited. So the purpose of Troy’s 
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PhD was to conduct a systematic 
review2  to establish how to make such 
programmes socially just, i.e. not only 
whether they were effective but how the 
participants viewed them and to find out 
if they felt they were ‘appropriate’ and 
‘meaningful’ for them. In addition, the 
PhD would try to identify the needs of 
mothers in the criminal justice system; 
identify facilitators and barriers to the 
uptake of such programmes; and 
suggest recommendations for making 
such programmes effective, meaningful 
and appropriate for the participants.

The methodology involved the use of 
‘Photovoice’ (Wang & Burris, 1994) 
which allows participants to take 
photos illustrating their emotions/family 
situations which then form the basis 
for interviews, as part of a Participatory 
Research paradigm often used with 
marginalised or disempowered societal 
groups. Troy approached various 
criminal justice, social work and third 
sector agencies to recruit participants, 
and after an introductory meeting, 
individual interviews were conducted 
in a variety of settings using the 
participant-generated photographs. 
Giving an overview of the findings, 
Troy noted that the mothers reported 
mental health issues, substance abuse, 
relationship problems, housing issues, 
poverty, trauma, stress, domestic 
abuse, self-criticism and self-harm. 
Asked whether they felt that support 
programmes addressed their needs, 
they said that many were based on a 
crisis management model whereby 
the support was perceived as being 
‘too little, too late’. Moreover, findings 
suggested it was more ‘surveillance 
than support’; that the mothers had 
no power in decision-making; that 
the programmes did not address the 
underlying causes of their problems, 

e.g. alcohol abuse; and that they weren’t 
listened to. In conclusion, these findings 
identified barriers and facilitators which 
could be incorporated into future 
research and support programmes to 
make them more socially just for the 
participants. 

Following Troy’s presentation, it was 
asked how this could be achieved. 
One answer might lie in more active 
engagement of practitioners and policy 
makers, e.g. appropriate training for 
social workers. Another detrimental 
aspect was felt to be the ‘tick-box’ nature 
of many programmes which did not 
suit the needs of individual participants, 
e.g. if the latter felt that reducing their 
drinking would help to reduce their 
dependence, then they should be 
supported in doing that, rather than 
become completely abstinent if that was 
not what they wanted. It was noted in 
this context that minimum unit pricing 

of alcohol will help the most socially 
disadvantaged harmful drinkers and can 
therefore be viewed as a socially just 
intervention, whilst not being coercive. 

Other factors that work against support 
programmes being regarded as 
appropriate were lack of time, and trust, 
given the power dynamics between 
clients and agencies. Other barriers 
to socially just research were named 
as ethics committees, gatekeepers 
and the uses to which research might 
eventually be put – not necessarily in the 
interests of the mothers and children. In 
conclusion, Troy noted that the system 
doesn’t support the philosophy we 
would like to underpin research: often 
the system tries to fix the people, rather 
than the problems which caused them 
to lose control over their lives. The 
language we use and how we frame 
the issues is crucial if we are to conduct 
socially just research.
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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).

12th March 2018
Alcohol harm reduction through a social justice lens: lessons from Canada
Dr Bernie Pauly, Centre for Addictions Research of British Columbia, University of Victoria, Canada

23rd April 2018
Accounting for harms: the role of qualitative sociology in social justice 
approaches to alcohol and suicide
Dr Amy Chandler, University of Edinburgh

28th May 2018
Drunk and doubly deviant? Gender, intoxication and assault.
Dr Carly Lightowlers, University of Liverpool

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

8th European Alcohol Policy Conference (8EAPC)
ENLIGHTENED ALCOHOL POLICY 

FOR THE 21ST CENTURY
20–21 November 2018, The Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh, Scotland

Register your interest here: www.8EAPC.eu


