
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 and 
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 Young 
People”. 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.

Pieczka and Wood started their 
presentation by stating that although 
they would be focusing only on the 
AlcoLOLs project, their work is part 
of a much wider interdisciplinary 
academic research on communication 
and alcohol at Queen Margaret 
University. The project was piloted 
in 2010 with pupils from Portobello 
High School, and that phase included 
the production of resources such as 
a film which is still being shown and 
discussed in current project sessions. 
So far, the project has reached around 
1,500 pupils.

They described the AlcoLOLs project 
as a dialogue-based peer-led project 
that attempts to combine small group 
learning with large scale impact with 
school peers, family and community. 
In AlcoLOLs sessions, the researchers 
explained, young people receive 
training, including facilitation skills. 
They also listen to presentations by 
guest speakers, such as experts from 
NGOs and the Government. The 
intention is that they will then pass 
their knowledge on to their peers, 
through workshops which they run 
themselves in their schools. 

They suggested that a dialogue-
based peer-led approach can be 
contrasted with other communication 
tools, such as those used by social 
marketing, which focus on persuasion 
and manipulation of behaviour. It is 
intended that the learning dynamics 
in the project are set and managed 
by young people themselves, without 
teachers or other professionals 
in the workshops. Young people 
can have group conversations and 
presentations which are focused on 
collaborative learning and openness to 
other perspectives and experiences, 
with use of critical reflection. 

During the discussions with the 
SHAAP audience, Pieczka and 
Wood explained that the AlcoLOLs 
sessions also provide an opportunity 
for young people to explore attitudes 
to – and perceptions of – alcohol 
use, such as those portrayed in 

advertisements and in social media. 
They acknowledged that drinking is a 
social and cultural practice, and that 
young people’s drinking behaviour is 
influenced by the behaviour of others 
within their social world. However, 
the researchers argued, the social 
processes underlying this influence 
cannot be reduced to simple ideas of 
peer pressure.

In the discussions, Pieczka and Wood 
were praised for carrying out their 
project under such heavy marketing 
of alcohol from industry actors. The 
audience also commented that the 
dialogues taking place in the project 
seem to be very different from those 
taking place on Facebook, where 
young people typically portray 
themselves as having a lot of fun with 
alcohol and as being very confident.

Discussants commended the 
researchers’ enthusiasm for the 
project. Pieczka and Wood said that 
their enthusiasm is also shared by the 
young people running the workshops, 
who make sure that they make the 
sessions enjoyable, even though they 
are dealing with a very serious issue. 

The researchers explained that they 
normally recruit around 22 pupils from 
a school and might end up with 12 
participants. They argued that when 
participants drop out, it is hoped that 
they will still have gained something 
valuable from the project, such as 
information and presentation skills.
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The researchers suggested that their 
experience with the AlcoLOLs project 
challenged some common gender 
stereotypes, such as the idea that 
young men can find it more difficult to 
self-organise than young women. The 
young men in the project have been 
very efficient in running administrative 
tasks. Most young people have been 
running the project enthusiastically, 
independently from their gender or 
social background.

Comments from the SHAAP audience 
included questions regarding the 
wider impact of the project on the 
community. The researchers explained 
that they had heard very positive 

remarks from parents and from the 
schools. For example, they had heard 
that the project participants had 
become much better communicators 
and also that their school attendance 
had improved. There has been a 
reduction in local alcohol related 
incidents with young people in 
Portobello since 2010; however, it is of 
course difficult to relate this causally to 
this project.

Project participants have being telling 
the researchers that while in the 
past they had motivated each other 
to drink, now they are becoming 
confident enough to say that they 
do not want to drink alcohol at all. 

The researchers argued that young 
people participating in the project 
have been realising that drinking is not 
necessarily a norm to which they must 
aspire. They also argued that the skills 
which the young people have gained 
by taking part in the project can help 
them with other aspects of their lives.

Further information about the 
AlcoLOLs can be accessed through 
this link: http://www.qmu.ac.uk/
mcpa/CDial/AlcoLols.htm

ShaaP-Sarn alcohol occasional – thursday, 24th april 2014  Dr magda Pieczka and emma Wood

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

SHAAP/SARN Alcohol Occasionals
We are planning a 
series of events for 
2014/2015 on alcohol 
and mental health.

If you are interested in 
presenting your research, 
please get in touch with 
the SHAAP Policy Officer 
at shaap@rcpe.ac.uk 
with a short proposal* 
and an indication of your 
availability.
*no more than 300 words

Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 

Problems (SHAAP) and the 

Scottish Alcohol Research Network 

(SARN) are proud to present 

the ‘Occasional Extras’, which 

alongside our ‘Alcohol Occasional’ 

seminars, are events where we 

invite established experts to 

discuss and debate their research, 

motivations, aspirations and plans. 

We were delighted to have Prof. 

David Nutt as the fi rst speaker. The 

event was fi lmed and the recording 

is available through SHAAP’s 

website, www.shaap.org.uk.

Briefi ng 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.

A psychiatrist and 

neuropsychopharmacologist, 

Professor David Nutt has undertaken 

a wide range of research in the UK 

and abroad on the effects of alcohol 

and other drugs on the brain. He 

is also known for the controversy 

surrounding his dismissal from the 

Advisory Council on the Misuse of 

Drugs (ACMD) where he was fi rst a 

Council member and then Chair of 

the Technical Committee. He was 

dismissed because he had said 

publicly that drug regulations were 

unjust, because they did not refl ect 

scientifi c evidence and unhelpfully 

incriminated people.

Speaking to an audience of around 

140 people, which included doctors 

and nurses, academics, policy 

makers, addiction workers and 

students, Prof. Nutt’s talk began 

with a discussion on how the media 

represents stories relating to young 

people dying from causes related to 

alcohol and other drugs. This is within 

a UK context, where he pointed out 

that around three young people per 

week die of alcohol poisoning.

He quoted the case of Amy 

Winehouse, whose death had been 

widely assumed to be caused by 

illegal drugs, when in fact it was 

specifi cally due to alcohol poisoning. 

In another case, the press had 

reported the case of a young man 

who had died of alcohol poisoning, 

following a drinking game. His family 

did not want him to be remembered 

as a ‘druggie’, in spite of the fact that 

alcohol is a drug. 

Prof. Nutt also referred to the 

concerted campaign, which had 

included billboards, publicising the 

case of Leah Betts who had died in 

1997 after taking Ecstasy. Her death 

had actually been caused because of 

excessive water consumption, which 

may have been related to the public 

advice being given out at the time to 

Ecstasy consumers. Prof. Nutt also 

described the case of the death of 

two young people which the police 

reported was due to Mephedrone 

intake. In fact, the scientifi c evidence 

at the time had not indicated that 

Mephedrone could kill. In this case, 

the young men had been drinking 

alcohol for at least seven hours and 

had also taken a different drug named 

Methadone, which is particularly toxic 

in combination with alcohol.

The cases above, Prof. Nutt 

argued, are only a few of the many 

misunderstandings about alcohol 

and other recreational drugs being 

disseminated by the police and the 

press. He also suggested that the 

alcohol industry has an interest in 

misleading the public into thinking that 

alcohol is not as dangerous as the 

illegal drugs – or indeed that alcohol is 

not a drug, when in fact alcohol is the 

most harmful drug of contemporary 

use. 

Prof. Nutt argued that the UK 

Government has been banning drugs 

because of media hysteria, instead 

of scientifi c evidence. Since any new 

recreational drug being released is 

automatically banned, he argued that 

if alcohol were invented nowadays, 

and we applied the same rules that we 

apply to other recreational drugs, then 

alcohol would be banned, because it is 

highly toxic.

Prof. Nutt also discussed the way 

in which some politicians talk about 

their (past) recreational drug use. For 

example, when politicians are asked 

what drugs they have used, they might 

say that they used cannabis when 

they were young – and that they did 

not enjoy it. However, they are very 

likely to forget to mention that they 

often drink half a bottle of wine at 

night. 

Another example of the ambiguous 

relationship which politicians have 

with alcohol is the number of bars 

in Parliament, which could indicate 

that they are dealing with legislation 

while intoxicated, which would be 
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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 and 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 Young People”.  Briefi ng 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.
Lennox started by explaining that 91% of 16-24 year olds in the UK use Facebook. Her research is concerned with how alcohol drinking occasions are used by young people in the West of Scotland in an attempt to create a social identity. She asserts that they create such an identity in a noticeably classed and gendered manner. As well as this, the identities portrayed on social networking sites, often with the alcohol industry’s participation, infl uence young people’s drinking behaviours.

Lennox had recruited 21 discussion groups, with four to six participants in each of these. Participants were aged 

between 18 and 29 years old and came from varied social and cultural backgrounds. She had also carried out 14 Facebook interviews. 
These young people use Facebook to organise drinking occasions and other parts of their social lives. For example, they use Facebook to get invitations for nights out and they also post messages on it while they are out. Lennox also found that young people are constantly attempting to portray the image on Facebook that they are out partying all the time.  

Lennox also found that many young people also feel compelled to have a drinking image and behaviour which is perceived as appropriate to their gender and class. This informed drinking behaviours; for example, she talked about how young men drink using pint glasses, which they hold in a manner considered as masculine. They said that they would vary their ‘masculine’ demeanour by perhaps drinking rum, but that they would avoid drinking wine; above all they would not drink it in a wine glass, which they considered ‘feminine’. Young men also indicated that they would display their masculinity in dressing for a night out in a way which looked ‘effortless’, e.g. just a shirt and chinos.  They would also not pose for photos, since this is also sensed to be feminine, but they would not care if Facebook photos showing them drunk emerge on line. They also put up photos of other male friends on Facebook  to make fun of them. 

As for young women, Lennox found that they also consume specifi c kinds of alcohol beverages and in specifi c ways. These were affected both by gender and class. For example, working class women would drink half-pints because a whole pint was deemed ‘masculine’, whereas middle-class women would drink in whole-glass pints. Working-class young women described a strong pressure to put an effort into their appearance, for example, by dressing in a way which was deemed ‘feminine’, e.g. mini skirt, high-heel shoes and make-up. Working-class young women did not want to be photographed in a way that they looked drunk. Rather, they wished to look pretty and glamorous. Lennox also argued that middle-class young women exhibit different, possibly more casual versions of ‘femininity’ depending on the occasion, e.g. they would allow themselves to wear jeans on a night out. However, although the middle-class young women included in the study asserted that they did not care very much about their appearance, they also admitted that when they are approached by a professional photographer in a club, they pose for the photos in an attempt to look attractive. It was also felt to be socially acceptable for middle-class young women to be photographed by each other in a way that they looked drunk, because they found it humorous. 
The alcohol industry has been active in understanding and infl uencing young people’s identity construction. 
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Jemma lennox, University of Glasgow: ‘You want 
people to say you have a fun life’: the role of alcohol 
in young adults’ identity creation on Facebook.SHAAP/SARN ‘Alcohol Occasional’ SeminarThursday 31st October 2013, The Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh

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 Young People”. 
Briefi ng papers, including this one, 
aim to capture the main themes of 
the presentations and discussions 
and to communicate these to a 
wider audience. SHAAP is fully 
responsible for the contents, which 
are our interpretation.

Context and purpose of the 
research

In her PhD research, Lightowlers 
had analysed data about alcohol 
and violence from the Offending, 
Crime and Justice Survey (OCJS), 
an annual Home Offi ce survey 
conducted between 2003 and 2006 in 
England and Wales, which attempted 
to measure the prevalence of 
offending and drug use in the general 

population. Lightowlers had focused 
on young people aged between 16 
and 29. She explained that she had 
been particularly interested in the 
mediating role of social and cultural 
attitudes in drinking and violent 
behaviour. 

Reasons for drinking

Lightowlers argued that young people 
learn about drinking behaviour from 
a range of infl uences, including the 
people around them. She suggested 
that we should consider how and 
why people adopt distinct attitudes, 
depending upon the context and with 
whom they are drinking. 

Lightowlers categorised the survey 
respondents as ‘social drinkers’, 
‘positively motivated drinkers’ or 
‘problematic drinkers’, based on 
how they described why they drank 
by selecting from a series of pre-
set answers. Although ‘problematic 
drinkers’ tended to indicate that they 
drank to get drunk, or to forget about 
problems, others indicated that they 
simply enjoyed drinking, because it 
made them feel relaxed. 

The relationship between alcohol 
use and violent behaviour

From this study, the types of violence 
specifi cally associated with frequent 
drinkers seemed to be outdoors 
interpersonal assault, e.g. public 
violence between strangers, kicking, 

punching and pushing, particularly in 
nightlife settings when alcohol had 
been consumed.

Several audience members 
suggested that attitudes valorising 
violent behaviour, for example, by 
young males are found outside 
drinking contexts. For example, there 
are pervasive messages in some 
magazines targeted at young men.

Lightowlers suggested that drinking 
per se does not necessarily make 
violence more likely to happen; 
rather, increased risks of violence 
and severity of incidents may be 
associated with drinking contexts 
and different drinking patterns, 
including ‘binge’ drinking. Factors 
infl uencing the alcohol-violence 
relationship also include social and 
cultural contexts, e.g. the infl uence of 
family, friends and peers. Lightowlers’ 
research suggested that the more 
young respondents drank, the more 
likely they were to engage in violent 
behaviour. However, the young people 
who drank a lot and became involved 
in violent behaviour might also have 
done this at times other than when 
they had been drinking. 

Lightowlers stressed that although 
she had found a concurrence between 
drinking and violent behaviour, 
this was a minority pursuit and 
caution must be taken in order 
not to demonise and stigmatise 
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