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Alcohol harm in Scotland  
Levels of alcohol consumption and related problems remain consistently high in Scotland: 

▪ Around a quarter of adults in Scotland drink at levels that put their health at risk.1 
▪ It is estimated that alcohol kills over 3,700 people each year (nearly 1 in 15 of all deaths).2  
▪ The pandemic has added to existing problems, with a 22% increase in alcohol-specific deaths 

in the last two years.3  
 
This creates a huge burden on our health service.  

▪ Every 15 minutes, someone is admitted to hospital due to alcohol. Almost all (93%) of these 
are emergency admissions.4  

▪ In 2019, an estimated 16% (over 85,000) ambulance callouts were alcohol-related, rising to 
18.5% at weekends, costing an estimated £31.5m.5  

▪ Alcohol use costs the Scottish economy between £5-10 billion each year.6  
 

In 2021, the Scottish Government rightly recognised alcohol harm in Scotland as a public health 
emergency.7 
 

Why marketing restrictions? 

Alcohol marketing causes us to drink more. It encourages positive attitudes towards alcohol, creating 
and sustaining social norms that alcohol consumption is normal and desirable. We are all regularly 
exposed to alcohol marketing, including those who are most vulnerable to its effects, such as children and 
young people and people in recovery from alcohol problems.   

 
Exposure to alcohol marketing is a cause of youth drinking.8 Reviews of 
decades of research have concluded that alcohol marketing leads young 
people to start drinking earlier, to drink more if they are already 
drinking, and to drink at heavy or problematic levels.9 10 The current 
self-regulatory approach in the UK is failing to protect children and 
young people from regular exposure to alcohol marketing. In a UK 
survey, 82% of 11-17-year-olds reported having seen alcohol 
advertising in the last month.11 
 
 

Alcohol marketing also affects people with or in recovery from an alcohol 
problem. 12  It encourages consumption and risk-taking behaviour among 
heavier drinkers,13 causes higher craving levels,14 and fosters positive alcohol-
related thoughts and feelings which may make it difficult for heavy drinkers to 
reduce consumption.15 People in recovery from an alcohol problem tell us that 
alcohol marketing is a risk to their recovery.  
 
Restricting alcohol marketing is one of the most effective ways of preventing 
alcohol harms.16  The World Health Organization has identified restricting 
alcohol marketing as one of their three ‘best buys’ for alcohol policy. 17 18 
 
Alcohol-related harm is a human rights issue: people have both a need and a right to be protected from 
alcohol marketing. For example, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has warned that 
the marketing of alcohol to children can have a long-term impact on their health, affecting their right to 
life, survival and development.19  



 

 

Alcohol Marketing Expert Network’s Recommendations for Scotland 
In September 2020, Alcohol Focus Scotland reconstituted the Alcohol Marketing Expert Network to 
update and expand on the recommendations made in its 2017 report on alcohol marketing, Promoting 
Good Health from Childhood,20 and inform action by the Scottish Government. The Network ran to June 
2022, involving international experts in alcohol marketing research, law and policy as they relate to the 
protection of public health. 
 
The Network’s report, Realising our Rights: How to protect people from alcohol marketing, was published 
in June 2022. It recommends that the Scottish Parliament should use its significant powers to legislate 
to restrict marketing to protect the population. This includes restricting:  

• advertising outdoors and in public places;  

• sports and event sponsorship;  

• alcohol-branded merchandise;  

• retail display; and  

• advertising in print publications. 
 

There is broad public support for increased alcohol marketing restrictions in Scotland.  

• 73% of people support limiting children’s exposure to adverts.21  

• 62% of people support restricting advertising, sponsorship and promotion of alcohol products 
online, in public spaces and at sport and cultural events.22 

• 48% of people support a ban on all alcohol advertising - with higher levels of support than 
opposition for this measure.23  

 

Impact on the economy  
All countries included in research by the University of Stirling faced opposition and challenges to the 
introduction of alcohol marketing restrictions from alcohol industry bodies, who continually test the 
boundaries of the legislation and challenge the proportionality of any restrictions and their effectiveness. 
However, the study found no evidence of job losses and any difficulties regarding implementation 
proved to be minor or non-existent.24  
 
Recent research by the Social Market Foundation found that the alcohol industry costs the economy 
roughly the same amount as it generates for the economy, and that policies such as restricting alcohol 
marketing are likely to have only a modest effect on the economy.25  

 
 
About Alcohol Focus Scotland  
Alcohol Focus Scotland (AFS) is the national charity working to prevent and reduce alcohol harm. We want 
to see fewer people have their health damaged or lives cut short due to alcohol, fewer children and 
families suffering as a result of other people’s drinking, and communities free from alcohol-related crime. 
Our work involves gathering and sharing evidence of the harm caused by alcohol; promoting effective 
policies to prevent and reduce this harm; and developing learning opportunities and resources to support 
best practice.  
 
For more information, please contact Nicola Merrin, Policy and Research Manager. 

  

https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/campaigns-policy/alcohol-marketing-campaign/alcohol-marketing-expert-network/
https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/media/440173/realising-our-rights-alcohol-marketing-report-summary.pdf
https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/media/440167/the-effect-of-alcohol-marketing-on-people-with-or-at-risk-of-an-alcohol-problem-a-rapid-literature-review.pdf
mailto:nicola.merrin@alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk
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