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Summary  

Minimum unit pricing for alcohol (MUP) was implemented in May 2018 at a rate of 50p per unit. The 
policy is subject to a sunset clause, which means it will lapse unless renewed by the Scottish Parliament 
by end of April 2024.  
 

Evaluation so far provides: 

• Strong evidence that MUP has delivered on its intended aim of reducing overall population 
consumption in Scotland, with a 3% decrease in alcohol sales. 

• Promising indications that it has reduced consumption by hazardous and harmful drinkers, though 
this is less conclusive.  

• Limited data so far on whether, as a consequence of reducing consumption, the policy has delivered 
its overall purpose of reducing alcohol-related harm, but preliminary indications are encouraging.  

 

However, deaths from alcohol have increased by 22% increase in in the last two years,1 likely due to 
the effects of the pandemic on the availability of services and on drinking patterns among those with 
severe alcohol problems.  
 

Minimum pricing remains an essential component of Scotland’s alcohol strategy to reduce our high levels 
of alcohol consumption and harm. However, as highlighted by the World Health Organization, minimum 
pricing policies must be regularly reviewed and revised to maintain and maximise their effectiveness.2  
 

The effect of 50p per unit has been significantly eroded by inflation since the legislation was passed in 
2012. AFS recommends that the MUP is uprated to at least 65p per unit now, and a mechanism is 
introduced to automatically uprate the price in the future, to ensure alcohol does not become more 
affordable. This will optimise the effectiveness of MUP in saving and improving lives.  

MUP’s Aims 
As stated by the Scottish Government in their Business and Regulatory Impact Assessment3 for the MUP 

legislation: 

“The policy aim of minimum pricing is to reduce alcohol-related harm by acting in two ways: to 

reduce, in a targeted way, the consumption of alcohol by consumers whose consumption is 

hazardous or harmful, and also to reduce the overall population level of consumption of alcohol. 

The policy will target a reduction in consumption of cheaper alcohol relative to its strength, and 

evidence shows that this type of product is more favoured by hazardous and harmful drinkers.” 

Pricing policies have been identified by the 

World Health Organization as having the 

strongest evidence of success in impacting 

on alcohol consumption and alcohol-related 

harm.4 There is extensive evidence on the 

relationship between price and 

consumption, showing that when prices go 

up, consumption decreases and when 

prices go down, consumption goes up.5 This 

graph shows the relationship between price 

and consumption in the UK.6 



Reducing overall population consumption is important because how much we drink as a population is closely 

linked to the rates of health and social harms we experience.7 In Scotland, around a quarter of adults drink at 

levels that put their health at risk.8 It is estimated that alcohol causes the deaths of over 3,700 people each 

year (nearly 1 in 15 of all deaths), many of these due to cancer, heart disease and stroke, and other non-

communicable diseases.9  

MUP targets cheap, high-strength products favoured by those drinking at hazardous and harmful levels.10 11 
12 Modelling studies undertaken to inform the Scottish Parliament’s decision suggest that MUP would be 

effective in reducing alcohol consumption and alcohol-related harms, particularly among heavy drinkers.13.14 

Even small changes in consumption by heavy drinkers can have a significant impact on their health and well-

being.  

It should be noted however, that even among very heavy drinkers, some individuals will not be affected by a 

minimum unit price, such as those who were already purchasing their alcohol at a higher price, either because 

of the products they consume or because they drink in pubs rather than solely at home.15  

MUP’s effect in reducing consumption is expected, in turn, to reduce alcohol-related harm. Although some 

health benefits would be expected immediately, the modelling suggested the full effects of the policy would 

not be realised for 20 years. This is because it takes years for changes in consumption to impact on the 

development of chronic diseases. For example, for alcohol-related cancers - the single biggest killer due to 

alcohol – the impacts on cancer death rates may not be seen for at least 10 years after an increase in alcohol 

consumption, as demonstrated in the graph below.16 

 

Minimum unit pricing was never intended to tackle Scotland’s unhealthy relationship with alcohol on its own, 

however it is a vital cornerstone of the Scottish Government’s alcohol strategy which contains forty actions to 

reduce alcohol consumption and related harm in Scotland. 

  



Has MUP reduced overall population consumption? 
 

Yes - evidence indicates that MUP has reduced overall population consumption by 3%, driven by a 3.6% reduction 
in off-trade sales.    
 

 

Alcohol sales data are widely accepted as the most robust indicator of population level consumption.17 Public 
Health Scotland have published several studies comparing alcohol sales data in Scotland to England and Wales. 
These studies have consistently reported that off-trade alcohol sales decreased in Scotland following the 
introduction of MUP while increasing in England and Wales, resulting in an overall reduction in population 
consumption in Scotland.18 19 20 21  

• The most recent study reported the impact of MUP three years after implementation to be a 3% reduction 
in alcohol sales per adult, when accounting for sales in England and Wales.18  

• The reduction in total sales was driven by a 3.6% reduction in sales of alcohol in the off trade.18  

• Earlier studies suggested a similar reduction (3.5%-3.6%) in off-trade sales during the first year of the 
policy.19 20  

• There is no evidence to suggest that MUP affected on-trade sales.18  This is because the average price in 
the on trade is around four times the current MUP of 50p per unit.22  

 
 

Market research data from Kantar’s World Panel (a household shopping panel where people record what they 
buy) and Kantar’s Alcovision survey (where people record what they drink), have been analysed to reveal a 
reduction in consumption due to the policy, finding:  
 

• An immediate 7.6% (1.2 UK units) reduction in purchases of alcohol per adult per household per week 
due to MUP,23 with these effects maintained in 2020.24  

• A 6.2% (0.7 UK units) drop in reported weekly total alcohol consumption.25  

• A smaller increase in off-trade purchasing observed during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 in Scotland 
as compared to England.26  

 

Qualitative studies also contribute to the evidence on the effect on consumption: 

• Of young people identified as part of a group likely to experience alcohol issues, a few with a limited 

budget reported that price increases had contributed to them drinking less.27 

• Convenience and speciality retailers reported observing a decrease in sales volumes of alcoholic 

drinks in absolute terms, noting that many consumers were switching to smaller multi-packs or 

smaller bottle/can sizes as a result of MUP.28 

 

Evidence from other countries on different minimum pricing policies show similar reductions:  

• In Wales, the introduction of minimum unit price (at 50p per unit, the same as in Scotland), led to an 

8.6% decrease in purchases.24 

• Several studies have reported a reduction in total alcohol consumption in Northern Territory, Australia 

following the introduction of their minimum pricing policy.29 30 31 One such study found a 6.8% drop, as 

measured by wholesale alcohol supply data.29 

• In estimating the impact of adjustments in the minimum alcohol prices in British Columbia, Canada, 
researchers concluded that a 10% increase in minimum prices reduced consumption of all alcoholic 
drinks by 3.4%.32 

  



Has MUP reduced hazardous and harmful drinking? 
 

Yes, to some extent. The proportion of people drinking at hazardous levels has decreased by 3.5%. The evidence 
around harmful drinking is more mixed, but some drinkers have reported cutting down their consumption due 
to MUP.  
 

 
Hazardous and harmful drinking is defined as consuming more than the Chief Medical Officers’ low risk drinking 
guidelines of 14 units per week. Hazardous drinking is consuming over 14 and up to 35 units per week for women 
and over 14 and up to 50 units per week for men. Harmful drinking is consuming over 35 units per week for women 
and over 50 units per week for men.  
 
Market research data analysis suggest reductions in consumption among hazardous and harmful drinkers, finding 

that: 

• There was a 3.5% reduction in the proportion of drinkers consuming at hazardous levels.33 

• MUP targeted households that bought the most alcohol, with the drops in alcohol purchases largely 

confined to the largest purchasing group.23 24 These groups were mostly hazardous and harmful 

drinkers.  

• Reductions in household purchasing were typically larger among heavier drinkers than lighter 

drinkers.25 

Studies vary on whether the very heaviest drinkers have responded in the same way. One study suggested that the 

heaviest drinking groups either increased or did not change consumption,25 with another finding no significant 

change in the proportion of people consuming at harmful levels.34    

MUP targeted a reduction in consumption of cheap, strong products, which are disproportionately consumed by 

hazardous and harmful drinkers.12 Evidence shows that this has been successful: 

• The categories of alcohol that increased the most in price (ciders, perries and spirits)21 24 saw the largest 

reductions in sales. 18 19 20 21 24  

• Cider sales reduced by 21.8% and perries by 41.9% in the first year of the policy,19 with reductions still 

observed three years following implementation.18  

Strong ciders have been particularly affected, with a clear shift away from their consumption: 

• Prices for strong ciders increased dramatically due to MUP, with Frosty Jack’s more than doubling in 

price, for example.21  

• Many small shops stopped selling strong, cheap ciders.28 33  

• Reductions in strong ciders sales were particularly high in convenience stores,21 35 with drops in the 

sales volume for some products of more than 90%.21  

• Retailers reported that consumers of strong cider were most likely to switch to other alcoholic 

drinks.28 Examples provided included switching to lower-strength cider cans, and small spirits bottles.  

This change in drinking behaviour has been shown for harmful drinkers, with drinkers often switching from strong 

cider to different types of alcohol, lower-strength products, and to smaller pack sizes.36 Some harmful drinkers 

who were dependent on alcohol reported similar behaviour changes.37 It is likely that these changes have resulted 

in reductions in overall alcohol intake, as recognised by drinkers themselves, especially where the amount spent 

on the alcohol stayed the same.33  

 

  



Has MUP reduced alcohol-related harm? 
 

Yes – it is likely that MUP has reduced alcohol-related harm, with a 10% reduction in alcohol-specific deaths in 
the first full year after MUP was introduced. However, the full effects on alcohol-related harm will not be seen 
for 20 years.  
 

 

An analysis of MUP’s short-term impact on alcohol-related health outcomes, namely hospital admissions and 

deaths, is part of the Public Health Scotland (PHS) evaluation programme. This study is expected to publish in March 

2023. In the absence of this data, the following information, from routinely published harms statistics, can provide 

only an indication of the likely impact of the policy.  

The graph below shows the estimated impact of a 50p MUP on alcohol-related deaths, as modelled by Sheffield 

University in 2016.14 The policy was expected to result in a reduction of around 120 deaths per year caused by 

alcohol, by year 20 of the policy. 

 

There are some preliminary indications that MUP may be having an impact on alcohol-related harms: alcohol-

specific deaths (equivalent to the 100% attributable deaths on the above graph) reduced by 10% in the first full 

year after MUP was introduced (the lowest level since 2013),38 and there was a small reduction in hospital 

admissions from liver disease in each of the first two years of the policy.39  

Although we do not yet know the full impact of the pandemic on people’s drinking and alcohol-related health 

problems, there was a tragic 22% rise in alcohol-specific deaths in Scotland between 2019 and 2021.1 Indications 

from across the UK are that there has been an increase in the prevalence of risky drinking and increased 

consumption among risky drinkers during this time.40 41 Deaths rates in Scotland have increased less than in England 

which may suggest that MUP has mitigated the effects of the pandemic on alcohol harm and that without it deaths 

may have been even higher.    

Evidence from other countries suggests that minimum pricing policies are effective in reducing alcohol-related 

harm: 

• In British Columbia, Canada, studies report a 32% reduction in alcohol deaths42 and a 9% reduction in 

alcohol-attributable hospital admissions43 due to increases in the minimum price of alcohol. 

• Two studies reported a fall in the number of admissions to intensive care units associated with 

hazardous and harmful drinking in Northern Territory, Australia in the year following the introduction 

of MUP and police auxiliary liquor inspectors.44 45 

  



 

 

Minimum Unit Pricing in Scotland  
Scotland was the first country in the world to legislate for minimum unit pricing for alcohol (MUP), through the 
Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act 2012. Following a five-year legal battle with alcohol producers, MUP was 
deemed lawful and proportionate by the UK Supreme Court. Secondary legislation set the price at 50p per unit of 
alcohol, bringing the legislation into force on 1 May 2018.46   

MUP was introduced with a ‘sunset clause’, meaning that it will expire by 30th April 2024 unless the Scottish 
Parliament votes in favour of the policy remaining in place. MUP is being thoroughly evaluated by Public Health 
Scotland (PHS) who will publish a final report in June 2023. This will inform the Scottish Government’s review report 
which will be laid in Parliament and published in 2023.  

As the effect of MUP depends on what level the unit price is set at, the Scottish Government is reviewing the level 
as part of the overall evaluation. If the Scottish Government’s overall evaluation supports a continuation of MUP, 
it will lay Orders in Parliament in late 2023 to continue MUP beyond the initial six-year period and if the evidence 
supports a change in price, to set a new unit price. If Parliament approves those Orders, it is intended that any new 
price would take effect from 1 May 2024. 
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