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1. Introduction and background to Alcohol Change UK 
 
 
Alcohol Change UK is a leading UK alcohol charity, formed from the merger of Alcohol 
Concern and Alcohol Research UK. Our mission is to significantly reduce serious alcohol harm in the 
UK.  
 
We are not anti-alcohol. We’re against alcohol harm. And we are for alcohol change. We are for a future 
in which no one feels they must drink; where the issues which lead to alcohol harm – like poverty, mental 
health problems, homelessness – are addressed; and where those of us who drink too much, and our 
loved ones, have access to high-quality support whenever we need it, without shame or stigma. Driven 
by our belief that every person deserves to live free from alcohol harm, we create smart, evidence-driven 
change. 
 
Low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks are increasing in popularity and market share, but there is next to no 
evidence about the effect they have on drinkers and the population as a whole. This makes it difficult for 
us to make recommendations about their manufacture, sale, marketing and regulation. We therefore 
wish to commission a literature and policy review to start to fill the evidence gap.  
 
 

2. Context  
 
 
 

2.1. Definitions 
 

According to the UK government’s 2018 Low Alcohol Descriptors Guidance1, low-alcohol drinks “must be 
1.2% alcohol by volume (abv) or below and an indication of its maximum abv should be included on the 
label”. Alcohol-free drinks are those “from which the alcohol has been extracted if it contains no more 
than 0.05% abv, and the products should also include the abv (or state that they contain no alcohol) on 
the label in order to use the descriptor”.  
 

The descriptors only apply to ‘alcohol substitute drinks’ as outlined in the Soft Drinks Industry Levy 
Regulations 20182. These are drinks of no more than 1.2% abv that are:  

• packaged and marketed similarly to their alcoholic counterparts, and as replacements, and/or 

• drinks made from de-alcoholised alcoholic drinks, and/or 

• undiluted fermented or distilled products, and/or 

• drinks made by mixing alcoholic drinks with fruit juice, that are similar to the alcoholic beverage used 
in production. 

 

 
 
Low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks appear to be gaining market share, attention within the drinks 
industry, public awareness and popularity, and political focus3. The recent Prevention Green Paper4 
consultation document contained next-to-nothing about alcohol (one of the primary factors behind 
preventable ill-health) but expressly identified the potential for low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks to 
encourage current drinkers to consume less alcohol:  
 

 
1 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763840/low-alcohol-descriptors-
guidance.pdf page 4. Accessed 28.11.2019  
2 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/41/made chapter 9. Accessed 28.11.2019 
3 https://www.cga.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/CGA-Sales-Presenter-No-Low-Report-1.pdf 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-2020s/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-
2020s-consultation-document page 43-44, accessed 28.11.2019 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763840/low-alcohol-descriptors-guidance.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763840/low-alcohol-descriptors-guidance.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/41/made
https://www.cga.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/CGA-Sales-Presenter-No-Low-Report-1.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-2020s/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-2020s-consultation-document
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-2020s/advancing-our-health-prevention-in-the-2020s-consultation-document


“Making alcohol-free and low-alcohol products more available would help to nudge the general drinking 
population towards lower strength alternatives. This is already the direction of travel, but we want to go 
further and faster: 
 

• we will work with industry to deliver a significant increase in the availability of alcohol-free and low-
alcohol products by 2025 

• in order to support further innovation in the sector and encourage people to move towards alcohol-free 
products, we will review the evidence to consider increasing the alcohol-free descriptor threshold from 
0.05% abv up to 0.5% abv in line with some other countries in Europe.” 

 
Meanwhile, although the alcohol industry is responding to drinking trends by developing more low-
alcohol and alcohol-free drinks 5, retailers are applying inconsistent approaches to sales6.  
 
We are not aware of any significant body of evidence about the effects of these products on their 
consumers or the wider public including children. Alcohol Change UK’s position is that, while low-alcohol 
and alcohol-free drinks cannot be the only solution to alcohol harm, we welcome the market shift towards 
low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks. A fair amount of anecdotal evidence from our Dry January Facebook 
group indicates that the substitution effect of these drinks can play an important role in enabling people to 
bring their harmful drinking to low risk levels. However, we recognise that these are not analysed data and 
that there is little evidence about whether, in the wider population, such drinks are used as substitutes or 
replacements, whether they have a trigger effect that causes drinkers to drink (more) alcohol, or whether 
they have any gateway effect for young people. The lack of evidence makes it difficult for us and others to 
make informed recommendations. This project proposes a scoping review that will support future research 
and policymaking in this area. 
 

 

3. Details of the work 
 
 
3.1. Project outline 
 
We wish to commission a literature and policy review to address the following questions: 

• What are the key approaches taken to legislating and regulating the manufacture, sale and marketing 
of low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks in the UK nations and comparable markets abroad? 

• How well do manufacturers and retailers in the UK comply with local legislation and regulations? 

• What policies do large and small manufacturers and retailers have relating to the manufacture, sale 
and marketing of low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks in the UK (with consideration given to 
sale/marketing to young people, labelling and health advice)?  

• What are the possible effects of low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks on populations and individuals?  

• Supplementary question: we are also interested in what the public think and feel about the 
manufacture, sale and marketing of low-alcohol and alcohol-free drinks.  

 
We anticipate the project will involve: 

• A rapid review of relevant academic and grey research literature on low-alcohol and alcohol-free 
drinks; and on potentially analogous substitute products such as e-cigarettes and ‘diet’ food and 
drinks.   

 
5 See trade press and industry body news reports such as: https://www.portmangroup.org.uk/1433-2/;  
https://cask-marque.co.uk/bbpa-comments-on-growth-in-low-and-alcohol-free-sales/;  
https://www.morningadvertiser.co.uk/Article/2019/05/20/How-much-has-the-no-alcohol-category-grown; 
http://www.drinksretailingnews.co.uk/news/fullstory.php/aid/19128/Buyer_92s_Guide_to_Mindful_Drinking_2019.html 
6 See press reports such as: https://www.morningadvertiser.co.uk/Article/2019/10/22/Should-pubs-serve-under-18s-alcohol-
free-beer; 
https://www.bristolpost.co.uk/news/uk-world-news/wetherspoons-pub-jd-kopparberg-cider-3432886 
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• Documentary review of UK and overseas legislation, governmental guidance and policies. 

• Documentary review of manufacturer and vendor (pubs, supermarkets, other retailers, representative 
bodies etc.) aims, policies and other published statements. 

• Review of compliance patterns and decisions in the UK (e.g. from the Advertising Standards Agency, 
Trading Standards, police forces and Police and Crime Commissioners etc.) 

• Key stakeholder statements and comments about the range and possible scale of the various 
potential effects (including discourse analysis of trade and mainstream media articles, website 
content, events and presentations, and stakeholder interviews).  

 
 
3.2. Scope 
 
We do not anticipate that this phase of the research will involve detailed analysis of paid-for market 
research data, and this is reflected in the project budget. However, if the research team has access to 
such data, we would welcome any insights that can be gleaned. 
 
 
3.3. Project outputs 
 
The main project output will be a written report in a suitable electronic format (to be agreed) and 
including an executive summary of the main findings. The report should be of a suitable standard for 
Alcohol Change UK to publish on our website and to share widely with stakeholders and the public. A 
draft report shall be provided for review and comment by Alcohol Change UK staff before a final version 
is submitted. Progress shall be monitored through regular telephone calls (see timeline below). 
 
 
3.4. Costs 
 
A budget of up to £48,000.00 (including VAT) is available for the work.  
 
Please present in your tender a clear breakdown of all research costs and overheads, to include (as/if 
applicable): staff costs, equipment, access to data, travel and subsistence.  All costs quoted within the 
tender should be fixed for the period of the work. All prices and/or rates should be inclusive of VAT. 
Please state any assumptions made. 
 
Payment schedule  
 
Payments to the successful applicant will be made as follows: 100% on satisfactory completion of the 
work. 
 
 

4. Instructions to tenderers 
 
 
4.1. How to tender 
 
Applicants will need to demonstrate that they: 

• Are qualified to carry out this project 

• Have the capacity to do so to the timescales below 

• Can bring to the project the necessary insight and experience that will allow for the robust 
interpretation of findings 

 
Please include in your application  



• a proposed project design 

• a budget detailing all expenditure (including staff hours) as outlined in 3.4 above 

• a CV for the lead investigator and other team members as appropriate 

• details of two people/organisations we can approach for references if your project is selected. 
 

Applicants are also invited to complete a section entitled ‘Amendments and suggestions’. This is a non-
compulsory section in which, should the applying team feel that amendments could be made to improve 
the scope or focus of the review, those suggestions can be described in detail. 
 
Please submit your completed proposal by email to: contact@alcoholchange.org.uk with the subject 
header Tender: Low and No Alcohol project. 
 
 
4.2. Tendering process and timetable  
 

Deadline for questions and clarifications Monday 24 Feb 2020 by 09:00 

Response to questions and clarifications 
(provided to all researchers who have 
expressed interest) 

Tuesday 25 Feb 2020 

Submission of tenders 
Monday 02 March 2020 by 09:00 
to contact@alcoholchange.org.uk (subject header 
Tender: Low and No Alcohol project) 

Interview with awarding panel (may be virtual) Thursday 12 March 

Project awarded subject to satisfactory 
references 

Friday 13 March 2020 

Contracting period Monday 16 March to 17 July 2020 

Meeting with ACUK staff (may be virtual) to 
discuss and agree methodology 

Thursday 19 March 2020  

Telephone progress meetings 
Friday 01 May 2020 
Monday 01 June 2020 

Draft final report Monday 15 June 2020 by 12:00 noon 

Final report Monday 06 July 2020 by 12:00 noon 

Project completion Friday 17 July 2020 

 
 
4.3. Selection criteria 
 
The awarding panel will assess applications according to the following criteria:   

• Has the applicant demonstrated a clear understanding of the project brief?  

• Has the applicant demonstrated the expertise necessary to carry out a comprehensive search for 
evidence and summarise the findings?   

• Is the methodology clearly stated and appropriate?   

• Has the applicant demonstrated knowledge of, and expertise in, the subject area?  

• Has the applicant demonstrated capacity to complete the project within budget and within the stated 
timeframe?  

mailto:contact@alcoholchange.org.uk
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• Is there a clear and coherent summary of how the funding allocated will be used?  

• Does the application demonstrate an ability to write clearly and effectively?    

• If work is to be carried out by junior staff do they have sufficient supervision and institutional support?  
 

 
4.4. Award of tender 
 
The awarding panel will decide to whom the contract shall be awarded based on the selection criteria 
outlined above. The panel does not bind itself to accept the lowest of any tender/quotation. 
 
 
4.5. Conflicts of interests  
 
Alcohol Change UK is an independent charity. We do not accept funds from the alcohol industry.  
https://alcoholchange.org.uk/about-us/how-our-work-is-funded  
 
In your application, please declare any potential conflicts of interest, including grants you have received 
and advisory board memberships (or similar). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact for more information, questions, and submission of applications 
 
Lucy Holmes 
Director of Research and Policy 
Alcohol Change UK 
27 Swinton Street, London WC1X 9NW 
 
020 3907 8490 
 
lucy.holmes@alcoholchange.org.uk  
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