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Alcohol  harm is not inevitable.
By working together, we can 
create change.



We work for a society that is free from the harm caused by alcohol.

We are not anti-alcohol; we are for alcohol change. We are for a future in 
which people drink as a conscious choice, not a default; where the issues 
which are often linked to alcohol problems – such as poverty, mental health 
issues, and homelessness – are addressed; where those of us who drink too 
much, and our loved ones, have access to high-quality support when we 
need it, without shame or stigma.

The problem is complex, and so the solutions are not simple. But we are 
ambitious. Driven by our belief that every person deserves to live a full life 
free from alcohol harm, we create evidence-driven change by working 
towards five key impacts: improved knowledge, better policies and 
regulation, shifted cultural norms, improved drinking behaviours, and more 
and better support and treatment.

This report summarises our work in Wales between April 2021 and 
March 2022.

We are Alcohol Change UK.
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It’s been another challenging 12 months for 
many of us in Wales and around the world. 
At Alcohol Change UK, we have been all too 
aware of the increase in alcohol-related 
harm in many people’s lives during the 
pandemic. It’s an issue that none of us can 
afford to ignore, particularly as research 
has shown that those of us who were 
already drinking more heavily were most 
likely to be drinking even more during 
the pandemic. 

Responding to this challenge requires 
collaboration, and we’ve been pleased to 
be able to bring together professionals and 
people with direct personal experience 
of alcohol problems, to learn from each 
other and plan for the future. As well as our 
popular annual conference last autumn, 
we commissioned research into the links 
between alcohol and self-harm, and hosted 
specialist forums on how to improve the 
support for autistic people who experience 

alcohol problems and for people who are 
experiencing problems with both alcohol 
and gambling.

We’ve also been leading the way in 
researching and understanding the growth 
of online alcohol sales and rapid delivery 
services, practices which accelerated during 
the pandemic. In our report Delivering a 
problem? published in March 2022, we 
showed how online alcohol retailers are 
failing in their responsibilities to ensure that 

alcohol is not being delivered to people 
under the age of 18.

As part of our behaviour change 
programme, we’ve been pleased to support 
the ever-growing number of people who 
are taking control of their drinking by 
joining our Dry January® campaign. This 
year, that’s included launching our Try Dry® 
app in Welsh. And we’ve continued to raise 
awareness of the huge range of low-alcohol 
and alcohol-free alternatives to traditional 
alcoholic drinks, publishing more than 300 
online drinks reviews in Welsh and English.

As we look ahead to the next 12 months, we 
will continue to collaborate with partners in 
a wide range of fields, to help more people 
live free from alcohol harm, and to ensure 
that people who do experience alcohol 
problems have access to high-quality 
support when they need it, without shame 
or stigma.

Welcome
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“We will ensure that people who experience alcohol problems 
have access to high-quality support when they need it, without 
shame or stigma.”      Andrew Misell, Director for Wales, Alcohol Change UK
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The reasons why we drink, and drink to 
excess, are numerous and complex. Our 
drinking might be shaped by our childhood 
experiences or the reality of our life right 
now. We may be drinking to escape or to fit 
in; constantly or episodically. And alcohol 
will often not be the only thing we’re 
dealing with.

One of our most important roles at Alcohol 
Change UK is to recognise this complexity 
and develop ways to address it effectively. 
From listening to people who access support 
services, we learnt that alcohol use and self-
harm are two issues that often overlap. 
To better understand the complexities 
around these issues, we commissioned 
researchers to investigate this interface. 
We published the results of their work last 
summer, in the report Alcohol and self-harm: 
A qualitative study.

The work, led by researchers from the 
University of Edinburgh and Edinburgh 
Napier University, included in-depth 
interviews with adults who have experience 
of both self-harm and alcohol use. It found 
that, although participants’ drinking and 

self-harm were typically connected, “they 
did not all describe them being connected 
in the same ways”. For some, drinking 
brought a loss of inhibitions that facilitated 
self-harm. For others, drinking was a way of 
avoiding self-harm: an alternative coping 
strategy when emotions were coming to 
the boil.

Whilst the people interviewed had varied 
reasons for drinking and/or self-harming, 
they painted a consistent picture of 
services failing to meet their needs. Their 
most common complaint was about the 
organisational split between services for 
mental health and substance use.

We will be working in the coming year to 
engage with substance use and self-harm 
services, to start conversations about how 
to improve the support in Wales for people 
facing these hugely challenging issues.

Alcohol and self-harm

“According to one 
interviewee, the message 
from mental health services 
seemed to be: ‘I am sorry, 
I can’t see you unless 
you’re sober’.”
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Supporting families
In November 2021, jointly with Adfam and Manchester Metropolitan University, we 
published a short practical guide for the families and carers of people with an alcohol or 
other drug problem who are seriously ill. The leaflet is available online in Welsh and English, 
and has been sent to a wide range of frontline agencies. 

It is aimed primarily at family members, 
giving them the information they need when a 
a loved-one is seriously ill from substance 
use, including if that loved-one is dying. 
We hope it will also be useful to the 
professionals who support them.
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Amongst the broader population of alcohol-
dependent drinkers is a smaller group 
of drinkers whose alcohol dependency is 
particularly entrenched and chronic. This 
group of people can have a significant 
impact on their community and on public 
services, as well as on their own quality 
of life. Our Blue Light initiative offers an 
innovative approach to supporting and 
motivating these high-impact dependent 
drinkers, including interventions such as 
assertive outreach, harm reduction, and 
multi-agency case management.

Sadly, an even smaller sub-group is 
especially vulnerable. Without action, 
these people and those around them can 
experience serious dangers, including 
neglect, abuse, and early death. This group 
of people often requires more robust 
support, by using legal powers.

Substance use workers, healthcare 
professionals, and other practitioners have 
consistently reported that legal frameworks 
such as the Social Services and Wellbeing 
Act, the Mental Capacity Act, and the 

Mental Health Act could be used to help 
these people, but that they are unsure how 
to properly, proportionately and confidently 
use those powers.

In September 2021, we published a guide 
offering an accessible introduction to the 
legislation that can be applied to chronic, 
highly vulnerable, dependent drinkers, to 
improve outcomes for them, their families 
and their communities; as well as outlining 
the limits of these legal frameworks and 
when they should not be used.

It also highlights how certain ‘myths’ can 
hamper work with highly vulnerable drinkers. 
It encourages practitioners to challenge the 
assumption that some people ‘choose’ or 
‘like’ an abusive or chaotic life, and offers 
alternative ways of thinking about the 
challenges they face. We are working with 
a range of agencies, in Wales and further 
afield, to improve policy and practice on 
this issue.

Safeguarding dependent drinkers

“Our guide provides an 
accessible introduction to 
the legislation that can be 
applied to chronic, highly 
vulnerable, dependent 
drinkers, to improve 
outcomes for them, 
their families and their 
communities.”
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Dry January
According to our survey, one in six (18%) 
adults who drink alcohol said they planned 
to have a month off drinking for January 
2022. That’s around 7.9 million UK adults – 
up from an estimated 6.5 million last year, 
a 22% increase.

The survey also highlighted that, for those 

planning to have a month off alcohol 
for January, around one in three (30%) 
preferred to take part in the Dry January® 
campaign by using the tools and resources 
provided by Alcohol Change UK, rather 
than trying to give up alcohol on their own 
in January. 

Research by the University of Sussex has 
shown that people who take part in Dry 
January® via Alcohol Change UK’s free 

Try Dry® app and/or free email coaching 
programme are twice as likely to have a 
completely alcohol-free month compared 
to those who try to avoid alcohol in January 
on their own. They’re also much more likely 
to be drinking less six months later.

Over 130,000 people signed 
up to take part in Dry 

January 2022. 

Research by the University of Sussex 
has shown that people who take part in 
Dry January are twice as likely to have 

a completely alcohol-free month.



In December 2021, we were excited to 
launch our popular Try Dry® app in Welsh, 
to sit alongside versions in English, French 
and German.

The Try Dry app helps users to chart 
their progress in reducing their alcohol 
consumption, moderating it, or stopping all 
together, whether as part of Dry January® 
or during other times of the year. It allows 
you to:

● Track your units, calories and money 
saved when you cut down or cut out 
alcohol

● Understand your drinking patterns 
and track your progress

● Take a health quiz to check your 
drinking

● Keep track of your current and best-
ever dry streaks

● Set personalised goals for how much 
you want to drink

● Earn badges for key achievements.

We’ll be examining how the Welsh language 

app has performed, in terms of usability and 
functionality, before relaunching it at the 
end of 2022. So, watch this space!
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Our new Welsh language Try Dry app
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“I can confidently say that this was by far the best conference I have ever attended.”



Following the success of our 2020 online 
conference, we were delighted to host our 
2021 conference, Rebuild and recover: 
reducing alcohol harm and remaking 
connections, again online.

‘Rebuilding and recovering’ was exactly 
what was needed after the many months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, in which words 
like “strange” and “unprecedented” became 
familiar clichés. During the pandemic, we 
saw alcohol consumption decrease overall 
but increase for more than a quarter of 
people, with those already drinking most 
heavily most likely to drink even more. 

We were keen to explore what services 
had learned during the pandemic and 

what lessons could be applied to future 
provision. Delegates heard from leading 
speakers such as: Dr Lee Hogan of Bangor 
University, with members of Moving On In 
My Recovery, talking about peer support 
during the pandemic; Justina Murray, CEO 
of Scottish Families Affected by Alcohol and 
Drugs, discussing how families of drinkers 
were supported during lockdowns; and 
Charlotte Waite, from mental health charity 
Platfform, asking the provocative question, 
what if more resources and more services 
are not the answer?

Other topics discussed during the day 
included how working from home has 
changed work-related drinking, and 
how best to address alcohol issues in 
communities where drinking is a cultural 
or religious taboo. Delegates also heard 
personal stories of experiences of 
lockdown drinking.

For anyone who missed the conference, the 
video presentations are available at low 
cost from our shop on the Alcohol Change 
UK website.

Our annual conference
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“[I] really enjoyed this 
conference and will be 
promoting it to others in my 
organisation for next year. 
Well worth the money.”
Conference delegate

“I’m always impressed by the 
range and quality of speakers 
at Alcohol Change UK’s 
conferences, and this year 
was no exception.”
Conference delegate
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Alcohol and 
gambling
Gambling has long been recognised 
in Wales as a public health issue, and 
we know from our own research that 
excessive gambling often goes hand-in-
hand with problematic alcohol use. 

In November 2021, we hosted an online 
roundtable event for people with personal 

and/or professional experience of the 
interface between alcohol and gambling. 
One action identified by participants was 
to make screening for gambling issues 
more common in alcohol services, and this 
is an idea we have raised with substance 
use treatment services in Wales. 

We will also be exploring opportunities 
for working with gambling charities, in 
Wales and elsewhere, to reduce the stigma 
experienced by people with alcohol and/or 
gambling problems.

Alcohol 
and autism 
conference
Autistic people are as likely to experience 
substance use issues as anyone else. But 
when they do, they often find it much 
harder to get the support they need. 
Our half-day event, hosted with the 
University of Bath and the Royal College 
of Psychiatrists in September 2021, lifted 
the lid on this overlooked and under-
researched topic.

Around 270 delegates heard from a series 
of expert presenters with a mix of personal 
experience and professional expertise, and 
many attendees have signed up to work 
with us and our colleagues in Bath 
to improve substance use support for 
autistic people.

For people who missed the event, the 
expert video presentations can be 
purchased at low cost from Alcohol Change 
UK’s online shop.



Online alcohol sales 
In recent times, consumers in Wales and across the UK have been buying alcohol online 
in record numbers, from an ever-growing variety of retailers who increasingly promise 
to deliver to your doorstep within minutes. However, as the market continues to expand, 
questions have been raised about whether current systems protect children and vulnerable 
adults from alcohol harm.

In March 2022, we published our new report Delivering a problem? Online alcohol sales and 
home deliveries. It included:

● Research from Wrexham Glyndŵr University, examining online age verification 
controls on retailers’ websites. This research identified major weaknesses, concluding 
that current methods of online age verification are “largely ineffectual” 

● The results of a test purchase operation in Cardiff with a range of online alcohol 
retailers. This found that in 72% of cases where alcohol was ordered for delivery within 
two hours, it was handed over to the 18- and 19-year-old test purchasers without 
seeking proof of age, in contravention of retailers’ own policies 

● Qualitative research by Cogent Research, which revealed confusion amongst 
delivery drivers about retailers’ policies on age verification, and a lack of effective 
age verification training. Similar concerns were identified in relation to deliveries to 
intoxicated customers. 

These findings suggest that retailers selling alcohol online are failing in their responsibilities 
to ensure that alcohol is not being delivered to minors, or to intoxicated adults, and that 
significant improvement is needed. 

To better protect children, we are calling on online retailers to urgently review their age 
verification processes, so that they can be more confident that children are not being handed 
alcohol bought from their websites. We are also encouraging police and trading standards 
teams to routinely undertake online test purchase operations, using participants aged under 
18 years of age, in order to raise standards.
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Media
The media play an important role in shaping public understanding of alcohol harm. Throughout the year, we have responded to numerous 
alcohol-related stories as they arise, as well as generating our own news stories.

We were delighted to be able to advise scriptwriters of the long-running Channel 4 soap opera Hollyoaks to ensure that a developing 
storyline about a character’s alcohol problems was accurately portrayed and did not perpetuate unhelpful stereotypes about drinking and 
alcohol dependency. 

Alcohol-free drinks reviews
Although they remain a relatively small proportion of the drinks 
market in Wales (and across the UK as a whole) the range and 
variety of low-ABV and alcohol-free equivalents of traditional 
alcoholic drinks continues to grow rapidly, and sales are also 
increasing significantly year after year. Such drinks have been 
shown to be helpful to many individuals wishing to reduce their 
alcohol consumption.
We have continued to 
review new drinks as 
they were launched 
through the year and 
were very pleased to 
welcome additional guest 
reviewers to our team 
of taste-testers. Our 
website now hosts more 
than 300 drinks reviews in 
both Welsh and English.

Social media
Social media remains a key vehicle 
by which we are able to directly 
communicate with the Welsh public. 
Our Twitter account, @ACCymru, now 
has more than 2.5k followers.

Newsletter
We also publish a free, bilingual 
quarterly newsletter summarising 
current alcohol issues in Wales, which 
is sent to more than 300 people. Please 
contact us if you wish to be added to 
our mailing list.
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Our small team in Wales works hard to create a society that is free from the harm caused by alcohol.

alcoholchange.org.uk

Andrew Misell
Wales  

Director

Andrew is Alcohol Change UK’s 
Director for Wales. He has been 

responsible for the development and 
delivery of the charity’s work in Wales 

since 2009.

Mark Leyshon
Senior Research and 

Policy Manager

Mark also joined Alcohol Change UK 
in 2009. His role involves identifying 

and delivering research projects, 
managing Alcohol Change UK’s grant 

awards, and using our networks to 
influence alcohol policy.

https://www.alcoholchange.org.uk
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