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Negative Externalities of Alcohol Consumption


For this report I will be researching the damaging impacts of the alcohol industry on wider third parties as negative externalities. This includes effects on demand for public services, the impact on the economy, and public health implications. Negative externalities include added costs and pressure to the NHS, strain on police and other public services, and damage to public property such as vandalism and littering of cans/ broken glass. 

Negative externalities are defined by Oxford Learner's Dictionary (accessed 2024) as “a consequence of an industrial or commercial activity that affects other people or things without this being reflected in market prices''. When looking into the alcohol industry within the UK specifically, negative externalities include excess cost to the NHS from drink related injuries, directly or indirectly, costs of public services such as police, ambulance, fire brigade and services by the council. These come as a result of people acting dangerously when under the influence of alcohol, being more likely to become violent or lack spatial awareness, causing injury to themselves and or others and damage to their surrounding environment.  

Before The 1920s drinking was attributed to crime, corruption and many of the social issues of the time in  America. From 1920-1933 there was an 18th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution which led to a complete and absolute ban on the manufacture, transportation and sale of intoxicating liquors, when with the passage of the Volstead Act went into effect. (Onion, 2023). The public response was to make their own and this developed into a black market trade involving the Mafia. The sudden surge in unregulated alcohol production (a.k.a. bootlegging),  gang activity and organized crime resulted in the 1933 abolition of the prohibition. (Onion, 2023)

While the UK has never had its own alcohol prohibition, the UK public responded to the American Prohibition with a campaign “rob you of your beer” to fight back on any UK alcohol restrictions. Leaflets were printed and posted from 1922-1926 with anti-american themes - labeling them as “aliens coming over to interfere with British liberties” (“Rob You of Your Beer”: The British Fight Against Prohibition, n.d.) there were fears that there would be increased taxes, unemployment due to less sales and concerns that alcohol may be criminalized. 

A temperance movement was attempted in the UK in the 1930s by temperance societies who began a public campaign against alcohol. Alcohol was believed by these people to be the cause of society's misery,  leading to “ poverty, child neglect, immorality and economic decline.” They wanted to change the culture around drinking to have a more sober, if not completely sober society, for the betterment of the communities. Drinking chocolate was promoted as an alternative to drinking alcohol “this is one of the reasons why so many of the great chocolate barons were Quakers, such as Cadbury, and Fry, besides Rowntree.” (Temperance Movement - the Rowntree Society, 2017). 

In Spite of all these movements, in the 21st century Alcohol remains very much a key part of Britain's social scenes. Alcohol is in almost all social celebrations or events, and is seen as a way to relax and unwind after a hard day's work. Even when there have been economic uncertainties and buyers are more conscious of spending, alcohol is not a product that loses sales, in some instances, sales even increase due to society's stress leading to more drinking. 

Drink Driving

Drink driving is a major concern and broadens the reach of negative externalities to the wider public. Between 2010 - 2020 there was an annual average of 41,737 convictions for drunk driving. From 1979 - 2020 there was an annual average of 546 reported deaths in the uk from drunk driving incidents (Gov.uk, July 2023). In the year 2020, of the 28,171 drunk driving convictions, 81.2% of convicted drivers were male (Salmon, 2024). The numbers are alarmingly high, especially when these numbers are after the public is well informed about the great costs of drunk driving, legally and psychologically. Many drivers' perception of their drunken state is dangerously inaccurate while making a decision on how to get home after a night of drinking.

In 1987, Due to the high numbers of drunk driving incidents and damage to society and communities, a new law  called ‘The Landmark Road Safety Act’ was introduced in the UK. From this point onwards it has been illegal to drive or attempt to drive with a blood alcohol level of “over 80mg of alcohol per 100ml of blood” (Department for transport, 2017)  In Scotland this limit has further reduced from December 2014 to 50mg of alcohol per 100 milliliters of blood, much like many other European countries (Alcohol Focus Scotland, n.d). The sentence for being convicted of driving or attempting to drive while above the legal limit is a 1 year driving ban,unlimited fine and 6 months in prison. There is a 3 year driving ban if you are convicted twice in 10 years (Gov.UK) 

Alcohol Unit Guidelines

The likelihood of anyone who is actively drunk knowing their blood alcohol levels is very low so the UK government has issued warning labels on all alcohol cans and bottles to highlight the unit content of alcohol and advise on how many units are safe to consume (shown below). UK Government and NHS guidelines suggest adults consume no more than 14 units per week. This is not to suggest that 14 units in one day once a week is in any way safe or advisable. Research shows alcohol has a stronger effect on women and can increase fertility issues in both men and women when used in excess (Van Heertum & Rossi, 2017). If planning to drive, no more than 3 units for men and no more than 2 for women (Drink-drive Limits: Everything You Need to Know | RAC Drive, 2023)
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It is estimated that alcohol costs the NHS £3.5 billion per year in England and costs an estimated £21 billion per year to society. (Alcohol Treatment Services - Committees - UK Parliament, n.d.) These new labeling currently remain as only guidelines in the UK, however you are unlikely to find alcohol for sale without the labeling, and it has been credited for the reduction in drinking in younger generations since its introduction. It seems people are making more informed decisions when the risks are clearly stated on the bottle, and as a result, take more precaution. (Wen, 2024) 

The price of alcohol has increased with higher alcohol tax and a minimum cost per unit which means bars and pubs must charge at least 50 pence per unit - 10ml of pure alcohol (Uk, 2020). This makes drinking less price competitive and less affordable to be overused. The standard uk measure shot of shot must cost at least £1.25 per single shot, most bars charge more to rising costs of overheads. As alcohol is available in shops and supermarkets, no longer just off licenses, it's more affordable to buy bottles than to go on a night out around pubs. 

Alcohol Under 18 years of age

In attempt to curb antisocial behavior in young people while under the influence alcohol, and with better understanding the long term harm of alcohol on developing brains,
The UK Parliament introduced a new law in 1923 to ban the sale of Alcohol to anyone under the age of 18. The restriction was imposed by MP Nancy Astor known as “the fairy godmother’ (Takayanagi, M, 2020) who delivered her speech to a very opposed board of MPs to push for change. She had concerns about the damaging impact of alcohol consumption for young people and the negative effects on students in school and at home. The petition to ban sales of alcohol to anyone under the age of 18 was signed by 116,000 teachers and educators who shared the belief that it was harmful for young people (Takayanagi, M, 2020). Before this law was passed, children as young as 14 could drink beer in pubs and bars, and those who were 16 could also purchase spirits. Amendments were made to allow young people ages 16+ (but below the legal age limit to buy alcohol) to have a drink in a pub or bar when also having a meal, and accompanied by an adult. The drink options are limited to one beer, wine or cider (Excluding northern Ireland) (drinkaware, n.d)

In England, Scotland and Wales, it’s not illegal to allow your own children from ages of five to seventeen to drink alcohol in the privacy of your own home. However, it is highly discouraged as the dangers of alcohol to cognitive health and liver function are far higher in children due to them being much smaller and needing much less to get drunk. Risks include alcohol poisoning, which can be fatal, and permanent brain damage (drinkaware, n.d) 

In Britain especially there is definitely a culture of underage drinking being seen as “a rite of passage” and a way to gain social connections through shared experiences. Sneaking a bottle of vodka to a party will gain you a lot of respect and appreciation from peers who will also try to do the same, making it a bit of a social game and status symbol. If you bring the alcohol, you have the power of influence for the night. This is less of a cultural norm in America as you must be 21 not 18 to drink, so it's even less accessible, and not as socially integrated in norms and celebrations. 

Public Disturbances 

Those who are loud when drunk tend to cause a lot of public nuisance for those around them, often using foul language in public settings, after leaving the bars/ pubs. Although not necessarily posing a threat, living in a rowdy area with loud drunks and poor behavioral management can negatively affect your chances of selling your home if you ever do plan to move, or lower the house sale value. Research suggests “vandalism is the crime that has the biggest impact on property values.” (Trattou, 2023) On the other hand, living by a bar may increase your home's value in some instances, but it depends greatly on the nature of the establishment, and the audience it attracts. Having rowdy bars near you may increase police presence in the area which is off putting to potential buyers. Managing the drunk and disorderly on a saturday night also puts strain on the local police force who have less resources to deal with other incidents such as burglaries, harassment and domestic violence reports. Alcohol is never a cause nor excuse for domestic violence but it does play a role in many more violent reports. Violent outburst may also come because of a lack of alcohol for someone who relies on it, and this being a trigger point for violence. (Uk, 2021)

Alcohol and the Economy

The UK alcohol industry accounts for a large proportion of UK revenue from exports and tax. In a HMRC Alcohol Strategy report (March, 2016) the report claims the UK was the “fourth biggest exporter of beer in the European Union (EU) and Scotch whisky exports were worth £3.9 billion in 2014.” However, the crime rate associated with drinking was “estimated to cost between 1.3 and 2.7% of the UK annual GDP (£21-£52 billion)” in 2016, according to a 2016 Public Health England report. (Dr Burton,R. Et.al, 2016)

The diagram below shows statistics for Duty receipts in Million GBP for different forms of alcohol. The diagram shows that while beer duties have remained relatively consistent, wine duties have increased as well as spirits. 2021-2022 has a duty receipts increase of £6,452 million from 2000-2001 which had a total of £6664 Million. 
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(Statista, 2023)

Cultural Shifts 

The UK has seen many improvements since making it illegal to sell alcohol to anyone under the age of 18 and increasing the tax on alcohol. There are lower rates of social issues caused by young people who are under the influence, and socially it is becoming more the norm to drink less. Younger generations are developing a ‘coffee culture’, preferring to go out for coffee with a friend than go to the pub (Ballard, 2024) More information about drink awareness has made it harder to feel good about overdrinking. Knowing the harm you are causing yourself makes it less enjoyable to drink in excess on the regular, and people are preferring to invest in more meaningful memorable experiences, with less alcohol. With alcohol being more expensive than previous years, and average income not increasing to match daily expenses, alcohol is becoming more of a luxury and less affordable. Coffee shops have replaced the bars as the ‘third place’.
‘The third place’ is a concept from a 1989 book, The Great Good Place, by sociologist Ray Oldenberg. It is the idea that humans achieve work-life balance by having home, work, and ‘a third place’ to socialize and have fun outside of these two spaces. The point is “facilitate social interaction outside of the people you live or work with and encourage “public relaxation.” (Libby, K, 2023 )It has become more socially trendy to meet up for brunch and coffee than to go to a bar, with drinking seen as more of a weekend treat. (Libby, K, 2023) 

Conclusion

Changes in attitudes around drink and increased culture of health and wellness has seen more people switch to brunch and coffee over pints after work. Drink awareness has been one of the most effective campaigns against drink related social costs and issues. Now that awareness is high about the long term damages of alcohol, and the ease at which you can exceed 14 units a week, people are more conscious to make better health decisions. This, and the price of alcohol increasing so it's more of a luxury than a regular affordable habit, has reduced the UK drink culture slightly. Alcohol being illegal to sell below the age of 18 means that once you turn 18, the excitement and novelty soon wears off and after a few times of overdrinking, its becomes far less appealing to keep up regularly
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