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	RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: 

Substance misuse among young adults in Wales:
What are the key barriers and opportunities for enhancing Police Responses?

Why this topic?  Why is it worthy of consideration for an undergraduate dissertation? 
 
[bookmark: _Hlk210995502]Substance misuse among young adults remains a serious concern in Wales, with links to mental health, social exclusion, and criminalisation. This research explores substance misuse among young adults in Wales to gain a clearer understanding of its current scope and characteristics, responding to a significant lack of region-specific evidence. From this foundation, the study aims to critically examine the barriers and opportunities shaping police responses to substance-related issues. Key areas of focus include the implementation of harm reduction strategies, the effectiveness of multi-agency collaboration, and the impact of recent policy developments. Findings could inform better training, community engagement, and diversion strategies for police forces, especially in areas with high youth vulnerability.


	[bookmark: _Hlk210997148]SUMMARY OF RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

Aims:

· Assess the prevalence and behavioural patterns of substance misuse among young adults in Wales.
· Investigate the influence of socioeconomic factors on substance use and related vulnerabilities.
· Integrate statistical data, research findings or expert commentary to ground the analysis.
· Critically evaluate police responses to substance misuse, with attention to performance evolving trends.
· Explore the operational and ethical challenges faced by police in addressing youth substance use.
· Analyse emerging dynamics, including the role of social media and digital drug markets in shaping consumption behaviours.
· Identify and showcase preventative strategies, support resources, and recovery narratives to offer a structured perspective.
· Examine the effectiveness of harm reduction approaches within current policy and practice frameworks.

Objectives:

1. Analyse the effectiveness of current policing strategies in preventing and intervening in substance misuse among young people.
2. Identify the challenges and ethical considerations faced by police in balancing law enforcement with prevention and intervention efforts.
3. Explore the impact of policing practices on the perception and trust of young adults, particularly those from marginalised communities.

	THEORETICAL CONTEXT:

Substance misuse - defined as the harmful or hazardous consumption of psychoactive substances including alcohol, illegal drugs and the inappropriate use of prescribed medications – remains a serious concern (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024). Cannabis has consistently been the most widely used drug in England and Wales since data collection began in the year ending December 1995, with particularly high prevalence among young people (ONS, 2023). Frequent cannabis use during adolescence has been associated with increased risks of mental health issues, such as depression, anxiety, and potentially psychosis (Patton et al., 2002). Similarly, individuals who start consuming alcohol regularly at an early age face an increased likelihood of developing patterns of misuse or dependence, along with a range of negative health and social consequences later in life (Patton et al., 2014; PCP, 2025). The growing prevalence of prescription drug abuse further complicates efforts to prevent and address substance-related harm. Among young people entering treatment, the most frequently identified vulnerability was initiating substance use before the age of fifteen, closely followed by the challenge of polydrug use, where individuals reported using multiple substances (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024).

Despite long-term declines in overall drug use since the 1990s, recent data reveals concerning patterns and heightened vulnerabilities among individuals aged sixteen to twenty-four (ONS, 2024). Historically, policing approaches to drug misuse in the UK centred on criminal justice-led responses, with an emphasis on criminalisation and legal prosecution. The introduction of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 provided the legal framework for regulating drug-related offences, positioning police forces at the forefront of identifying and prosecuting individuals involved. However, this approach frequently failed the deeper, underlying factors contributing to drug misuse, especially among vulnerable young people (Home Office, 2024). Since the mid-1980s, various schemes have enabled police and custody officers to refer arrested individuals to specialist drug counselling or support services. Yet these initiatives have been inconsistently implemented, frequently abandoned, and periodically revived across different regions of Britain. This pattern reflects a broader inconsistency in policy commitment, where promising interventions has limited the effectiveness of diversionary schemes (Dorn, 1994). 
More recently, drug diversion initiatives within policing reflect a broader organisational shift toward public health-informed strategies. This approach prioritises crime prevention and the enhancement of life opportunities by addressing underlying health, social, and economic inequalities that often contribute to offending behaviour (Bacon, 2023). The College of Policing highlights that scare tactics and knowledge-only approaches have had limited success, whereas comprehensive programmes like those delivered in schools, alongside parenting initiatives and social-emotional learning have proven to be more effective in the long term (College of Policing, 2022). Furthermore, the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) now promotes a comprehensive, whole-system approach to drug prevention, positioning policing as one element within a wider framework that also includes education, community involvement, and mental health support (Advisory Council on the Misuse of drugs, 2025).

Substance misuse during adolescence and early adulthood can significantly disrupt a young person's education, career opportunities, and overall health. It frequently overlaps with other serious vulnerabilities, including self-harm, exploitation, and unaddressed mental health conditions (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024). Recent data indicates that individuals from lower-income backgrounds are disproportionately affected by substance misuse, highlighting the need for targeted interventions within economically disadvantaged communities. According to the Head of the Substance Misuse Programme at Public Health Wales, the latest report reveals significant health inequalities across Wales, with those in the most deprived areas experiencing the greatest burden of alcohol-related harm. He emphasised the importance of investing in prevention-focused strategies to reduce future health risks and support longer, healthier lives for all Welsh residents (NHS, 2025). Within this broader context, data from 2021–22 on substance misuse referrals among 15–19-year-olds revealed notable gender differences: females were more frequently referred for alcohol-related concerns, while males accounted for significantly higher referrals related to drug misuse. These patterns suggest gendered dynamics in help-seeking behaviours, with young women more likely to engage with support services for alcohol misuse and young men for drug-related issues (Hughes and Walsh, 2022).


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

This study will adopt quantitative methods through the use of an online survey designed to capture insights into the prevalence of substance misuse and its perceived impact across different community groups. The survey will consist of structured, closed-ended questions designed to capture measurable data on perceptions of substance misuse and policing. This approach allows for efficient data collection and supports statistical analysis of trends and patterns within the target demographic.


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

The target sample for this research comprises members of the public aged 18 and over, representing a range of ethnicities, cultural backgrounds, and social demographics. A general questionnaire will be used to gather perspectives from individuals across Wales, ensuring inclusivity and diversity in responses. Given that much of the existing literature focuses on the UK as a whole, there is limited analysis dedicated solely to the Welsh context, particularly in relation to local patterns, contributing factors, and policy responses. This approach is intended to capture a broad spectrum of public opinion on substance misuse and policing, allowing for meaningful analysis of potential disparities and community-level insights.
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