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Research Proposal




UNDERGRADUATE DISSERTATION RESEARCH PROPOSAL FORM

NAME: Eleonora Alexandra Bunica
STUDENT NUMBER: 2312354

DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION:
Substance misuse among young adults in Wales: What is the role of policing in prevention and intervention?
Substance misuse contributes to health problems, crime and social instability making it a pressing issue in Wales. This research aims to explore the complex factors that contribute to substance misuse on young adults in local communities, particularly in areas with high levels of deprivation and evaluate the impact of different policing approaches in addressing it. Police are often the first point of contact for young adults involved in substance misuse. They have a dual role in law enforcement and community safety, which presents both opportunities and challenges. Substance misuse trends are constantly evolving, therefore, this research intends to provide an analysis of the current situation, the prevalence of substance misuse among young persons, and to explore emerging issues, such as the impact of online drug markets on young people’s substance use. Finally, this study aims to examine the impact of recent policy changes and initiatives and the efficiency of harm reduction strategies on substance misuse among young people in Wales. Understanding the effectiveness of police prevention and intervention strategies is important for maintaining accountability and ensuring that police actions are aligned with best practices.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 
1. Analyse the effectiveness of current policing strategies in preventing and intervening in substance misuse.
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.
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT:
Substance abuse, such as the use of drugs and alcohol, remains a critical public health issue, affecting individuals, families, and communities worldwide. The impact of substance misuse is felt across all levels of society in Wales, placing a burden on services dedicated to supporting individuals and communities, such as Education, Social Services, Health and Social Care and the Criminal Justice system (South Wales Police, 2022). Substance misuse is a complex problem shaped by a combination of biological, psychological, social, and environmental influences. Engaging in substance misuse can serve as a coping mechanism for avoiding challenging issues and socio-economic factors can contribute to the development of addiction with significant physical and psychological consequences (NHS, 2024). Alcohol misuse refers to drinking behaviour that negatively impacts a person's physical or mental well-being, relationships, or everyday activities (NHS, 2022). Individuals who begin drinking alcohol regularly at a young age are at a higher risk of developing alcohol misuse or dependence, as well as facing various adverse health and social consequences in adulthood (Patton et al., 2014; PCP, 2025). 
Young people are particularly vulnerable to the risks associated with substance misuse, with potential long-term consequences for their health, well-being and future prospects. Information gathered from the Crime Survey for England and Wales in the year ending March 2023 reveals that drug use was more prevalent among individuals aged 16 to 24, with 17.6% reporting usage (ONS, 2023). Since records began in the year ending December 1995, cannabis has remained the most commonly used drug in England and Wales, with 15.4% of individuals aged 16 to 24 reporting its use during 2022–23 (ONS, 2023). Regular cannabis use among young individuals may be linked to adverse mental health outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and even psychosis (Patton et al., 2002). Drug-related deaths in Wales have reached unprecedented levels, marking the highest figures since records began in 1993, with drug poisoning deaths rising by 78% over the past decade (ONS, 2022), drug poisoning deaths rose by 32% between 2020 and 2021 (South Wales Police, 2022). Among young people, substance misuse has broader implications for Welsh society, including increased crime rates, strain on healthcare services and economic burdens.
Data reveals that individuals in lower-income brackets are disproportionately affected, highlighting the need for targeted intervention strategies in economically disadvantaged communities. The Head of the Substance Misuse Programme at Public Health Wales emphasised that the latest report on substance misuse exposes significant health inequalities in Wales, with individuals in the most disadvantaged areas bearing the brunt of alcohol-related problems. He stressed the importance of investing in prevention-based initiatives to mitigate future health risks and promote longer, healthier lives for all residents of Wales (NHS, 2025).
Since the mid-1980s, initiatives such as police and custody officers providing arrested individuals with the chance to be referred to specialist drug counselling or other support services, have been implemented, discontinued, overlooked, and 
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repeatedly reintroduced in various parts of Britain (Dorn, 1994). Although drugs policing traditionally focuses on enforcement measures aimed at addressing drug offences and related crimes through criminal sanctions, it is increasingly evident that diversion in contemporary policing plays a key role in police responses to individuals suspected of simple possession or drug-related offences. In a study of police-led schemes in England and Wales, police drug diversion is understood as a harm reduction approach to policing, aimed at reducing the negative effects of drug use, drug markets, and criminal justice interventions designed to control them. Police drug diversion is part of broader organisational shifts embracing public health-oriented policing, which seeks to prevent crime and enhance life opportunities by addressing unfulfilled health, social, and economic needs (Bacon, 2023).
The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 is a key piece of legislation in the UK that regulates the use, possession, and distribution of controlled substances. It classifies drugs into three categories—Class A, B, and C—based on their potential harm and misuse (UK Legislation, 2024). Certain new psychoactive substances (NPS) were once legally available for supply unless regulated by the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971. However, the Psychoactive Substances Act 2016 has made it illegal to supply, produce, or import any of these substances (ONS, 2023). South Wales Police prioritise combating drug trafficking and supply as key crime and disorder concerns. This Substance Misuse and Harm Reduction Strategy represents the force's formal commitment to addressing existing drug markets and restricting supply of illegal substances into their jurisdiction. Active policing efforts aimed at dismantling drug supply networks, including addressing county lines operations, play a key role in limiting the availability of substances within communities (South Wales Police, 2022).
According to the Ethical Policing code of practice police officers must navigate various ethical challenges when balancing law enforcement with prevention and intervention strategies. Their approach requires careful consideration to ensure crime is effectively addressed without resorting to excessive enforcement (Home Office, 2023). Initiatives such as mentoring programs and community policing help to build trust and motivate young people to reach out for support when necessary (College of policing, 2022). Findings indicate that preventive measures introduced universally during early adolescence can help reduce substance use and its related issues well into young adulthood (Spoth, R. et al., 2014). Police work in partnership with schools and community organisations to provide educational initiatives on the dangers of substance misuse. For instance, programs such as "Drugs and the Law" in schools aim to educate young people about the legal and societal impacts of drug use (NPCC, 2015). 
The number of new referrals to a treatment service provider for substance misuse cases among 15–19-year-olds in Wales showed notable fluctuations between 2017 and 2022. Starting with 1114 cases in 2017-18, there was a rise to a peak of 1225 cases in 2018-19, marking a 10% increase. Finally, in 2021-22, cases increased again to 1001. In 2021-22, referrals for substance misuse among 15-19-year-olds revealed gender disparities. For alcohol misuse, females had a higher referral rate 
                                                                                                                                   5
(137 cases) than males (101 cases). Conversely, for drug misuse, males accounted                                                                                                                                       for significantly more referrals (351 cases) compared to females (261 cases). This suggests differing patterns of substance use between genders within this age group, with females more likely to seek help for alcohol-related issues and males for drug-                                                                                                                       related issues (Hughes and Walsh, 2022).      
To improve prevention and support services for individuals at risk of or struggling with substance misuse, the Welsh Government has implemented strategies such as The Substance Misuse Treatment Framework (SMTF). A key long-term goal of the SMTF is to establish a comprehensive pathway that spans from early engagement to transitional and exit planning for both alcohol and drug use. Recognizing that individuals may experience challenges with both substances, the assessment process and support framework is designed to remain adaptable and inclusive. The Welsh Government prioritise enhancing outcomes for children and young people affected by substance use and misuse. A harm reduction and needs-based approach is essential to ensuring effective support and intervention. Furthermore, substance Misuse APBs are tasked with ensuring access to suitable services in rural areas, focusing on outreach programs and collaboration with primary care (Welsh Government, 2024).
Addressing substance misuse among young adults in Wales demands a comprehensive approach where policing plays a critical, yet carefully considered, role in both prevention and intervention. While law enforcement is essential for tackling drug-related crime and ensuring public safety, an over-reliance on enforcement actions risks alienating young people and failing to address the underlying social, economic and mental health factors that contribute to substance use. Effective policing in this context requires a shift towards collaborative strategies, working with health services and educational institutions to deliver early prevention programs, provide accessible pathways to treatment and harm reduction services. Ultimately, a balanced and compassionate approach, where policing prioritise safeguarding and support alongside enforcement, is crucial to mitigating the harms of substance misuse and fostering healthier futures for young adults in Wales.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
Summary of qualitative or quantitative methods, and survey techniques being considered.
The survey uses a layered sampling technique to explore public perceptions across diverse demographics on substance misuse and how the police respond to it, from a community perspective. Participants are selected to represent various backgrounds, ensuring a comprehensive view of the issue. Data collection methods include anonymous questionnaires, aiming to gather both quantitative and qualitative insights into the prevalence and perceptions of substance misuse within community segments. 
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SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
This research intends to gather comprehensive insights on substance misuse among young adults in Wales by targeting a diverse sample from members of the public, including various age groups, genders and diverse cultural or ethnic backgrounds. This approach ensures a broad representation of perspectives, minimising bias and allowing for a more accurate public’s understanding of the substance misuse issue and the role of policing in addressing it. By obtaining the opinions of individuals from different backgrounds, the survey aims to reveal potential disparities and provide a comprehensive view of public opinion.

INITIAL REFERENCE LIST:
College of Policing (2022) Prevention and Early intervention. Available at: Prevention and early intervention | College of Policing. (Accessed: 11.03.25).
HM Inspectorate of Probation (2023) Substance Misuse. Available at: Substance misuse (Accessed: 11.03.25).
National Health Service [NHS] (2022) Risks. Alcohol Misuse. Available at: Alcohol misuse - Risks - NHS (Accessed: 20.03.25).
National Police Chiefs’ Council [NPCC] (2015) National Strategy for the Policing of Children & Young People. Available at: https://www.npcc.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/media/downloads/publications/publications-log/local-policing-coordination-committee/national-strategy-for-the-policing-of-children-young-people.pdf (Accessed: 11.03.25).
Public Health Wales (2022) New Data Depicts a Complex Picture of Substance Misuse in Wales. Available at: New data depicts a complex picture of substance misuse in Wales - Public Health Wales (Accessed: 14.03.25).
Public Health Wales (2024) Latest Data on Substance Misuse in Wales Published. Available at: Latest data on substance misuse in Wales published - Public Health Wales (Accessed: 14.03.25).
South Wales Police (2022) Substance Misuse and Harm Reduction Strategy. Available at: 2022-1019-final-eng-south-wales-police_drugs-strategy_microsoft-word.pdf (Accessed: 11.03.25).
Spoth, R. et al. (2014) ‘Replication RCT of Early Universal Prevention Effects on Young Adult Substance Misuse’, Journal of consulting and clinical psychology, 82 (6), 949–963. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036840.                                        


                                                                                                                                                                 7                                                                                                                 

Ethics Form
PG2 Ethics Form (1).docx




























                                                                                                                                                                                  8

Justification of the Chosen Research Method
Research is fundamentally important because it drives progress and innovation across all aspects of society. Scientific research primarily aims to expand knowledge within specific disciplines and address practical challenges (Hox, 1997). Building a solid professional knowledge base requires a strong foundation in both theory and methodology (Adamson, 2003). A survey research method is ideal due to its ability to efficiently collect data from a large and diverse sample. This approach allows for the quantification of opinions and behaviours related to substance abuse in young adults in Wales, providing statistically significant findings. 
A social survey is a technique used to gather substantial amounts of data, often in statistical format, from a significant number of individuals within a short timeframe. It typically involves the use of self-completion questionnaires (McNeill, 2005). They are particularly suitable if participants can easily respond to the questions, especially by providing brief answers, ticking boxes, or selecting from predefined options. Through questionnaires a broad overview and highlight trends are provided, addressing the ‘what’ and often the ‘how,’ but rarely the ‘why.’ As a result, combining two methods - quantitative and qualitative - might be necessary for a more comprehensive understanding (Parish, 2023).
For many years, social surveys have been the most commonly utilised approach in social research. Their purpose is often to explain or describe social phenomena, and occasionally, they serve both functions simultaneously (McNeill, 2005). Findings from McKim’s study (2015) indicate that mixed research methods offer a more profound understanding of the phenomenon. The rise of mixed methods research prompts an exploration of its perceived value in comparison to studies that rely solely on quantitative or qualitative approaches. In McKim’s study, the perceived value of mixed methods research was characterized by its capacity to interpret the world, enhance readers' understanding of the research, bolster confidence in the results, improve precision and thoroughness, and contribute to overall validity (Mc Kim, 2015).
The key consideration in research ethics is ensuring that the work carried out does not cause harm to anyone. To ensure no harm is caused, it is important to carefully consider how the participants are informed about the research and provide them with the necessary information to obtain their informed consent (Parish, 2023). Therefore, the first survey question addresses the consent matter.
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Draft Research Questions         
Do you consent to participate in this survey?
What is your age group?
What is your gender?
What is your ethnicity?
Which area of Wales do you live in?
How safe do you feel in your community regarding substance misuse-related issues?
Do you believe the police are visible and accessible enough in addressing substance misuse in your area?
How likely are young adults in your community to seek help from the police if they or a friend are struggling with substance misuse?
Do you think police have sufficient resources and training to handle situations where young adults are experiencing a mental health crisis related to substance abuse?
In your opinion, what are the biggest obstacles police face in effectively preventing substance misuse in young people?
Do you believe policing practices related to substance misuse are applied fairly and equally, regardless of background?
How concerned are you about the potential for police actions to target young adults from minority communities in substance misuse cases?
What specific actions could the police take to build trust and improve their relationships with young adults regarding substance misuse?
What changes, if any, would you suggest improving police strategies in preventing and intervening in substance misuse among young adults?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. Your responses are valuable in helping me understand and address substance misuse among young adults in Wales. If you or someone you know is struggling with substance abuse, please remember that help is available.
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Evaluation of the Chosen Data of Analysis Method
The questionnaire method is a widely used data collection tool, offering both advantages and disadvantages for data analysis. Surveys facilitate the identification of trends and patterns across different demographic groups, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the issue. Additionally, the use of standardised questionnaires ensures consistency in data collection, enhancing the reliability and validity of research outcomes. While survey research excels at gathering quantitative data from a large sample, it may limit the depth of qualitative insights, potentially missing nuanced perspectives. To reduce this, the survey will incorporate open-ended questions, allowing respondents to provide detailed, narrative responses. By combining quantitative survey data with qualitative elements, this research aims to achieve a balanced and comprehensive understanding of the substance misuse topic.
Online questionnaires offer numerous benefits. They enable access to participants across a broader geographical range, allowing them to complete the questionnaire at their convenience. Much of the design is handled by the online tool, which can also be configured to display specific questions based on participants' responses. Additionally, the results are centralised, making analysis more efficient. Excel is a useful tool for basic data analysis, such as calculating percentages and tallying responses within specific categories. It can create charts for visual representation of data or tables for concise presentation. However, response rates can be unpredictable and are affected by various factors, such as the characteristics of participants (Parish, 2023). Low response rates can undermine the study’s reliability. Furthermore, the absence of contextual understanding can limit the richness of findings. Ultimately, while questionnaires are valuable for their efficiency and ability to produce quantifiable results, careful design and consideration of their natural limitations are crucial for accurate and reliable data analysis.
While online surveys offer considerable advantages in reaching young adults and ensuring anonymity when researching substance misuse, awareness of potential biases in sampling and response, challenges in ensuring data quality and participants authenticity and the critical need for ethical protocols must be present. Strategies to reduce these weaknesses, such as a clear and concise survey design and following ethical considerations regarding data security and privacy are crucial for maximizing the validity and reliability of the findings.
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In 2022-23, a total of 869 school-aged children
were excluded due to alcohol or drug-related
incidents. This figure marks a 119% rise
compared to 2020-21 and a 16.5% increase from
2018-19, making it the highest number of
exclusions recorded since 2011-12 (PHW, 2024).

Substance misuse, such s the use of
drugs and alcohol, can lead to addiction
with significant psychological and
physical consequences (NHS, 2024).

Regular cannabis use among young
individuals may be linked to adverse
mental health outcomes, including
depression, anxiety, and even
psychosis (Patton ef al., 2002).

For young people already engaging in substance
misuse, the police play a role in connecting them
with suitable Support services within the youth justice
system, emphasising rehabiltation rather than
punishment (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2023).
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According o Public Health Wales (2022), young people under
25 hospital admissions for alcohol-specific conditions were 3.2
times higher in the most-deprived areas compared to the least
deprived, while drug-related admissions were 5.9 times higher.

The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 is a key piece of legisiation
in the UK that reguiates the use, possession, and
distribution of controlled substances. It ciassifies drugs
into three categories - Class A, B, and C - based on their
potential harm and misuse (UK Legislation, 2024).

‘Certain new psychoactive substances (NPS) were once
legally available for supply unless regulated by the Misuse
of Drugs Act 1971. However, the Psychoactive Substances
Act 2016 has made it ilegal to supply, produce, or import
any of these substances (ONS, 2023).

Specific substance?
Victims of substance misuse?

Active policing efforts aimed at dismantiing drug
supply networks, including addressing county lines
operations, play a key role in limiting the availability
of substances within communities (South Wales
Police, 2022).





