Chapter Two - Literature Review
Objectives:
1. To examine current policing strategies aimed at preventing and intervening in substance misuse among young people. 
2. To identify the key challenges faced by police in implementing prevention and intervention efforts.
3. To assess the effectiveness of policing strategies in responding to substance misuse.

2.1 Introduction
Substance misuse among young people in the UK has long been recognised as a complex public health and criminal justice concern. Historically, legislative responses have centred on criminal justice responses focused on legal sanctions and behavioural control (ACMD, 2025). The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 remains the cornerstone of UK drug legislation, establishing the framework for classifying substances and criminalising their possession, supply, and production (UK Legislation, 2024). While designed to reduce drug use through policing, the act has been consistently criticised for its limited preventative impact and for disproportionately criminalising young people (UK Parliament, 2021).
Over the decades, policy has gradually shifted to reflect evolving understandings of substance misuse as both a health and social issue. More recent strategies such as the 10-Year National Drugs Strategy: From Harm to Hope (2021) emphasise a public health approach, integrating treatment, education, and multi-agency collaboration (HM Government, 2021). In Wales, the Substance Misuse Delivery Plan 2019–2022 and its revisions have prioritised prevention, early intervention, and support for families, aligning with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2019).
Against this backdrop, this literature review critically examines current policing strategies aimed at preventing and intervening in substance misuse among young people. It identifies the key challenges faced by police in implementing these efforts, including resource limitations, inter-agency coordination, and issues of trust and legitimacy. Finally, it explores how these strategies are operationalised within contemporary policing frameworks and assesses perceptions of their effectiveness. By synthesising existing research, this review aims to illuminate the evolving role of policing in addressing youth substance misuse and inform future policy and practice.
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2.2 Objective 1 
2.2.1 Identifying Risk Factors to Inform Prevention Strategies

Hazardous use of alcohol, illicit drugs, and misused prescription medications remains a major challenge for public health and social policy (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024). Since the initiation of data collection in December 1995, cannabis has remained the most commonly used drug in England and Wales, with notably high usage rates among young people (ONS, 2023). Rising rates of prescription drug misuse continue to complicate prevention and intervention efforts. Among young people entering treatment, the most frequently cited risk factor is initiating substance use before age fifteen, with polydrug use also prevalent in this group (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024). 
Although overall levels of drug use has declined since the 1990s, recent data reveal new patterns of concern and heightened vulnerability among individuals aged sixteen to twenty‑four (ONS, 2024). This age group remains the most likely to experiment with drugs, positioning them as a critical focus for prevention efforts (ACMD, 2025). Beyond individual behaviours, contextual factors such as limited youth services, weakened social norms, and high exposure to drug markets significantly elevate risk (ACMD, 2022). Yet the UK continues to lack a fully developed prevention system: the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (2022) highlights persistent deficits in infrastructure and workforce capacity, limiting both the reach and effectiveness of current interventions.
Overall, these patterns of vulnerability, from early initiation and polydrug use to community-level exposure and systemic weaknesses, highlight the urgency of addressing risk factors as the foundation for effective intervention. Recognising these drivers of harm is essential for shaping prevention strategies, and it sets the stage for examining how policing can evolve toward public health-informed approaches.
2.2.2  Policing and the shift toward Public Health-Informed Drug Prevention
Current guidance from the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (2025) emphasises a multi-sectoral model of drug prevention, recognising policing as one component within a wider strategy that includes educational initiatives, community-based interventions, and mental health support. This shift reflects a growing recognition that justice-led interventions alone are insufficient to address the root causes of substance misuse. UK academic research reinforces this perspective, highlighting that partnership working with health and community services is both essential and facilitative, enabling more effective engagement with vulnerable individuals and reducing reliance on enforcement alone. Embedding prevention within educational, social, and health-based systems positions policing as part of a coordinated and sustainable approach to supporting young people (Smith et al., 2025).
The Local Focus Hub model, developed by Cumbria Constabulary and supported by the College of Policing, offers a structured multi-agency framework to tackle repeat crime and anti-social behaviour, often linked to substance misuse among young adults. By pooling police, housing, health, and local authority resources, the hubs use problem‑solving theory to deliver sustainable interventions that connect young people to treatment and safeguarding pathways, while reducing long‑term demand across agencies. This integrated approach has been recognised as a promising practice for wider adoption in UK policing. However, the College of Policing acknowledges that although hubs appear effective in reducing repeat demand, the supporting evidence is predominantly short-term or anecdotal, limiting confidence in their wider, systemic impact (College of Policing, 2025b).
By situating policing within a wider public health framework, these approaches directly respond to the risk factors that heighten youth vulnerability, ensuring prevention strategies are better aligned with the underlying social and structural conditions underpinning substance misuse.
2.2.3 Policing Strategies Against Substance Misuse: Disrupting County Lines and Safeguarding Youth
County lines represent a growing challenge in the UK, characterised by the exploitation of vulnerable young people through organised drug distribution networks. Although policing operations increasingly disrupt these networks, criminal groups continue to develop more sophisticated methods of exploitation (Justice in Motion, 2025). According to NPCC (2025) policing efforts are dismantling thousands of county lines annually, safeguarding vulnerable young people, and reducing violence linked to drug supply chains. However, the scale of exploitation remains high, with tens of thousands of children at risk, underscoring the need for continued multi‑agency approaches that combine disruption with treatment and prevention (NSPCC ,2025). 
Recent figures show that between July 2024 and March 2025, police closed over 2,000 county lines and made more than 5,300 arrests, while nearly 3,000 vulnerable individuals, including many young adults, were referred to safeguarding partners. At the same time, an estimated 14,500 children were identified as at risk of criminal exploitation in 2023/24, with substance misuse often a central factor in their involvement (Home Office, 2025). These statistics highlight both the scale of the challenge and the importance of integrating policing with health and social care responses to protect young people from harm and reduce long‑term demand. 
UK policing strategies for young people now combine targeted disruption of exploitative drug supply networks with preventive education, diversionary schemes, and treatment pathways. These approaches aim to reduce harm, address substance misuse among young adults, prevent unnecessary criminalisation, and support long‑term recovery, recognising drug and alcohol misuse as both a public health and policing challenge (College of Policing, 2024).
 
2.3 Objective 2
2.3.1 Structural Barriers: Accountability and Resource Limitations
Police efforts to implement the UK’s national drug strategy are weakened by unclear accountability and ongoing lack of resources. At the national level, ‘From Harm to Hope’ aims to expand treatment and recovery, yet police forces continue to be assessed primarily on arrests, seizures, and crime reduction (Holland et al., 2023). This misalignment prioritises punishment over diversion to health services, blocking genuine prevention. Local forces often lack the funding, staff, and training needed to deliver health‑focused interventions (Keenan et al., 2024). Treatment and recovery services are unevenly distributed across regions, leaving officers with limited referral options and pushing enforcement as the default response. These dynamics highlight how the public health approach is limited by institutional priorities and scarce resources, leading to uneven and sometimes counterproductive results (Black, 2021).
Two years into ‘From Harm to Hope’, councils have highlighted a critical gap: while the strategy provides a national framework for drug treatment and recovery, there is no equivalent national strategy for alcohol misuse. This absence forces local authorities to design their own responses, leading to uneven provision and regional disparities in care. For police, this compounds existing challenges, as alcohol-related harms often overlap with drug misuse among young adults, yet fall outside the structured pathways created under the drug strategy. This creates a fragmented landscape in which officers must navigate inconsistent referral options and rely on ad hoc partnerships, undermining the ambition of a coherent public health approach to substance misuse (LGA, 2024). 
From Harm to Hope represents a policy-level commitment to health-oriented approaches, but local policing practice remains constrained by resources, culture, and conflicting mandates. Without stronger alignment between enforcement and public health, policing risks repeating cycles of criminalisation instead of achieving the strategy’s vision of reducing demand and saving lives.

2.3.2 Multi-Agency Coordination and Systemic Barriers
The Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP, 2023) has conducted in‑depth analyses of serious case reviews under the Multi‑Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA), uncovering enduring weaknesses in coordination between agencies, particularly around mental health provision and the safeguarding of vulnerable individuals. This pattern is echoed in Allnock, Dawson and Rawden’s (2020) meta‑analysis of 126 reviews of death and serious harm, which examined the role of police in responding to child and adult vulnerability and highlighted systemic failures in information sharing and multi‑agency practice, underscoring the need for adaptive and reflective approaches. Collectively, these reviews reveal persistent gaps in information sharing, risk assessment, and joint decision‑making, demonstrating the importance of strengthening collaboration both to enhance public protection and to safeguard the rights and welfare of those most at risk.
Operational gaps in policing responses to substance misuse are most evident in the difficulties of multi‑agency coordination and the fragile transition experienced by young adults moving between youth and adult systems (LGA, 2024). Effective prevention requires seamless collaboration between police, health services, education, and local authorities, yet partnerships are often fragmented and under-resourced. Referral pathways into treatment or support frequently fail, leaving officers with limited options beyond policing responses. The transition at eighteen moves young people from youth justice into adult systems less suited to their needs (Criminal Justice Alliance, 2025). Police interventions during this period risk criminalising rather than supporting vulnerable young adults, particularly those facing overlapping challenges such as housing insecurity, unemployment, or mental health difficulties. Together, these operational shortcomings undermine the strategy’s ambition to embed prevention and recovery, exposing young adults to cycles of intervention without sustained support (ACMD, 2025).
In the absence of a clear national framework, diversion practices vary significantly across local areas, creating a ‘postcode lottery’ that raises concerns about fairness and undermines public confidence. According to HM Inspectorate of Probation (2025) this inconsistency represents a key challenge in policing responses to youth diversion. Policing practices demand stronger consistency and clearer oversight. A growing number of children, including those engaged in serious or repeat offending, were managed informally, frequently by police acting without wider support. In cases where decisions were made jointly with youth justice services, responsibilities and roles were often poorly defined. Moreover, the rationale for these decisions was not consistently documented, making it difficult to trace how particular outcomes were determined or to assess their appropriateness (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2025). 
These findings illustrate how fragmented coordination, fragile transitions, and inconsistent diversion practices weaken the effectiveness of policing responses to vulnerability and substance misuse. Without stronger frameworks, accountability, and investment in collaboration, prevention stays uneven and reactive, leaving young people at risk.
2.3.3 Public Confidence and Policing Responses to Substance Misuse
In recent years, public trust and confidence in the police have been undermined by numerous instances of misconduct and criminal behaviour among serving officers and staff. Compounding this, there is a widespread perception that the police are failing to effectively address the types of crime that most impacts local communities (HMICFRS, 2023). Guidance from the College of Policing (2025a) stresses that police must balance enforcement with safeguarding, particularly when dealing with young people affected by drugs or alcohol. The College’s ‘Authorised Professional Practice on Alcohol and Drugs’ (College of Policing, 2021) and similarly, local initiatives such as the St Helens College and Merseyside Police “Day of Action” demonstrate how visible policing combined with education and health-based support can strengthen community trust, by showing young people that the police are committed to prevention and wellbeing rather than criminalisation (Merseyside Police, 2025). These examples illustrate that public confidence is enhanced when policing responses to substance misuse are embedded in broader systems of support, ensuring young adults are diverted toward treatment and safeguarding pathways instead of repeated sanctions.
Overall, the challenges of limited resources, fragmented partnerships, and questions of legitimacy illustrate the complexity of delivering effective prevention and intervention through policing. Addressing these barriers requires not only operational improvements but also a stronger commitment to embedding policing within wider health and social care systems, ensuring responses are both sustainable and genuinely protective of young people.

2.4 Objective 3
2.4.1 Assessing Policing Outcomes in Addressing Youth Substance Misuse
Historically, UK policing strategies addressing substance misuse have been rooted in criminal justice-led models, prioritising criminalisation and legal prosecution. The introduction of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 established the statutory basis for regulating drug offences, placing police forces at the centre of prosecution efforts. However, this approach has often overlooked the complex social and psychological drivers of substance misuse, particularly among vulnerable young people, limiting its effectiveness as a preventative strategy (Home Office, 2024). These patterns reveal the limitations of a criminalisation-centred approach to substance use in addressing the complex issues of youth substance misuse. Without a change police risk perpetuating cycles of vulnerability rather than preventing harm (Bacon, 2024). Similarly, Holland et al. (2023) argues that criminalisation and enforcement have failed to reduce harm or improve outcomes over the past fifty years. These approaches fuel stigma and block support, while a public health model, focused on prevention, treatment, and recovery, better addresses substance misuse. Both, Bacon (2024) and Holland et al. (2023) highlight the need for a public health re‑orientation of UK drug policy.
Beginning in 2017 attention shifted toward county lines networks, with police intensifying crackdowns on organised gangs exploiting vulnerable young people (NCA, 2017). Dedicated taskforces and safeguarding partnerships were established, but enforcement often led to the criminalisation of exploited youth. This created a paradox: policing was praised for tackling organised crime yet criticised for perpetuating cycles of vulnerability, complicating perceptions of its effectiveness in reducing harm (Lloyd, et al., 2025).
In recent years, the emergence of drug diversion initiatives reflect a shift toward public health principles. These approaches emphasise crime prevention through the promotion of life opportunities, targeting the structural health, social, and economic inequalities that often underpin offending behaviours (Bacon, 2024). Yet, traditional scare tactics and information‑only interventions show limited effectiveness (College of Policing, 2022). In contrast, comprehensive programmes in schools, supported by parenting and social‑emotional learning, deliver greater long‑term impact (Education Policy Institute, 2021).



2.4.2 Case Studies in Reform and Policing Effectiveness
The reclassification of cannabis in 2004 provides a revealing case study of the complexities within UK drug policy and policing. Although presented as reform, its implementation exposed tensions between policy and policing, intensifying focus on minor possession and showing how coercive strategies can undermine change. The eventual reversal in 2009 confirmed how fragile reforms are in a system driven by criminalisation, and how hard it is to align legal change with real harm reduction (Shinner, 2015). This case illustrates broader challenges for UK policing strategies in responding to substance misuse, where policy reforms frequently clash with deep-rooted enforcement practices. By contrast, From Harm to Hope represents a more comprehensive attempt to integrate enforcement with treatment and recovery. Yet, despite its rhetorical commitment to harm reduction, the strategy continues to prioritise supply chain disruption and deterrence through policing (Holland et al., (2023). Considered side by side, these reforms reveal an ongoing dilemma: while policies often gestures toward health, policing strategies remain enforcement-led. Effectiveness is judged less by intentions than by the real impact on communities facing substance misuse.
The ‘Spotlight on Young Adults’ report by the Revolving Doors Agency (2022) shows challenges and opportunity of reform in addressing substance misuse among young people. Despite representing only 10% of the population, young adults account for a large share of criminal justice cases, with high rates of reconviction linked to drug and alcohol use. The report highlights how the transition at age 18 is a risky stage, as many lose access to youth‑focused support and fall into repeated cycles of punishment. Importantly, diversion schemes run by Police and Crime Commissioners demonstrate how reforms can reduce reoffending and support young adults move away from crime when police work together with health, education, and social services. This case highlights that policing effectiveness is strengthened when officers collaborate across agencies, ensuring that responses to substance misuse address underlying vulnerabilities as well as immediate risks.


Effective prevention requires coordination across education, health, policing, and community services, with long-term investment (ACMD, 2025).
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2.5 Conclusion
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