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Community Action on Alcohol is a £300k learning programme that funds and evaluates 
community-led approaches to address local alcohol concerns. To date, the programme has 
supported the development of multi-component, community action models within three 
communities across Scotland in order to better understand ‘what works’, ‘what doesn’t work’ and 
‘why’ in addressing alcohol related harm.  
 

In 2008, the Community Action on Alcohol programme was launched in Blackburn, West Lothian 
and following the success of that project, the model was extended to Lochgilphead and Ardrishaig in 
Argyll and Neilston in East Renfrewshire in 2011. This briefing identifies the emerging findings from 
the 3 pilots to date and aims to inform current discussions on how to address alcohol misuse in 
Scotland.  

 

Background 
 

Through its long term investment in reducing 
alcohol misuse, The Robertson Trust identified an 
opportunity to change attitudes, cultures and 
behaviours about alcohol at a community level. In 
response to this need, the Community Action on 
Alcohol (CAA) programme was launched in 2008 
and aims to increase communities’ capacity to 
address alcohol related harm at a local level.  
 

Drawing on research about the potential for 
multi-component programmes to bring about 
community level change, the CAA programme 
supports communities to identify alcohol related 
problems at a local level and then to design and 
deliver a programme of co-ordinated projects to 
address these problems. Rather than targeting 
activities solely at people affected by alcohol 
misuse, the programme explores the potential to 
bring together a wide range of local community 
groups and individuals to change attitudes, 
behaviours and cultures.  
 

The programme was initially developed and 
delivered in partnership with Alcohol Focus 
Scotland and had two specific aims:  
 

 To help develop and increase capacity to 
tackle alcohol-related harm at a local level in 
Scotland 

 To better understand the impact that 
community based approaches can have in 
tackling alcohol related harm at a local level. 

 

This paper outlines the programme’s progress 
towards achieving these two aims and identifies 
the key enablers and barriers to taking a 
community-led approach to addressing alcohol 
misuse.  

Key Outcomes and Learning:  
 
 

• Community Action approaches can be effective 
in bringing communities together to identify 
and address alcohol related harm at a local 
level.  

 

• To be successful, these approaches should 
proactively engage with a wide range of 
individuals and organisations across the 
community. This should include both adults 
and young people from the local area, as well 
as other key stakeholders such as schools, 
Councils and local employers.  

 

 Through focussing initial discussions on the 
issues that affect the community’s everyday 
lives and their aspirations for the future, 
community action approaches will be more 
likely to engage a wide range of groups and 
identify a programme of positive activities that 
meet all of the community’s needs instead of 
those that exclusively relate to alcohol misuse. 

 

• Creating community steering groups can be 
effective in building alliances and ensuring the 
community and other key stakeholders are 
actively involved in and feel a sense of 
ownership over the design and delivery of the 
project. It is important that these steering 
groups include individuals who have the 
power to make decisions and affect strategy. 

 

• Identifying key individuals who live and work 
in the local community and have the time, 
skills and energy to drive the work forward 
can be influential in ensuring the community 
engage with the project and have the capacity 
to sustain the work in the long term.  
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Community-Led Involvement 
 

A defining feature of the ‘Community Action on 
Alcohol’ programme is that it aims to take a 
community-led approach to addressing alcohol 
misuse. To support this process, all three of the 
pilot projects began by undertaking a detailed 
scoping exercise and consultation within their 
community to understand its specific needs, 
assets and aspirations. Through this process, the 
projects aimed to ensure that the programme of 
activities that were developed responded to their 
communities’ specific concerns around alcohol. 
 

Each pilot had a dedicated project officer who 
was responsible for forming links with both the 
local community and with other stakeholders 
including alcohol and drug partnerships, schools, 
housing, social services and local employers. The 
face-to-face role played by the project worker 
was identified as a key strength of the project and 
was essential to helping the community to ‘buy 
in’ to and to feel a sense of ownership over the 
development of the project as well as to engage 
with senior public sector partners at a strategic 
level. The creation of steering groups within each 
community was also highlighted as being 
effective in building alliances and ensuring the 
community and other key stakeholders were 
actively involved in design and delivery of the 
project. Ensuring that the people present at 
steering group meetings are in a position to make 
decisions and commit the necessary time and 
resources required has proved essential in 
ensuring the project can move forward in a 
positive way. The evaluation of the programme 
also highlighted that a community-led approach 
will be most effective in areas where there are 
defined community boundaries and a shared 
understanding of ‘the community’.  
 

While all of the three pilots sought to engage with 
a wide spectrum of the community throughout 
the project, many experienced challenges in 
engaging with hard to reach groups such as 
young people. A notable exception was the 
Blackburn project that has proactively engaged 
with children and young people throughout the 
project and used them as a catalyst to drive the 
project forward and engage with other members 
of the community.  

Case Study: Community Action Blackburn 
 

The Community Action Blackburn (CAB) 
project was launched in 2008. To ensure that 
the whole community was involved with the 
project, a steering group made up of 
representatives from the local community and 
stakeholder organisations was established at 
the start of the project and they were tasked 
with setting the project’s priorities. These 
priorities included: (i) improving community 
engagement and communication around the 
issue of alcohol misuse, (ii) addressing local 
alcohol issues such as availability of alcohol 
and (iii) improving access and availability to 
local services. 
 

Key to the success of the project was its active 
engagement with young people, who were 
encouraged to take a leading role throughout 
the project. One of the initial priorities 
identified was to increase the level of alcohol 
education within primary and secondary 
schools in Blackburn. This began with an 
alcohol conference led by Primary 7 pupils 
from the local schools, and then with input 
from parents, staff and pupils progressed to a 
range of early intervention programmes for 
nursery, primary and secondary aged pupils. 
Through this approach, CAB has been successful 
in taking the topic of alcohol and alcohol 
concerns into areas of discussion and decision 
making that had not previously had their input or 
had alcohol as a topic or concern. 
 

The project has been strongly embraced within 
the local community and has led to a number of 
positive outcomes including a reduction in the 
level of visible alcohol related disorder within 
the community, increased difficulty in 
obtaining alcohol through the project’s “can’t 
tell, don’t sell” campaign and improved 
communication and engagement with a range 
of different community populations around the 
issue of alcohol misuse. Over its pilot period, 
CAB successfully developed from a single 
project worker offering community support 
into an independent charity which 6 years on 
continues to deliver a wide range of local 
initiatives.  
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Responding to Local Needs and Aspirations 
 

Through engaging and involving the 
community, one of the core aims of the 
Community Action on Alcohol programme is to 
support communities to develop activities that 
better address their local needs and aspirations 
in relation to alcohol.  
 

A key learning from the programme is that 
where initial discussions focus on groups of 
people who are misusing alcohol, the 
community is likely to prioritise the 
development of targeted activities that 
specifically address alcohol misuse.  In 
contrast, where discussions focus on the 
community’s needs as a whole, the community 
is more likely to prioritise a wider range of 
activities that have an indirect effect on alcohol 
issues. For example, responding to the local 
communities concerns about the high levels of 
litter and rubbish in the streets and parks in 
Blackburn, CAB set a local litter clean-up which 
helped to raise the profile of where alcohol 
rubbish was situated in the community and led to 
the issue of alcohol being discussed in other local 
public policy arenas. As a result of this work, the 
CAB also identified a need to improve the play 
areas and parks in Blackburn so they offered a 
more positive and welcoming environment for 
the community.  
 

However, despite the initial approach taken in 
each of the pilots, all of the communities have 
developed and delivered a wide range of 
activities that has often seen organic 
developments of involvement, action and impact 
amongst the local community and other 
stakeholders. These have included:  
 

 Creating alcohol education programmes 
 Making community events alcohol-free 
 Cleaning up parks and other community assets 
 Extending the opening hours of the local 

community centre 
 

Community Action on Alcohol Neilston (CAAN) 
provides an example of how activities that begin 
as primarily alcohol focused can branch into 
different arenas and across boundaries. 
 

Case Study: Community Action on Alcohol 
Neilston (CAAN) 
 

 

Community Action on Alcohol Neilston (CAAN) 
was setup in 2011 and responded to a concern 
raised by the Neilston Development Trust (NDT) 
that alcohol was an issue in the local community.  
Supported by Alcohol Focus Scotland, the project 
began by setting up a Substance Misuse Steering 
Group for the project with representatives from 
the local ADP, Community Health and Care 
Partnership, Fire and Police Services, NDT, 
Neilston Community Council and East 
Renfrewshire Licensing Forum and Trading 
Standards who were responsible for identifying 
and responding to the community’s needs. 
 

As a result of the makeup of the Group, CAAN 
initially had a strong focus on alcohol misuse and 
specifically, underage drinking and alcohol 
related antisocial behaviour amongst young 
people. Some of the initial priorities identified by 
CAAN was to reduce the availability of alcohol, 
ensure age restrictions around the sale of alcohol 
were enforced and to raise awareness of the issue 
around adults buying alcohol for young people.  
 

However, the development of these activities has 
opened up wider conversations about the profile 
of alcohol within the wider community. For 
example, as part of the ‘Make a Difference Day’ 
programme in Neilston, CAAN worked in 
partnership with the Neilston Development 
Trust, East Renfrewshire Council and the local 
schools to develop ‘The Big Tidy Up’ which used 
local area tidy ups as a catalyst to discuss where 
and why people were drinking in public areas, 
including the local parks. This in turn led to 
discussions about the lack of activities and 
services that were available for young people in 
Neilston in the evenings and the need to do 
something positive around this.  
 

Three years into the pilot, CAAN is having success 
in showing the wider community that a range of 
small but practical changes can make a 
difference. The lead Licensing Officer involved in 
the CAAN project is currently looking at what the 
next steps are for the community and how to take 
these actions forward. 
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Building Capacity within Communities 
 

A key priority for the Community Action on 
Alcohol programme was to build communities’ 
capacities to identify and respond to their own 
needs around alcohol. In addition to recognising 
and making best use of each community’s assets, 
this approach aims to ensure that the range of 
activities and services developed through the 
programme are sustainable in the long term. 
 

Each pilot has worked to build capacity within 
their community through identifying and 
developing the skills of key individuals who live 
and work within the local community. These 
community activists have proved to be a 
significant resource to harness the community 
and to dedicate the time and energy required to 
enable things to happen in a sustainable way. The 
choice and development of the right activists to 
assist in the community action process is vital to 
the success of the project with individuals who 
are able to engage across different community 
arenas and not get bogged down in moral debates 
about addiction being best suited to this role.  
 
By the end of their pilot period, all three of the 
projects has moved from having a single project 
worker with responsibility for supporting the 
development of local approaches to addressing 
alcohol related harm to having established 
locally-owned, community-led approaches to 
alcohol misuse. Each of the projects have adopted 
different approaches to ensuring that the 
learning and activities developed through the 
programme are sustained in the long term. These 
have included:  
 

 Creating a permanent post for a young person 
on the community’s local licensing programme 
  

 Ensuring the on-going representation and 
input from the local community action group 
in meetings/ decisions about local health and 
social care provision 

 

 Establishing the community action group as a 
distinct legal entity that is eligible to receive 
public and charitable funding to ensure the 
long term sustainability of its work. 

 
 
 

Case Study: Community Action Lochilphead 
and Ardishaig (CALA)  
 

The Community Action Lochilphead and 
Ardrishaig (CALA) was setup in 2011. Supported 
by Alcohol Focus Scotland, the project began by 
carrying out an extensive scoping and 
consultation process which included creating a 
project steering group, mapping local provision 
and engaging adults and young people across the 
local community.   
 

Key to the success of the CALA project has been 
identifying and engaging with key individuals 
who live and work within the local community. 
These activists have been influential in driving 
the project forward and opening up 
conversations about the profile of alcohol within 
the wider community. With the support of these 
activists, CALA decided that events such as the 
community’s annual Gala Day and Christmas 
Light switch-on should be alcohol free. This has 
also allowed CALA to engage with a wider range 
of members of the community and avoid 
stigmatising and targeting certain sections of the 
community, such as young people.  
 

Following on from the successes achieved within 
the 3 year pilot, the community were keen not to 
lose momentum from the progress the project 
achieved during its 3 year pilot. In 2014 they 
successfully applied for funding from The 
Robertson Trust to roll out the approach and 
learning from the CALA project into 9 rural 
communities across Mid Argyll. Launched in 
2014, the newly created Community Action Mid 
Argyll (CAMA) project has recruited the key 
community activist from the CALA project to 
ensure the learning and approach from CALA is 
embedded and sustained in the new project.  
 
 

The Community Action on Alcohol programme 
was externally evaluated by MP Consultancy. 
The full programme evaluation is available to 
read on The Robertson Trust’s website along 
with self-evaluations from the 3 individual 
projects. 
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