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Foxcroft (2005) expresses two disappointments with the International Center on 

Alcohol Policy report on Alcohol Education and its Effectiveness (ICAP 2004). One 

disappointment is with the review process prior to ICAP's publication of an 

‘apparently authoritative but unattributed report’. The second is with the weaknesses 

and inconsistencies in the report. 

As he describes it, ICAP's review process is flawed in that critical comments by a 

reviewer were essentially ignored. This does not seem to me surprising and I find it 

difficult to be disappointed. ICAP makes no secret of the fact it is an alcohol industry 

‘social aspects’ organization (Anderson 2002). Like other such organizations, it is 

funded basically to enhance or at least preserve the profitability of alcohol industry 

firms. The collective interest of private producers of alcohol is to influence public 

policy towards actions which will maximize their revenues and profits. Where 

problems related to drinking cannot be denied, the industry's interest is to channel 

policy responses as much as possible toward measures which will have the least 

adverse effects on revenues and profits, and away from measures which would have 

a larger adverse effect. By and large, the roster of ICAP reports fits within this basic 

frame. Measures of undoubted effectiveness which would impair the industry's 

collective interest are simply left off the table (there is no ICAP report on 

effectiveness of alcohol taxes, for instance), while the reports seek to make the best 

case they can for such measures as self‐regulation of beverage advertising (ICAP 

2001) and, in the present case, alcohol education. There is useful material in some 

of the ICAP reports, but the appropriate rule is caveat lector: the reader should keep 

in mind the source and the interests the source represents. No peer review process 

will alter the basic reality of ICAP's situation. It is presumptuous and silly to put 

forward such an organization, as ICAP sometimes presents itself (Grant 2000), as a 

kind of alternative to the World Health Organization as a public health agency. 
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I do agree with Foxcroft's critique of the weaknesses and inconsistencies in the ICAP 

report. The fundamental problem is that the report ends up with a more optimistic 

conclusion about alcohol education than is justified by the evaluation literature. It 

acknowledges that some approaches do not work, but it balances this with a strong 

claim: ‘some alcohol education measures have been found to be highly effective’. 

This is a statement which would be hard to substantiate. Take, for instance, the 

heartland of evaluation in the field, studies of the effectiveness of school‐based 

education in changing behaviour. Foxcroft's and other systematic reviews 

(e.g. Foxcroft et al. 2003), as well as a number of narrative reviews (e.g. Babor et 

al. 2003, pps. 189–207, 265, 270; Paglia & Room 1999), basically find that, despite a 

large literature, it is difficult to show substantial and lasting effects from school‐based 

alcohol education. 

This is an unpalatable conclusion for the alcohol beverage industry, which has long 

supported and promoted school‐based education efforts that fit into its predilections. 

It turns out to be an uncomfortable conclusion also for many other actors in the 

alcohol field. In presenting the review by Babor et al. (2003). of ‘what works’, I have 

found that this aspect in particular attracts many anguished questions along the line 

of ‘say it ain’t so’. A strong commitment to alcohol education is shared by most of the 

policy actors in the field—for instance, alongside alcohol industry interests, 

temperance movement workers, government agency staff, and public health 

educators and advocates. Those of us who write critical reviews based on the 

evaluation literature find ourselves under pressure to finish off our tale of woe with 

some hopeful and usable comments, given that it is nearly inconceivable that school‐

based alcohol education will be abandoned, however dismal the evaluations may be. 

But there are structural reasons for the evaluation results. What is wanted and 

expected from alcohol education differs in important ways from what is wanted and 

expected from school education in general. For mathematics or history or music, 

what we want from the process is that the students learn and apply information and 

techniques, whereas what we want from alcohol education is that the students 

behave in ways that meet adult approval. Not only is the goal outside the usual 

frame of education, but the venue makes the task difficult. Teenage drinking and 

intoxication occur as peer group activities in leisure time, most often out of sight of 

relevant adults. In contrast, the school is an adult‐dominated institution of ‘working 

time’. 

My view therefore is that we should redefine school‐based alcohol education as 

simply a part of consumer education. There are things future (or present) consumers 



should know about drinking and intoxication, and they should be taught with the goal 

of improving what students know, regardless of whether their behaviour changes. 

Along with this, we should abandon the idea that school‐based alcohol education 

has any importance in an overall strategy of changing behaviour to reduce the rates 

of alcohol problems in the population. 
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