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What L evel of Paternalism Should the UK Gover nment Pursue to Combat the Detrimental Effects
of Heavy Drinking?

Michad Brock

[ ntroduction
Alcohol is today an inherent part of British cuku®0% at least occasionally consume alcohol (Tp8k,
and it plays a major role in our social and leisargvity. Moderate alcoholic intake, as the mityoof
drinkers partake in, has no harmful consequencgsam be beneficial, reducing the risk of contragti
of coronary heart disease or Isohaemic stroke {RIRfant, p.58). Such consumption is of no condern
the Government. However, the UK has developedraltof excessive consumption, commonly known
as ‘Binge Drinking'.
This investigation firstly assesses the trende@ated with and magnitude of Binge Drinking, befor
realising the range of options open to the Goventrteeprevent this phenomenon and analysing what is
perceived likely to be the most effective.
Binge Drinking

Binge Drinking is defined as being ‘the dangerptesctice of consuming large quantities of
alcohol in a single session’ (https://medterms.coMgdically quantified, this involves male
consumption exceeding 8 units of alcohol (6 urotsfémale) within 24 hours at least once per week
(http://www.scotpho.org.uk). This equates to mehsurpassing 21 units or 14 units for women weekly
(http://www.drinkaware.co.uk).

Rises in UK intake have predominately been blaorethe increased affordability of alcohol over
time (Plant & Plant, p55). Assuming alcohol isnarmal good’; a fall in price relative to other giso

delivers arise in its demand, a larger quantigoissumed as its real cost diminishes, as shovawnbel
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Figure 1: Changesin Alcohol Consumption Relativeto Changesin Real Price
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It has been computed that, by 2005, alcohol was B2fe affordable than in 1980 (SHAAP Report,
pll). This trend has meant that between 1964 @0d, 2lthough people increased their average alcoho
consumption by 83% (from 6.3 to 11.5 litres), tleegentage of their income spent on alcohol fell by
30%, from 7.6 to 5.3%nfww.ias.org.uf1] p.3-4).

Whilst alarming, the Government’s concern is narage consumption per se, but the number of
dangerous or binge drinkers. In 2004, the Calfdifite Report estimated the UK housed 5.9 million
binge drinkers, especially prevalent in young a(@abinet Office Report 2004).

Table 1: Percentage of heavy drinkers aged 16 -24 years

Unit Quantity % Change Risk
(1988-2000)
Men >21 [ week 31-41 Low
Men >50 / week 10-14 High
Women >14 | week 15-33 Low
Women >35 / week 3-9 High
Sourcewww.statistics.gov.ul1]
Unit Quantity % (2007) [UK Risk
Average]
Men > 8 32 [24] Binge
(one day at least once per|
week)
Women >6 25 [15] Binge
(one day at least once per
week)
Sourcewww.statistics.gov.uk2]

Furthermore, the Parliamentary Office of Scienc&égthnology estimate 60% of alcohol



EA

University of East Anglia

consumed by women aged 20 — 29 is in ‘bouts of hdawnking’ (http://www.parliament.uk Excessive

Excessive drinking among young people is partiattyibuted to the ‘Personal Fable’, a feeling of

immortality of invulnerability (Elkind, pp. 1025 3038). It must however be realised both that young

people tend to exaggerate their intake levels ésal@nsume very conspicuously. Thus the extent of

alcohol-related problems among older people isliysuaderestimated (Harrison [Harrison, Manthorpe

& Carr-Hill], p95)

Associated costs are wide-ranging. Even in 196 estimation of road costs resulting from

excessive alcohol consumption was £100 million KTpd). The composition of the costs facing sgciet

Is shown in Figure 2 below:

Figure 2: The Estimated Costs of Har mful Drinking
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The Report shows the annual cost to the UK coulish lexcess of £20 billion every year. It is impaoitta
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to remember there is huge ambiguity surrounding some of these costs are quantified. For example,
children with alcoholic parents are more likelyetdhibit ‘psychological vulnerability from a weakehe
level of child-parent nurture’ (Harrison [Downs &illr], p.16) - how can these costs be adequately
calculated? In particular, the Value of a Statatldfe (VSL), or quantifying death, is an areatbot

hugely debatable and widely unknowiitp://www.irs.princeton.ed

Regardless of exact figure, the UK’s dramatic@ases in dangerous drinking have led to
spiralling costs over a variety of sectors, notdigglth and crime prevention, whilst simultaneously
facilitating socially destructive processes. Tl it is surely in the government’s interests to
intervene and reverse these actions, not only Isecafuthe financial strain placed upon state-fieanc
services, but also due to its socially destruatiaiire.

The Role of Paternalism

‘Paternalism’ is defined as the ‘interference stae or an individual with another person, agains
their will, and justified by a claim that the pensiaterfered with will be better off or protectadn

harm’ (http://www.plato.stanford.edu Extreme alcoholic consumption is a ‘non-mgabd’; people are

unlikely to fully comprehend the consequences eirtactions and so underestimate its associatlkd ris
They may also drink harmfully through a lack of ladwer or a myopic (short-sighted) view of its
impact. Alongside these ‘irrational’ practiceststintervention should ‘eliminate factors which
constantly endanger safety’ (Levy p.245) and, @&hedrinking is so categorised, interjection is
justifiable to provide societal security and tosessfully direct people to collectively optimal @&ans.

There are two theories relating to alcohol condionpwvhich outline very different narratives and
so whose guidance will have different policy imptions.

Weak Consumption Theory states, intuitively, thisgs in average consumption (per capita)
create more alcohol-related problems and thusysehould favour reducing this. Critics make an
analogy to the motoring industry; higher volumesraffic increase the opportunity for more accigent
Policy just advocating fewer vehicles does not gntae removing the most dangerous drivers and, in
failing to target these, you are not assuring yel@ite fall in driving accidents (Tuck p.2-3). 1976,

3% of Scottish drinkers consumed 25% of purchakmhal (Dight, p45). Changes in this minority’s
drinking habits will influence consumption per dapiithout changing the ‘average’ drinker, thus
making averages ‘valueless’ (Levy, p245)

Conversely, Strong Consumption Theory reflectshen'social processes for the genesis of
drinking problems’ (Tuck, p.4). Whilst Weak Consuion Theory concentrates on averages, this theory
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discovers the reass why heavy drinking ensues in order to minimisese mechanisms. One exan
is The Snowball Theory of Drinking, believing pe@glconsumption is founded relatively to thi
around them. A small rise in Person A’s consummptieeates an ‘escalatioin the intake patterns
everyone who bases their consumption relative tedPeA (Tuck, p.4).

Whilst neither theory is soundly entrenched emplhg the distinctions that run between th
two theories are important for Paternalism. A @phassimlated to the former (i.e. reducing aver:
consumption) must appreciate that its recommenastoe likely to impact upon all drinkers where:i
directive based upon the latter will concentratesoating and tackling the heaviest drinkers.
moderateand binge drinking have such different costs toetgca stance which incorporates the sec
ideal will be most effective.

The Government must decide ‘how far it is desirdbleurtail [drinking] by official measure:
(Levy, p.98) and paternalism ctake a spectrum of strengths. This ranges frorh Faikrnalism, whos
influence is mostly of an informative nature andcteastrains the choices of the individual minimailfy
at all, through to Hard Paternalism, which is hyghlithoritative regardir choice and gives tr
individual little scope for the action they may¢akBelow is a diagrammatic display of this sc

indicating alcohokpecific example

Figure 3: A Diagrammatic | nter pretation of Possible Pater nalistic Policy
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As mentioned above, Soft or Libertarian Paternalisoks to minimise the controls over people’s
rights or choices. It instead looks to direct dedpwards better outcomes, or help them surpasg a6
their ‘irrational tendencies’. A good example iscdol education, because this makes no attempt to
restrict an individual from drinking heavily- it medy hopes offending agents, once provided with a
complete picture of the dangers, will themselve&erdecisions with socially optimal outcomes.

Advertising restrictions, a slightly harder formpdternalism, has much the same aim. By
controlling alcohol advertisement, the governmeighinhope that its own campaigns to promote
sensible drinking are no longer overshadowed bynptmnal adverts. Alongside capping the volume of
adverts, these restraints can include controllgldcation, message or person involved with
endorsements which may attempt to convey ‘palpableuths’ (Levy, p.229).

Libertarian Paternalism has been the most popualérypfor the UK government to employ. This
is primarily because, in response to critical mexttantion, it very conspicuously suggests social
awareness without infringing upon people’s choiceanflicting with the alcohol industry (Plant &dit
p.133). It also aims to impact most heavily uparensusceptible groups in society, such as teesager
Sadly, such policy alone is largely ineffectual ammohe heaviest drinkers, who empirically constitait
group most immune to advertising and the best méat regarding the risks they are taking.

Aside from this ineffectiveness, there are twolfartdownfalls in pursuing soft paternalism. The
first, regarding media response, is a need fofabreernment not to resort to ‘publicity stunts’. iJwas
noted when Scotland banned the sale of ‘whisky atumes’ in souvenir shops. This ‘new professional-
class paternalism’ was deemed ‘as socially unhgakhsmoking a roll-up while necking a bottle of

cheap hooch is physically unhealthyww.tomharris.org.uk The second disadvantage regards the

failure to withstand alcohol industry intimidatidndeed, abatement success is ‘largely dependemt up
its [the industry’s] political and economic powérevy, p.207). Thus, by pandering to them, the
Government is said to ‘be akin to keeping petraigs low — you allow many lives to be put at risk

[Global Warming] so some can enjoy short-term psofiPlant & Plant p.147)

Hard Paternalism

Whilst alcohol prohibition has been likened todihing the oceans to prevent shark attacks’
(Rehm), Hard Paternalistic stances look to phyfsigakvent people drinking, at least in harmful
quantities. Enforcement of the existing law womldolve tightening a whole variety of currently aged

policies, including the refusal of alcohol salgtople underage or already intoxicated.
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In Torquay, Devon, the success of this was shalase police liaisons with harbour-side bar and
restaurant communities for one year led to a 20¥nfaecorded offences (Plant & Plant p.136).
Similarly, in Stockholm, an increase in ‘intoxiaatirefusal’ from 5% to 68% between 1998 and 2002 le
to a 29% decrease in the number of assaults (Rl&tant P.137).

However, these such interventionist forms of Retksm require huge monitoring and
surveillance costs, and may lead to a relocatiarioking practices to people’s homes, thus betrilef
in combating the associated adverse health cagte.Weak Consumption Theory, policies such as

national capping or reducing per capita consumgiere no way to identify binge drinkers.

Table 2: Binge Drinkersv Average Consumption

% Binge Drinkers % Moderate % Light Drinkers Average
(30 units per Drinkers (20 units (20 units per (units/drinker)
week) per week) week)
Society 1 10% 40% 50% 16
Society 2 20% 20% 60% 16
Society 3 25% 0% 75% 15

Such policies would favour Society 3 (with 150Gtsicap, or 15 units average) to Societies 1 or 2
(1600/16 units) despite containing the heaviesp@rton of binge drinkers, who induce the biggestts

to society.

Licensing
In November 2005 the UK Government gave all premitbe opportunity to extend its license

time beyond 11pm. Whereas only approximately 1ifsppplied for a 24-hour license, 120,000

establishments requested some form of extengim(bbc.co.uk. Government rationale was to combat

both the ‘beat the clock’ period of concentratedking (Plant & Plant, p121) and to prevent 11pnsma
vacations, notorious for invoking violence.

Whilst reasonably conceivable, and having had ssugeess, an unfavourable impact has been
the prolonged time per night the health and palj@actors are treating alcohol-related issues, ingan
the implication for costs reduction is not obvious.

However licensing, which controls alcohol ‘availdly, is believed a key battleground in the

fight against heavy drinkingMvw.ias.org.u2], p.2). Successful paternalism requires modtfon not
only in relation to licensing times, but to the eggriateness and type of license issued. This mean
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effective planning; licensing was designed pastitdl control the number of ‘outlets’ and withholdin
licenses to areas already adequately serviceddaldiypreclude high concentrations of intoxicated

people or pricing wars, both aspects paving the fiwathe practice of binge drinking (Levy, p.1796)8

Taxation and Minimum Pricing

The other aspect which is said to be ‘Harm-Invgkia Price (vww.ias.org.u?], p.1). Figure 1

established a correlation between alcohols’ faltielgtive price and the rises in binge drinking.
Therefore, to revert this trend, it appears seagibreturn the relative price of alcohol backto i
previously higher affordability levels.

Prices can be raised either by ‘taxation aboflation’, that is to raise the real price of alcbho
relative to other goods, or by introducing a loweund for which it is legal to sell alcohol per tmir
‘Minimum Pricing’.

In this sense we view price manipulation as a fofrRigouvian Tax. Pigouvian Taxation is a
method used to overcome externalities in sociBinge drinking is a negative externality, the sbcia
costs are less than (at least the perceived) parsosts and thus we have a situation as demoedtirat

Eigure 4a

Social mariginal cost Social mariginal cost

Benefit/ cost

Benefit/ cost
Private marginal cost Private marginal cost
Minimum Price
Equilibrium price [=esffiassenrmnneane.- 3¢ Equilibrium price |--ofeeees
Frivate marginal benefit Private marginal banefit
QIZ Quantity o (;2 3 Quantity
Figure 4a: A Negative Externality Figure 4b: Thelmpact of aMinimum Price

Source: adapted frofttp://tutor2u.net

The Pigouvian Tax shifts the effective cost of alaiao the socially desirable level, moving

equilibrium from A to B. Taxation or Minimum Py has the same impact, the only difference being
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that taxation generates Government revenue, MinirRumng generates the alcohol industry more profit
per unit sold, represented by the green box.

Taxation rates are already higher in the UK thamamy other countries inducing revenue of
nearly £14 billion in 2005Www.ias.org.u?2]).

Table 3: Comparison of European T axation (2006)
VAT Spirits(70cl) | Beer (Pint) Still Wine (75cl)
(%) 40% ABV (£) | 5% ABV (£) 11.5% ABV (£)

UK 17.5 55 0.38 1.25
France 19.6 2.8 0.05 0.02
Spain 16 1.6 0.04 0.00

Sourcewww.ias.org.u2] p.3
Although Figure 4 indicates demand will fall witthegher price, the important factor to consider
the extent to which demand responds to the prieagd or its elasticity. This knowledge is vitad f
price influences to be effective, the Governmemtdseo understand how much to raise price to
sufficiently combat drinking. Estimations of eiagy vary widely; the elasticity of demand for an
individual alcohol type is estimated at -1, mearant0% rise in price corresponds to a 10% fall in

demandww.ias.org.ul?2], p.6). However, it is widely acknowledged tipasitive cross-price

elasticities exist; a rise in the price of one hlddype leads to its substitution with anotheretyfVithout
actual simulation, total elasticity estimations emegh. Some studies believe the responsivenesd be
as high as -1.39 (SHAAP Report 2007, p.48), meapiiug alterations could be very effective, yetenth
indicate demand as inelastic as -0.17, meaningauie falls in demand would warrant huge pricesi
(Gruenewalcet al (2006)). Furthermore, opinions conflict regardimgether heavy drinkers have more
or less elastic demands than moderate ones, vguliglief states that they ought be more responsive

because they spend the largest income proportioagcohol www.ias.org.ul2], p.7), whilst others

show demand to be relatively inelastic becausegtf prioritisation or alcohol dependency (CEBR
Report 2009, p.16). Estimations believe taxati@y mmave to rise 16% to realign drinking with 1979
levels (vww.guardian.co.uk

We must additionally consider that the Governmeatt @cohol industry face a conflict of
interest. Whilst Pigouvian taxation creates highrefits per unit, the fall in demand may signifitiy

offset this and actually decrease their monetanysg&ence ‘providing a formidable problem’ (Levy,
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p.102). Currently, the Government ‘gauges taxadioa rate which does not kill the goose the lags t
golden egg’ (Plant & Plant, p.143), meaning theylaoking to maximise taxation revenue as opposed t
social welfare. Equally, it has been noted thadnsees only associate ‘high alcohol levels irbthed’

with ‘high profits’ (Plant & Plant, p.140) and histcally have ‘immediately counteracted moves tatab
drinking’ (Levy, p222). Now the industry must ad@pmore socially responsible policy with respect t
Binge drinking.

A Cost Benefit Analysisfor a Minimum Prices

In North-East England, alcohol can be purchasedddittle as 12ppu (pence per unit)
(www.channel4.com In March 2009, Sir Liam Donaldson, Chief MediCdficer for England,

recommended a minimum Price of 50ppu to achievekpcesponsible drinking (CEBR Report (2009),
p.12). The Corresponding Cost-Benefit Analysisriefly detailed below:
Table 4: 50ppu Cost-Benefit Analysis

Benefit (Em) Cost (Em)
Fall in NHS Spending 1018 Lower Consumer Utility 81%
Health Improvement 5680 Higher Consumer Spending 6870
Crime Reduction 669
Absenteeism Reduction 183
Higher Employment 6270
Increased Firm Revenue 10246
Other Benefits 1135
25201 25564
Total impact: 863 Million

Source: CEBR Report (2009) p. 42-67

In review of these estimates, the net changed®olies at -£363 million, suggesting a society
disadvantaged by a 50ppu minimum price. This ibgges misleading. Aside from the complications
regarding elasticity estimation, calculations cane®y fear of crime, utility losses and gains amel t
Value of Statistical Life (expressed more broaddyenas Quality-Adjusted Life Years (QALY) Values)
are all ambiguous meaning, a net loss to sociedglmtable. The Cost-Benefit Analysis simulatifmns

the range of minimum price units are displayed Wwelo

Table 5: Economic | mplications for a Spectrum of Minimum Unit Prices
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Rate Individuals Producers Wider Society Net Economic Impact
(E/unit) (Em) (Em) (Em) (Em)

0.30 -1989 1972 234 217

0.35 -3888 3622 560 294

0.40 -6433 5618 1107 291

0.50 -13605 10246 2996 -363

Source: CEBR Report (2009) p.68

Even with our estimation reservations, using afmyimum price below 45ppu constitutes a net

gain to society, maximised at 35ppu, strengthetiiegargument for Minimum Price Policy. Partially

demonstrated in Figure 4b, it is noteworthy thay@s increase minimum unit prices, the benefiteeots

arising from the implementation shift from indivig, or consumers, to producers. This issue 0b‘wh

profits’ reinforces the concern over the moralilyreunding pricing adjustments.

Conclusion

‘The Final aim must surely be a society where tteagmajority who wish to drink peacefully and

sociably find themselves free to do so, and thabomily which drinks excessively and problematically

are more and more successfully dissuaded from tiogiradaptive behaviour’

(Tuck, p.24)

Moderate alcohol consumption has not only becosecal catalyst in today’s British culture but

has brought with it wide economic and employmermtasfunities. However, the increased affordability

of alcohol over the last 50 years has led to exeessd dangerous levels of ‘Binge drinking’ to lsuc

extent that Godfrey, in 2004, calculated around 28%cohol is purchased for Binge sessions (Rlant

Plant, p.149). This places huge strains upon iddat and social relationships, alongside exhagstin

Government-funded services such as healthcarerand prevention. Eradicating such action is

consequently ‘an important goal of health policyday Government’ (Tuck, p.1)

To remove what is a negative externality to sgcitgte Government must instil paternalism, or

control, over the UK population. Whilst soft pglimeasures are deemed largely ineffective, harder

paternalist options will inappropriately influenak drinkers. Thus the level of intervention judgeost

fair and efficient tackles both restricting availdip, through effective licensing, and raisingqas of
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alcohol, either through ‘taxation above inflati@r’‘Minimum (unit) Pricing’ in order to bring the=al
value of alcohol in realignment with socially opéhtevels. Such policy is seen as a ‘readily aldd
instrument which can be applied to save lives amitalcohol-related suffering’ and not implemeagtin

them ‘demonstrates a lack of commitment to the tton of good health’wWww.ias.org.uk[2] p.6).

It must also be appreciated that price manipulatiarthis way pose a ‘moral challenge in society,
not least for the government or alcohol industBlafit & Plant p.146). This is because price ineesa
will cause a reduction in consumption detrimentatiix revenue and profitability, leaving a sacafuf
economic gain to ensure the wellbeing of generaesp  Whilst calls for a minimum unit price of 50
pence is believed to most successfully dissuade frarmful drinking, studies have shown that a
minimum price of 35 pence per unit on alcohol w#liver the most socially optimal results, although
higher levels may be plausible due to ambiguityaurding elasticity of alcohol demand and calcolati
complications regarding impacted facets.

‘Nudge’, produced by Thaler & Sunstein in 2008& i®rm of behavioural paternalism and has
become widely popular in the political sphere sitg@ublication. Through the use of ‘choice
architects’, this looks to frame situations sudct feople reach socially desirable outcomes them@sel
hence without feeling their choices have beeniotstt. Whilst there is little research regardihgphol
specific applicability, this is certainly a new cml of manipulation for the government to consider

Taxation is a word used sparingly in an electioarybut the importance of this issue is such that
all three of the main political parties have pletdige introduce some form of this taxation in thedection
manifestos. Furthermore, the Budget Report fol02ravely stated its commitment to ‘taxation above
inflation’ for what it perceived more dangerousmsr of alcohol. These pledges, consistent with the
findings of this investigation, advocate the extalbon of the alcohol pricing structure as the most

effective paternalistic policy the UK Governmenhgaursue in combating binge culture.
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