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Background 
Data from national surveys of drinking behaviour in young people indicate that by the 

age of 15-16 years, the vast majority of young people have tried their first alcoholic 

drink. In addition, at age 15-16 nearly half of young people are consuming alcohol on 

a weekly basis and around a quarter report drinking to intoxication regularly. Binge 

drinking habits continue into young adulthood, with more than a third of 16-24 year 

olds reporting that they drink over the sensible drinking daily limits.  

 

Objectives 
This review sought to determine which interventions delivered in primary and 

secondary schools are effective and cost-effective for preventing or reducing alcohol 

use in young people under the age of 18 years. 

 
Methods 
The methods for the review of effectiveness and cost-effectiveness followed NICE 

protocols for the development of NICE public health guidance1. Twenty databases 

were searched for systematic reviews and meta-analyses, randomised controlled 

trials, controlled non-randomised trials, controlled before and after studies and 

economic evaluation studies published since 1990. Two reviewers independently 

screened all titles and abstracts. Data extraction and quality assessment of individual 

studies was undertaken independently by one reviewer and checked for accuracy by 

a second reviewer. Each study was also graded (++, +, or -) based on the extent to 

which the design and execution of the study minimised the potential sources of bias. 

Results of the data extraction and quality assessment for each study of effectiveness 

and cost-effectiveness were presented in structured tables and as a narrative 

summary. Further cost-effectiveness analyses were undertaken to determine a ‘cost 

per case of hazardous/harmful drinking averted’ for programmes identified in the 

effectiveness review. 
 
Review of effectiveness 
The review of the effectiveness included a total of 14 systematic reviews and meta-

analyses, and 134 primary studies, which evaluated 52 programmes. A broad range 

of programmes were identified including classroom-based programmes delivered by 

teachers or other professionals, multicomponent programmes that combined 

classroom-based intervention components with family-based and/or community-

                                                 
1See http://www.nice.org.uk/page.aspx?o=phmethods 

 p. 2 



Alcohol and schools – Executive summary to review of effectiveness and cost effectiveness 

based components, and other approaches delivered outside of lesson time including 

brief interventions and peer support programmes. Results were summarised in terms 

of short (<6 months), medium (up to 1 year) and long (>1 year) term outcomes. 

 

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses: Fourteen systematic reviews were 

identified that examined the effectiveness of school-based interventions aimed at the 

prevention or reduction of alcohol use. However, the majority of the reviews identified 

examined the effectiveness of substance use prevention programmes and only one 

review specifically examined the effectiveness of programmes that aimed to prevent 

alcohol use. This systematic review found that there was no consistent evidence to 

determine which programmes were effective over the short to medium term, but 

highlighted three programmes which were effective over the longer term. These 

included the family-based, Strengthening Families programme, Botvin’s Life Skills 

Training (LST) and a culturally focused curriculum for Native American students. The 

authors of the review reported that the Strengthening Families programme showed 

particular promise as an effective intervention. 

 

Evidence statement 1 
There is evidence from a high-quality systematic review that three programmes, 

Strengthening Families, Botvin’s LST and a culturally focused curriculum for Native 

Americans students, can produce long term reductions (greater than 3 years) in 

alcohol use.  

 

Classroom-based programmes led by teachers: Nineteen classroom-based 

programmes led by teachers were identified. Three programmes SHAHRP, Botvin’s 

LST and the PY/PM programme demonstrated evidence of reducing alcohol use in 

the short-term. Botvin’s LST and SHAHRP also produced reductions in alcohol use 

and particularly, heavy alcohol use in the medium-term, but only Botvin’s LST 

demonstrated evidence of long-term effects on alcohol use. 

 

Evidence statement 2 
There is evidence from two classroom-based, teacher-led programmes that targeted 

children between the ages of 12 and 13 years, to suggest that interventions using the 

life skills approach (LST) or focusing on harm reduction through skills-based 

activities (SHAHRP) can produce medium to long-term reductions in alcohol use and 
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in particular, risky drinking behaviours such as drunkenness and binge drinking. 

However, the applicability and transferability of these programmes requires further 

study. 

 

Classroom-based programmes led by external contributors: Nine classroom-

based programmes were identified that were taught by external contributors, 

including adult health educators, uniformed police officers, research project staff, 

college age instructors, certified school psychologists and Life Education Centre 

staff. The majority of the programmes identified had inconsistent effects on alcohol 

use and only one culturally tailored programme for Native American students 

demonstrated evidence of medium- to long-term effects. 

 

Evidence statement 3 
3a. There is evidence to suggest that classroom-based programmes taught by adult 

health educators (including Project ALERT, Project SMART, Project TND) and 

uniformed police officers, such as DARE, have no medium- or long-term effects 

on alcohol use.  

3b. There is inconsistent and insufficient evidence to determine the medium- to long-

term effectiveness of normative education programmes led by external 

contributors.  

3c. There is evidence to suggest that a culturally tailored skills training intervention 

for Native American students may have long-term effects on alcohol use. 

However, given the cultural specificity of this programme it has limited 

applicability to UK practice and policy. 

 

Other in-school approaches: Nineteen school-based programmes that were 

delivered outside of the lesson format were identified including brief intervention 

programmes, counselling programmes, peer support and teacher training. The 

STARS for Families brief intervention programme demonstrated evidence of short-

term effects on heavy drinking. However, data presented at one year indicated that 

these effects might not last into the medium to longer term. Other in-school 

approaches identified did not produce consistent reductions in alcohol use.  

 

Evidence statement 4 
4a. There is evidence to suggest that brief intervention programmes, which target 
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children aged 12-13 and involve nurse-led consultations regarding a young 

person’s alcohol use, such as the STARS for Families programme, can produce 

short-, but not medium-term reductions in heavy drinking. In addition these types 

of programmes may have limited applicability to UK policy and practice as they 

are based on an abstinence approach.  

4b. There is evidence to suggest that other in-school approaches to prevent or 

reduce alcohol use including counselling programmes, peer support and teacher 

training do not produce reductions in alcohol use behaviours. 

 

Multicomponent programmes: Twelve multicomponent programmes were 

identified that combined school-based intervention with family, community and/or 

media components. Three long-term programmes that combined school-based 

intervention with family and community components had conflicting effects on alcohol 

use, with two programmes, the MPP and Coalition for Youth Quality of Life, having 

no effects on alcohol use. Project Northland was shown to be partially effective in the 

short term but during the interim phase of the programme when only minimal 

intervention components were delivered, the programme was found to have a 

negative effect on alcohol use. Programmes that combined classroom-based 

intervention with components targeting parental participation, and focusing on wider 

problem behaviours, appeared to have more consistent effects on alcohol use. Two 

programmes in particular, the Seattle Social Development programme and Linking in 

the Interests of Families and Teachers had long-term effects on heavy and patterned 

alcohol use, respectively. In addition, the Healthy School and Drugs Project impacted 

on a range of alcohol use behaviours in the short-term. However, longer term follow-

up data were not available to judge the continuing effectiveness of this programme. 

Positive short-term effects on alcohol use were also demonstrated for two 

programmes, Keepin’ it REAL and Be Your Own Influence, that combined classroom-

based intervention with media programming. 

Evidence statement 5 
There is evidence to suggest that programmes that begin early in childhood, combine 

school-based curriculum intervention with parent education such as the SSDP and 

LIFT, which target a range of problem behaviours including alcohol use can have 

long-term effects on heavy and patterned drinking behaviours. In addition, the 

Healthy School and Drugs Project, which targeted secondary school students, had 

short-term effects on alcohol use. However, longer term effects of the programme 
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have not been examined. 

 
Economic appraisal 
Two studies were identified that met the criteria for inclusion in the review of 

published economic evaluations. In addition, further analyses were undertaken to 

determine a ‘cost per case of hazardous/harmful drinking averted’. 

 

Review of published economic evaluations: One study (Swisher et al., 2004) 

assessed the cost-effectiveness of the standard Life Skills Training programme 

compared to infused Life Skills Training, and one study (Pentz, 1998) assessed the 

costs, benefits and cost-effectiveness of the Midwestern Prevention Project (MPP). 

The standard LST programme was found to be less costly than I-LST by $33.46 per 

student after 1 year of intervention delivery. In the second year, however, standard 

LST had no effects and the authors concluded that I-LST was less costly. The 3-year 

total costs of the standard LST and I-LST were estimated at $109,429.04 and 

$93,088.17, respectively. The results of the cost-benefit analysis (CBA) of the MPP 

demonstrated a $700 net saving per family per year resulting from a reduction in the 

incidence of monthly drunkenness. Cost benefits ratios were also shown to be 

favourable (ratio to $1 spent on prevention to saving was $1:1.69). Compared to 

“usual” drug education the incremental cost effectiveness ratio of the MPP was 

reported to be equal to the ratio of its incremental cost per incremental effects, 

equivalent to $10 per net reduction in the incidence of monthly drunkenness. 

 

Evidence statement 6 
There is inconsistent and insufficient published evidence to determine the cost-

effectiveness of school-based interventions that aim to prevent or reduce alcohol use 

in young people under 18 years old. 

 

Cost-effectiveness analysis: It was only possible to include three programmes in 

the further analyses because the majority of the studies identified for inclusion in the 

review of effectiveness either did not demonstrate effectiveness or did not report 

outcomes in sufficient detail to determine the percentage of students reporting 

hazardous/harmful drinking at follow-up. The three programmes included in the cost-

effectiveness analyses were the Lion’s Quest ‘Skills for Adolescence’ (SFA) 

programme, the School Health and Harm Reduction programme (SHAHRP) and the 

STARS for Families brief intervention.  The ‘cost per case of hazardous/harmful 
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drinking averted’ for each of the programmes included in the cost-effectiveness 

analyses were £540.25 for the STARS for Families programme, £284.54 for 

SHAHRP at 20 months and £1,869.71 at 32 months, and £34,254.70 for Lion’s Quest 

SFA programme. Calculation of incremental cost-effectiveness ratios indicated that 

compared to the brief intervention programme, STARS for Families, the classroom-

based SHAHRP cost an additional £257.47 to prevent an extra case of 

hazardous/harmful drinking. Both STARS for Families and SHAHRP were shown to 

be less costly and more beneficial than the Lion’s Quest SFA programme. 

 

Evidence statement 7 
Cost-effectiveness analysis of three programmes found that a brief intervention 

programme, STARS for Families and a classroom-based programme focusing on 

harm reduction through skills-based activities, SHAHRP, were less costly and more 

beneficial than a classroom-based drug prevention programme, Lions Quest SFA.  

Compared to STARS for Families, SHAHRP cost an additional £257.47 to prevent 

one additional case of hazardous/harmful drinking. 

 
Discussion 
A range of school-based intervention approaches to the prevention and/or reduction 

of alcohol use have been evaluated but the findings of the effectiveness review 

highlight a lack of clear evidence on which types of programmes are most effective. 

The diversity of the studies identified, in terms of intervention content and outcomes 

presented meant that it was not possible to synthesise data across the types of 

programmes identified. In addition, long-term follow-up data was not available for the 

majority of programmes so it is difficult to determine the value of school-based 

intervention in the longer term. This review demonstrates the current lack of 

economic evaluation studies in the field of prevention. Of the 52 programmes 

identified for inclusion in the review of effectiveness, only two had been evaluated in 

terms of their cost-effectiveness. In addition, both studies had limitations and their 

findings should be interpreted with caution. In addition, methodological shortcomings 

and inadequate reporting severely hampered further efforts to determine the costs 

and ultimate benefits of these programmes. 
 
Conclusions 
Overall this review of the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of interventions 

delivered in primary and secondary schools to prevent and/or reduce alcohol use by 
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young people has highlighted a number of weaknesses in the evidence base. There 

is a lack of clear, long-term evidence for the effectiveness of school-based 

interventions and the applicability of the few programmes that have demonstrated 

partial effectiveness warrants further study before widespread implementation can be 

supported. The review of published economic evaluations and further cost-

effectiveness analyses has been limited by large and wide-ranging gaps in the 

evidence base and consequently can contribute little to determining which 

programmes provide value for money. There needs to be evaluation of the 

effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of school-based programmes currently being 

delivered or planned in England. Cost-effectiveness research should be concentrated 

on full economic evaluations that consider both the costs and consequences of 

implementing school-based programmes aimed at preventing or reducing alcohol 

use. 
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