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ABSTRACT. Objective: This article provides a historical review of
alcohol and other drug policy research and its impact on public health
over the past 75 years. We begin our summary with the state of the field
circa 1940 and trace the development across the subsequent decades. We
summarize current thinking and suggest possible future directions the
field of alcohol and other drug policy may take. Specific topics discussed
include the minimum legal drinking age, pricing and taxation, hours and
days of sale, outlet density, and privatization effects. The future of drug
policy research is also considered. Method: A comprehensive search of
the literature identified empirical studies, reviews, and commentaries of

alcohol and other drug policy research published from 1940 to 2013 that
contributed to the current state of the field. Results: Our review demon-
strates the historical emergence of alcohol problems as a public health
issue over the early part of the 20th century, the public health policy re-
sponse to this issue, subsequent research, and current and future research
trends. Conclusions: Alcohol and other drug policy research over the last
several decades has made great strides in its empirical and theoretical
sophistication of evaluating alcohol policy effects. This history is not
only remarkable for its analytic complexity, but also for its conceptual
sophistication. (J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs, Supplement 17, 98-107, 2014)

LCOHOL AND OTHER DRUG POLICY RESEARCH

has emerged as a public health interest over the past 75
years, encouraged and supported by many research studies
that appeared in the Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs
(JSAD) and related journals. A critical summary of what
is currently known, an examination of the implications of
current alcohol and other drug policies, and promising direc-
tions for future research are presented. Without this research,
alcohol-control policy implementation, evaluation, and basic
science in this area would remain undeveloped.

Method

To accomplish our goal, we first conducted a compre-
hensive search of the Journal of Studies on Alcohol and
Drugs (and its previous iterations, the Quarterly Journal of
Studies on Alcohol and the Journal of Studies on Alcohol),
identifying empirical studies, reviews, and commentaries
of alcohol and other drug policy research published from
1940 to 2013. We also included notable articles from other
sources that further supported the importance of alcohol and
other drug policy research for the improvement of public
health. Although this review centers on alcohol and other
drug policy research within the United States, we have also
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examined research from other countries as well. The scope
of this review focused primarily on articles that highlighted
alcohol-control policies such as the minimum legal drinking
age, pricing and taxation, hours and days of sale, outlet den-
sity, and privatization effects; and policies aimed at reducing
heavy alcohol consumption and related problems.

Results
Defining alcohol and other drug policies

Alcohol and other drug control policies consist of laws
and regulations that affect the production, sales, and distri-
bution of alcoholic beverages and other drugs. They may
be understood as a subset of alcohol policies more broadly
defined as “any purposeful effort or authoritative decision
on the part of governments or non-government groups to
minimize or prevent alcohol-related consequences” (Babor
et al., 2003, p. 103). Further, these control policy laws may
proscribe production and distribution other than for pharma-
ceutical use (e.g., opioids); regulate production, distribution,
and sales state by state (e.g., alcohol-control laws); or leave
production, distribution, and sales in some respects largely
unregulated (e.g., as was the case with retail tobacco sales
through the middle decades of the 20th century). Thus,
alcohol-control policies refer to those aspects of the use
environment that can be affected by regulating authorities;
in this sense, alcohol-control policies are often seen as an ex-
tension of environmentally focused preventive interventions.
With this in mind, the goal of the present review is threefold.
We will (a) discuss the importance of alcohol policy to the
public good, (b) highlight the significant contributions in the
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field of alcohol and other drug policy research, and (c) con-
clude with our view of the direction future alcohol and other
drug policy research is likely to take in the coming decades.

Historical background

The Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol was created
in 1940, 7 years after the end of National Prohibition, to ad-
dress concerns about the sources of alcohol-related problems
in the United States. It became the Journal of Studies on
Alcohol (JSA) in 1975 and added “and Drugs” to the title
in 2007; it is the oldest substance-related research journal
published in the United States. Its heritage was shaped ini-
tially by interests in the etiology and treatment of alcoholism
and related pathologies. For many years, it was one of the
few scientific journals publishing articles exclusively deal-
ing with issues of substance use. In the early years, articles
tended to emphasize a concern with personality character-
istics related to alcoholic dependence (e.g., Lewis, 1940),
biological pathologies (e.g., Beazell and Ivy, 1940; Bruger,
1940; Connor, 1940), and the overall effects of alcohol on
the individual (e.g., Jellinek and Jolliffe, 1940).

Interest in the broader area of alcohol policy research
certainly predates the founding of the journal (Catlin, 1931;
Warburton, 1932). However, by the 1940s, alcohol policy
had emerged as an area of empirical study in the United
States, and JSA was one of the first U.S. journals to discuss
public policy’s role in the reduction of alcohol and eventually
other drug problems (Dent, 1942). Policy research continued
to gain momentum in the 1960s and 1970s, with many novel
policy research perspectives being noted. Articles originally
published in JSA on topics such as alcohol distribution (de
Lint and Schmidt, 1968) and the effects of alcohol sales poli-
cies (e.g., liquor by the drink; Bryant, 1954) were featured in
the seminal alcohol policy book, Alcohol Control Policies in
Public Health Perspective, edited by Bruun et al (1975). The
“Purple Book,” as it became known, was the first modern
empirically based writing on alcohol policy research provid-
ing the broad outlines of alcohol policy research today.

Alcohol-control policy studies emerged as a critical
research field in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s as re-
searchers became aware of the implications of these control
policies for public health. These earlier studies included
examinations of the impacts of controls affecting alcohol
availability (Colon, 1981; Colon et al., 1982; Harford et al.,
1979; Rabow and Watts, 1982; Rush et al., 1986; Watts and
Rabow, 1983), price (Kuusi, 1957; Ornstein and Hanssens,
1985; Rabow et al., 1982; Seeley, 1960; Simon, 1966a),
drinking age laws (Saffer and Grossman, 1987), on-premise
drinking (Smart and Docherty, 1976), taxes (Cook, 1981;
Cook and Tauchen, 1982; Levy and Sheflin, 1985), priva-
tization (Holder and Wagenaar, 1990; Room, 1987; Simon,
1966b; Wagenaar and Holder, 1991), Sunday sales (Smith,
1987), sales of liquor by the drink (Blose and Holder, 1987a,

1987b), planning and zoning (Wittman and Hilton, 1987),
and sales in supermarkets (Williams, 1975). A number of
these articles advanced the field in the areas of regulations
on availability on consumptions and problems (Blose and
Holder, 1987b; Colon et al., 1982; Harford et al., 1979;
Rabow and Watts, 1982; Rush et al., 1986; Smart and Do-
cherty, 1976; Williams, 1975). We will discuss some of these
contributions further below, but here it is important to note
one great step forward for research in the field. The 1980s
saw a blossoming of alcohol policy research with dramatic
developments in the statistical models and methods that are
now used to study policy effects.

The advances seen in the 1980s were largely in response
to growing concerns about public health impacts of changes
in the minimum legal drinking and purchase age (Wage-
naar, 1982) and the continued “privatization” of alcohol-
control systems by states. Privatization is the legal transfer
of various aspects of the distribution and sales of alcohol
from governmental agencies into private hands. As a result
of the liberalization of control systems and the transfer of
distribution of alcohol sales into private hands, a series of
“natural experiments” took place in which relationships be-
tween naturally occurring policy changes and public health
outcomes could be evaluated. For example, Wagenaar and
Holder’s (1991) study of the privatization of wine sales in
Iowa using time series techniques sparked considerable
controversy in JSA with those whose analyses produced
different results (Mulford, 1992). Using similar techniques,
a series of studies (Holder and Wagenaar, 1990; Wagenaar
and Holder, 1991, 1995) subsequently found privatization
steps associated with similar effects in five different states.
In a related line of research, when the state of North Caro-
lina liberalized its alcohol-control policies by allowing sales
of distilled spirits on-premise “by the drink,” Blose and
Holder (1987a, 1987b) evaluated the impact of this change
on alcohol-related crashes using (at the time rather novel)
time-series analysis models. At about the same time, Cook
and Tauchen (1982) and Levy and Sheflin (1985) introduced
the first applications of time-series cross-section panel
models to the assessment of the effects of alcohol taxes on
alcohol use and related problems. Nevertheless, through-
out the 1980s the theoretical foundations of policy effects
remained relatively undeveloped. Explanations for policy
effects were ascribed to the “full costs” for alcohol; costs
that include both the direct economic costs (i.e., prices) and
noneconomic costs of use (e.g., convenience costs related
to ease of purchase), or the Ledermann model, a hypothesis
which posited that the mean of consumption in a population
was somehow proportional to measures of heavy drinking
(Duffy, 1978; Ledermann, 1956; Single and Wortley, 1993).
Skog (1985) provided a theoretical underpinning to the
Ledermann hypothesis based on the concept of “drinking
cultures,” which linked consumption means to heavy drink-
ing at the population level.
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During the 1990s and into the 2000s, a number of further
theoretical developments took place. First, it was difficult
to determine causality: whether outlets were increasing
consumption and resulting in problems or whether outlet
densities themselves were a response to consumption (Grue-
newald et al., 1993). This suggested that the availability issue
needed to be considered dynamically as changes occurred
within systems over time. Subsequently, research began to
examine these complex relationships with advances in the
development of community systems models (Holder, 1998;
Holder and Edwards, 1995) and availability theory (Babor
et al., 2003; Stockwell and Gruenewald, 2001) with the use
of time series data analyses. We will return to theoretical
advances below after we summarize what is currently known
about the effects of specific alcohol-control policies on alco-
hol consumption and related problems.

Sales of alcohol

Minimum legal drinking age. The minimum legal drink-
ing age (MLDA) aims to reduce youth drinking. Since the
end of prohibition in 1933, individual states regulated the
MLDA. During the 1970s, the general trend was toward re-
ducing the MLDA. One of the first studies published in this
area (Barsby and Marshall, 1977) revealed no statistically
significant short-term increases of distilled spirits consump-
tion following reductions in the MLDA. Almost a decade
later, Smith and colleagues (1984) examined the raising of
the legal drinking age in Massachusetts from 18 to 20 and its
effect on 16- and 17-year-olds and found some reduction in
teenage driving after drinking and traffic crash involvement
following the increase in MLDA, but teenage drinking and
driving remained a serious problem nevertheless.

Prompted by requirements for receipt of federal highway
funds, all 50 states and the District of Columbia adopted a
minimum legal drinking age of 21 in 1984 (U.S. Congress,
1984). leading to an intensification of policy research to
evaluate the outcomes of this change. Prior studies indicated
that alcohol use and related problems generally tracked in
the predicted direction, but expected changes related to
the MLDA did not happen in all 50 states (O’Malley and
Wagenaar, 1991; Wagenaar and Wolfson, 1994). Subse-
quently, and with great improvements in statistical methods,
studies for the years 1982 through 1997 concluded that,
controlling for a number of potential confounding covari-
ates, including driving exposures and other legal interven-
tions, these laws were responsible for a 19% net decrease
in fatalities. Further analyses of all studies, including those
conducted outside of the United States evaluating the im-
pact of the MLDA, found similar results (Wagenaar and
Toomey, 2002). In fact, it has been estimated that consistent
enforcement combined with media advocacy and other
policy initiatives could reduce sales to minors by as much
as 35%—45% (Holder, 2008).

Alcohol pricing and taxes

The relationship between alcohol price and consumption,
or more frequently between beverage taxes and consumption,
has been examined in research dating back to the 1950s
(Bryant, 1954; Cook and Tauchen, 1982; Grossman, 1988;
Ornstein, 1980; Skog, 1986). Moreover, the relationship
appears particularly strong for young people (Grossman et
al., 1994; Presley et al., 2002). Early concerns centered on
establishing accurate price elasticities (i.e., the proportion-
ate response of sales to a proportionate increase in price)
and determining whether different groups of drinkers would
respond to price changes in the same or different ways.
Parker and Harman (1978) argued that different types of
drinkers would be differentially responsive to price effects,
whereas Schmidt and Popham (1978) argued that heavy
drinkers might substitute one beverage type (i.e., beer, wine,
or distilled spirits) for another in response to price changes.
Ornstein (1980) reviewed what was then known about these
issues and suggested that distilled spirits sales were elastic
relative to price whereas beer sales were not. This review
continued the debates about alcoholic beverage prices and
consumption. Today, the effects of prices (and taxes) on sales
are well established, and patterns of substitution between
types of beverages are better understood, but we know very
little about specific impacts on population subgroups. How-
ever, it does appear as if increases in prices tend to decrease
problem drinking more than overall mean consumption rates.
One explanation for this finding is that problem drinkers
spend more of their discretionary income on alcohol and
thus are more heavily affected by price increases than are
those who consume less (Meier et al., 2010; Purshouse et
al., 2009, 2010). Alternatively, heavier consumers may re-
spond to price increases by shifting consumption from more
expensive and riskier locations (e.g., bars) to less expensive
and safer locations (e.g., their own homes). Indeed, some
of these same arguments may be made with reference to
younger drinkers, who presumably have less discretionary
income than adults.

Because alcohol is an addictive substance and when
consumed can have negative public health effects, increases
in price have often been directly associated with decreased
alcohol-related problems (Sloan et al., 1994). In April 1992,
prices were deliberately increased by a nickel a drink in
the Australian Northern Territory. Subsequent analyses in-
dicated a significant decrease in road deaths (34.5%) and
other mortality (23.4%) as well as traffic crashes requiring
hospitalization (28.3%) (Stockwell and Gruenewald, 2001).
In British Columbia, where the alcohol-control system has
been partially privatized, government stores have maintained
a uniform price floor; increases in price over time have been
linked to decreases in alcohol-related mortality (Stockwell et
al., 2011). The most comprehensive, recent summary of what
is known about price effects (Wagenaar et al., 2010) identi-
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fied 50 articles containing 340 estimates for alcohol-related
disease and injury outcomes, violence, suicides, crashes,
crime, and other misbehavior estimates. Across these studies,
the authors concluded that doubling the alcohol tax reduced
alcohol-related mortality by an average of 35%, traffic crash
deaths by 11%, sexually transmitted diseases by 6%, vio-
lence by 2%, and crime by 1.4%.

One other means to modify prices to reduce drinking and
related problems has been the establishment of minimum
prices for alcohol. Gruenewald and colleagues (2006) ex-
amined the impacts of changes in price distributions across
beverages sold in Sweden and showed that consumers
substituted not only between beverage types but between
qualities of beverages of the same type (e.g., from higher to
lower priced beers). Using their empirical model as a basis,
they showed that increased minimum prices would most
efficiently reduce alcohol sales. Recently, the Scottish Par-
liament set a minimum of £0.50 per 8 g unit of alcohol by
April 2013. In addition, although there is a limited research
base for assessing the effectiveness of this strategy for reduc-
ing use and problems, Stockwell et al. (2012) suggested that
some reductions in sales and use followed from an increase
in the minimum purchase price recently implemented in
Alberta, Canada. Subsequent analyses of British Columbia
data produced similar results (Stockwell et al., 2013).

Distribution of alcohol

Hours and days of sale. Restricting hours and days of
sale is one approach to reductions in alcohol use and re-
lated problems that has been entertained as a policy option
by many countries in the world (Bruun et al., 1975). Early
studies suggested that the introduction of Sunday sales in
Australia could lead to increases in homicides and casualty
accidents (Smith, 1978), and banning happy hour sales in a
Canadian province could reduce problems related to drinking
(Smart and Adlaf, 1986). Two subsequent and more recent
studies indicated that longer operating hours of alcohol out-
lets were related to increased levels of violence (Chikritzhs
and Stockwell, 2002), and new Saturday openings in Sweden
were related to a 3% increase in alcohol sales (Norstrom and
Skog, 2003). Despite the results of these studies, however,
there remains some concern that these effects may in large
part be attributable to a redistribution of use across hours
and days. Summarizing these findings and commenting on
their relevance to college drinking, Toomey and Wagenaar
(2002) suggested that reductions in hours and days of sale
may be associated with reductions in some problems, and a
number of more recent studies (Kypri et al., 2011a, 2011b;
Wicki and Gmel, 2011) have noted the importance of time-
based alterations in alcohol availability.

Alcohol outlet density. The literature addressing the as-
sociations between alcohol outlet densities and alcohol
consumption and related problems emerged during the 1950s

and has developed rapidly over subsequent decades. In gen-
eral, across many studies and settings statistical associations
between outlet densities, alcohol use, and related problems
are robust (e.g., Freisthler et al., 2004; Gruenewald et al.,
2002; Harford et al., 1979; Rabow and Watts, 1982; Rush
et al., 1986; Scribner et al., 1994). The work of Livings-
ton, who has linked alcohol densities to assaults, domestic
violence, and other alcohol-related problems in Australian
context, is of import (Livingston, 2008, 2011; Livingston et
al., 2007). Overall, the general pattern of findings produced
by these studies suggest that (a) whenever alcohol sales
can be measured, greater densities are directly related to
use; (b) greater densities of bars, taverns, and similar on-
premise drinking places are directly related to assaults and
violence; (c) greater densities of bars, taverns, and some-
times restaurants are directly related to drunken driving and
alcohol-related crashes; and (d) because these effects arise in
interactions between drinkers in drinking places, neighbor-
hood effects can be important (Gruenewald, 2011).

Global and local policies

Global policies are often implemented and enforced at the
local level. These include the availability of alcohol through
outlets (e.g., often controlled through local planning and
zoning regulations) and, of course, enforcement of drink-
ing and driving and underage drinking laws. Over the past
decades, a number of intervention efforts have been imple-
mented within U.S. communities (Flewelling et al., 2005;
Holder et al., 1997, 2000; Wagenaar et al., 2000), neighbor-
hoods (Treno et al., 2007), college campuses (Saltz et al.,
2010), and in border towns (Voas et al., 2002) to reduce
availability, use, and problems. Moreover, similar community
action programs have been examined in Australia (Homel et
al., 1997), Sweden (Hansen, 2000; Romelsjo et al., 1995;
Wallin and Andréasson, 2005; Wallin et al., 2003), Finland
(Holmila, 1995), Italy (Allamani et al., 2003), and New
Zealand (Caswell and Gilmore, 1989; Stewart and Conway,
1998). These intervention efforts targeted different popula-
tions in different sites, involved different implicit or explicit
logic models, targeted different outcomes, used different
evaluation tools (e.g., in-school surveys, roadside survey
data on alcohol-related crashes), and ultimately produced
different findings with different implications for program
development and future research. More substantively, each
was comprehensive and multicomponent, addressing the spe-
cifics of the local alcohol distribution system, based on prior
research, and relied on local energies for implementation.
Importantly, each demonstrated, across a variety of research
and community settings, the potential impact of interven-
tions targeting the sales and distribution. Clearly, this history
demonstrates that alcohol-control policies implemented at
the local level can work. Why it works, however, remains an
important question.
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Privatization effects

With the conclusion of National Prohibition, the states
were required to set up individual alcohol-control systems;
the possible options ranged from continued prohibition, to
the monopolization of alcohol sales, to restriction of sales
and use, to licensing private (and often quite profitable)
sales through outlets. Under government monopoly systems,
alcohol sales are either fully or partially monopolized. Such
monopolies exist in several countries, including Iceland, In-
dia, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Canada, and (in some states)
the United States. In the United States, no state currently
operates a complete monopoly. Specifically, the production
of alcohol is largely privatized even in so-called monopoly
states. Taxes are levied at the wholesale level. However,
various aspects of the distribution system may be controlled
by state governmental agencies or held in private hands.
Some states regulate which beverages can be sold privately,
the hours or days when alcohol sales are permissible, or
even who can purchase alcohol. Perhaps the most familiar
illustration of the latter involves prohibition against selling
to minors, although restrictions in some areas were in place
even against sales to racial or ethnic subgroups (e.g., restric-
tions against sales to Native Americans).

Despite the myriad systems of alcohol control, the gen-
eral trend in the United States in the wake of the repeal of
National Prohibition has been toward privatization. Early
empirical work evaluating the impact of such changes in
alcohol control began with state-level analyses. Before
such formal evaluation, there was much concern expressed
about the potential problems associated with the dropping
of controls around the distribution and sale of alcohol. One
early Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol “Medicolegal
Note” titled “State Control of Trade in Alcoholic Beverage”
(Anonymous, 1940) described the potential conflict between
commercial and social interests, and although the article
was a description of the New York system at the time, its
early recognition of this issue is notable. By the late 1940s,
a number of different distribution systems had emerged. In
some cases, localities regulated the number and placement
of outlets. In this environment, a number of policy questions
emerged. Could alcohol taxes generate needed revenues?
Would increases in the number of outlets lead to increased
consumption?

By the 1950s, a large number of state-level natural ex-
periments were occurring and subsequently evaluated. In
fact, government monopoly systems were present in the
early part of the 20th century in Norway, Sweden, and
Finland, with substantial powers over the production, sales,
and distribution of alcohol (Babor et al., 2003). However,
this general system of regulation weakened with the emer-
gence of the European Union and subsequent treaties. In the
United States, as previously noted, Wagenaar and Holder
(1995) found that the elimination of state monopolies in

five states was accompanied by increased consumption. In
the subsequent year, Wagenaar and Holder (1996) summa-
rized seven time-series analyses of six U.S. states and New
Zealand. They examined the replacement of government
stores with private stores and showed that privatization was
consistently linked with increased alcohol consumption and
alcohol-related problems. More recently, another series of
studies conducted in British Columbia provided insight into
what happens in the wake of privatization. Specifically, the
introduction of large numbers of stores resulting from partial
privatization was associated with increases in alcohol con-
sumption (Stockwell et al., 2009), alcohol-related mortality
(Stockwell et al., 2011), and lower alcohol prices (Treno et
al., 2013). On the other hand, there have been contrary find-
ings (Mulford et al., 1992; Trolldal, 2005a, 2005b). Thus, the
data do seem to indicate that monopoly controls are typically
associated with more positive public health outcomes. (For
an earlier discussion of privatization and related method-
ological issues, see Her et al., 1999).

A number of factors likely account for the relatively con-
sistent finding that privatization is associated with negative
public health outcomes. First, privatization typically leads to
increases in the sheer number of outlets. Under monopoly
systems, outlets are usually few in number and spread apart.
As a consequence, one could argue that the full cost of al-
cohol, which includes the cost of travel to obtain alcohol, is
higher. Perhaps more important is the absence of competitive
pressure to lower costs. This is important given the general
finding that both young people and heavy drinkers are par-
ticularly responsive to price. Moreover, it may be that along
with price competition, private systems compete for youths
and intoxicated persons. Last, outlets under monopoly sys-
tems generally operate fewer hours, carry more standardized
products, and engage in less questionable sales practices
(e.g., selling refrigerated items, which may be consumed
while driving).

Future directions

Pricing and taxes. Recent work has begun to examine dif-
ferential effects of tax increases on problems related to alco-
hol use, and there is a growing interest in whether tax effects
are the same or different across states. Certainly, with the
rise of standardized sources of state-level price and tax data
(National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2013;
Nelson et al., 2013), opportunities for continued study will
grow. Most pressing will be the assessment of differential tax
effects, as just noted; continued efforts to identify price and
tax elasticities by beverage type related to sales and different
problem outcomes; examinations of substitutions between
use by type (beer, wine, and distilled spirits); and the impact
of minimum prices provisions. Although manipulation of
pricing structures through either taxation or price relation
appears to be effective in reducing both consumption and
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alcohol-related problems, the mechanisms through which
these pricing structures operate are not clear. Specifically,
although there do appear to be overall effects on outcomes of
interest, we do not know whether these effects are restricted
to specific subpopulations.

Density restrictions. Traditionally, since the repeal of
National Prohibition, alcohol outlet densities have been
regulated by states and local areas based on population
(e.g., in California, one bar for every 1,200 persons). The
inadequacy of this regulatory strategy is obvious when one
looks at the availability literature. Problems with outlets are
related to geographic densities; places where there are many
outlets per square mile, for example, exhibit many problems
and local populations in those areas drink more, use alcohol
in more risky environments (e.g., bars), and are exposed to
greater problems related to this form of urban clutter (e.g.,
motor vehicle traffic) (Cunradi et al., 2012; Freisthler et al.,
2007; Mair et al., 2013; Ponicki et al., 2013). Population-
based regulations, however, allow natural urban economic
processes to operate, leading to extreme overconcentrations
of alcohol outlets in poor neighborhoods and exposing those
segments of urban populations to increased risks. Alcohol
outlets play varied roles in the etiologies of a number of
health problems in U.S. communities and, although these
problems are beginning to be better understood, the full im-
pacts of outlets on problems in communities are not known.
Thus, the greatest challenge confronting availability theorists
is how to establish density restrictions that ameliorate these
problems in communities in the United States.

Policy enforcement, regulatory chains, and local versus
global effects. An understudied area in alcohol policy re-
search involves the consideration of policy implementation
effects. Traditionally, evaluations of program effects have
focused on the establishment of policies. Here, evaluations
of the MLDA are of note (Wagenaar and Toomey, 2002).
Although these evaluations have generally demonstrated
the effectiveness of the MLDA, little is known of how or
why they work, particularly given the relatively low levels
of enforcement and the finding that is consistent through-
out the literature that young people still manage to obtain
alcohol (Grube, 1997, 2007; Johnston et al., 2013; Paschall
et al., 2007a, 2007b; Wagenaar and Wolfson, 1994). Finally,
the consequences of how policies targeting one group (e.g.,
minimum pricing strategies targeted largely at adults) may
affect other groups (e.g., youths) merit consideration.

Drug policy research: Illegal and quasi-legal substances.
Recent studies of policies related to the use of drugs other
than alcohol provide new opportunities for health research-
ers. One such article (Kepple and Freisthler, 2012) examined
the association between medical marijuana dispensaries and
violent and property crime but found no such association
controlling for other ecological covariates. On the other
hand, another article (Freisthler et al., 2012) was able to
demonstrate a clear association between drug sales and

childhood abuse and neglect. Thus, it would appear as if
drug policy studies will continue to be a concern.

Discussion

Perhaps the most obvious changes in alcohol policy
research concerns the increasing empirical and theoretical
sophistication of evaluations of alcohol policy effects. This
history is remarkable not only for its analytic complexity but
also for its conceptual sophistication. Although early stud-
ies could, somewhat atheoretically, consider whether policy
changes could account for overall effects, they could not
control for different shifts in exogenous measures of interest
or the differential distribution of effects. Extrapolating these
trends into the future, one can envision studies that place
human activities responding to alcohol and policy initia-
tives within the context of broader ecological processes. To
illustrate, studies could emerge that examine how various
alcohol policies (e.g., outlet privatization) differentially
affect different kinds of communities (e.g., low- vs. high-
income) or different types of individuals (e.g., low- vs.
high-income) and their relationship to various outcomes of
interest (e.g., assault rates or individual risk of assault). To
accomplish this, three lines of inquiry should be considered.
The first is community systems theory. According to com-
munity systems theory, alcohol and other drug problems are
related to the interaction of social and institutional features
of the communities. Although this school of theory is ex-
plained in detail (Holder, 1998), the basic model posits the
existence of structures operating at the community level
that drive alcohol use and resulting problems. The second is
social ecological theory (Gruenewald, 2007). According to
social ecological theory, such problems are the result of spe-
cific social and person—environment interactions. Thus, the
contribution of ecological theory is that it reincorporates the
concept of individual traits into what is otherwise a model
considered of interacting subsystems. This development ul-
timately leads to a consideration of differential public health
impacts. Finally, we may look forward to the development
of theory that conceptualizes policy studies in terms of the
activity spaces in which individuals live out their lives.
Density could be considered in terms of the peoples’ use of
activity spaces. To illustrate, placements of alcohol outlets
in corridors linking schools to residential areas substantially
increases availability for young people who traverse those
corridors. From this standpoint, allowing the sale of alcohol
on Sunday does not simply add an additional day for the
purchase of alcohol but increases by a substantial amount of
time opportunities for alcohol purchase during leisure hours.

Based on the foregoing discussion, it is clear that research
relative to the development of public policy can play a cru-
cial role in an otherwise political process. For example, it
can provide estimates of the impact of such policy changes
on morbidity and mortality or on total external costs borne
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by society as a whole. Moreover, it can provide these esti-
mates for various subpopulations. It can tell us how these
policy changes can differentially affect them. In sum, alco-
hol and other drug policy research will continue to evolve
as societies/governments (local and global) approach the
topic in radically different ways. Expanding beyond alcohol-
control issues, it can examine the emergence of drug markets
that link sellers to users and examine the impact of various
polices on that relationship. However, strong scientific stan-
dards in the examination of alcohol and other drug policy
will remain with journals such as JSAD, and these publica-
tions will play a vital role in this process. Along with dis-
seminating information, they are critical to the development
of a scientific community focusing on contemporary social
problems. Through the process of linking authors, reviewers,
readers, and ultimately policy makers, they provide a focal
point for the social process that makes science possible.
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