ALCOHOL SCREENING
& BRIEF INTERVENTION IN THE
CUSTODY SUITE SETTING
BACKGROUND
There is evidence of an association between alcohol use and offending behaviour [1]. Alcohol has been found to be a
factor in half of all violent crimes [2]. In England and Wales alcohol-related crime is estimated to cost society £11 billion
(2010-2011 costs) [3]. However the precise relationship is complex [4], with an intricate interplay between drinking
patterns, the amount of alcohol consumed and individual and contextual factors [5]. Alcohol screening and brief
intervention is a secondary preventative approach, which involves the identification via screening of hazardous and
harmful drinking and the delivery of an intervention aimed at reducing consumption and associated problems [6].

PREVALENCE
A systematic review of the literature was conducted that identified studies in the UK that used the AUDIT screening
tool to measure alcohol use disorders (AUDs) with adults in the probation system [7]. A score of 8 or more (out of 40)
is categorised as an AUD whilst a score of 20+ indicates probable dependency. Five studies were found [8-12].
 4%-88% screened positive for an AUD [8-12].
6
This compares to 20-30% observed in the general
population [13]

 1-48% scored positive for probable alcohol
2
dependency [8-12].
This compares to 4% observed in the general
population [14].

INTERVENTIONS:
A rapid review of the worldwide literature of effectiveness studies of brief intervention (< 3 hours) was carried out.
Three publications were found [8, 11, 12]. None of the studies showed effectiveness.
Hopkins and Sparrow, (2006) evaluated the use of alcohol screening and brief interventions in the custody suite setting in
Nottingham [8]. Of the 805 detainees screened, 67% received information/brief intervention. The research team looked
at arrest data for included participants for the time period between April 1995 and April 2002 and identified that 15%
of participants arrested for alcohol-related offences were re-arrested in the three months after intervention. Of the 186
participants who had only been arrested once for an alcohol-related offence in the three months before intervention,
11% were re-arrested within three months after intervention. Four of the 14 participants who had been arrested twice
or more for alcohol-related offences in the three months before intervention were re-arrested in the three months after
intervention [8]. The authors acknowledge that the numbers are low and without a comparison group it is impossible to
show effectiveness [8].
Blakeborough and Richardson’s (2012) study was carried
out across 12 police forces in the UK between 2007 and
2010 [11]. The pilot scheme was able to deliver brief
interventions (less than 30 minutes) in custody suites
after the arrest or in a non-custody venue. The session
could either be voluntary or mandatory. Arrest data
was compared against a matched group from the same
police force in a previous time period to when the study
was conducted. The study did not show any evidence of
reduced reoffending for individuals arrested for alcoholrelated offences [11].

McCracken et al (2012) followed on from the work of
Blakeborough and Richardson (2012) [12]. The study was
carried out across 8 police forces in the UK between 2009
and 2010. Between one and three brief interventions
sessions were offered across the sites in the police custody
setting or a non-custody venue. Like the pilot, the scheme
was made up of voluntary or mandatory sessions. Arrest
data was compared against a matched group from the
same police force in a previous time period to when the
study was conducted. Those under a mandatory route
were more likely to attend the first appointment (65%)
compared to those in the voluntary sessions (28%). Like
the pilot study there was no evidence of reduced offending
for individuals when compared to a matched group [12].
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