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Global perspectives on alcohol research: Facilitating

interdisciplinary and international collaborations to

address prevailing challenges

Alcohol is the most commonly used psychoactive
substance in the world, as it causes 1.8 million deaths
(3-2% of all deaths) and accounts for 4% of the dis-
ease burden each year (World Health Organization
[WHO], 2004, 2011). It is well documented that alco-
hol use is associated with a range of adverse out-
comes (Baliunas, Rehm, Irving, & Shuper, 2010;
Fisher, 2010; Lonnroth, Williams, Stadlin, Jaramillo,
& Dye, 2008; Rehm et al., 2009; Swahn, Bossarte, &
Sullivent, 2008; Tumwesigye & Kasirye, 2005, 20006;
WHO, 2010; Zablotska et al., 2006). Moreover, al-
though data remain relatively limited, it is clear that
the disease burden related to alcohol use is especially
high among low-income and middle-income coun-
tries, where alcohol use rates are high due to limited
implementation of public health policies and preven-
tion strategies (WHO, 2007). It is a growing concern
that this important public health problem remains
largely unaddressed, especially in several of the sub-
Saharan countries which have among the highest
alcohol per capita consumption rates worldwide
(WHO, 2004, 2011).

In its 2011 global status report on alcohol,
WHO outlined alcohol monitoring and surveillance
as key strategies for reducing the harmful use of al-
cohol (WHO, 2011). To implement these strategies,
particularly in low- and middle-income countries,
international collaborations can be particularly help-
ful and, indeed, instrumental. Research conferences
are one way in which these collaborations are fos-
tered. A good example is the thematic meeting of the
Kettil Bruun Society for Social and Epidemiological
Research (KBS), which was held in Africa for the first
time in 20710.

The thematic focus of that meeting was spe-
cifically on alcohol epidemiology and policy, and it
presented a groundbreaking opportunity for interna-

tional and interdisciplinary interaction and exchange
on urgent and emerging alcohol-related issues, not
only in Africa but also in other regions. The meeting
enjoyed great international representation with par-
ticipants from 22 countries, which greatly facilitated
the exchange of global perspectives in alcohol re-
search and prevention efforts. The success of the
conference created momentum and focused signifi-
cant attention on interdisciplinary and international
research collaborations among representatives from
academic institutions, community-based organiza-
tions, research-focused institutions and local and
international government representatives, including
WHO. Manuscripts presented at that meeting were
subsequently invited for consideration for publication
in this inaugural issue of the International Journal of
Alcohol and Drug Research (IJADR).

The six articles included in this first issue that
were also presented at the KBS meeting in 2010 out-
line intriguing advances in alcohol research across
disciplinary approaches, populations and countries.
Two of the articles examine issues pertaining to alco-
hol use among Ugandan populations, focusing spe-
cifically on socioeconomic determinants for heavy
episodic drinking among university students (Staf-
strtom & Agardh) and on alcohol intoxication before
last sexual intercourse among adults (Tumwesigye,
Wanyenze, & Greenfield). These studies demon-
strate, respectively, that socioeconomic status is
linked to heavy episodic drinking among university
students in Uganda and that alcohol consumption
prior to sexual intercourse is relatively prevalent
among sexually active men and women. Another
article (Abikoye) presents the psycho-spatial predic-
tors of hazardous drinking among drivers in Nigeria,
and illustrates that there are numerous important
risk factors associated with hazardous drinking in
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this group of drivers. A different scholarly approach
is employed in another article (Schmidt & Room),
which examines the role of alcohol and inequity in
the process of development based on ethnographic
research of alcohol use in low- and middle-income
countries. This study outlines the complexity of alco-
hol use as both a source and symbol of political ten-
sion and social class division. A cross-cultural
examination is presented in an article (Wilsnack,
Kristjanson, Wilsnack, & Benson) that examines
distress and drinking across 22 countries using data
from Gender, Alcohol and Culture: An International
Study (GENACIS). Wilsnack and colleagues found
that psychological and interpersonal distress is linked
to increased drinking, but that these associations
were not driven by societal-level characteristics. An-
other article (Holmila & Warpenius) examines a
community-based approach for the prevention of
alcohol-related injuries used in Finland (the Finnish
Local Alcohol Policy; PAKKA). The intervention was
evaluated using a quasi-experimental design with pre-
test and post-test, and found important impact across
outcome measures, including reductions in alcohol
availability to minors, increase in alcohol abstinence
among minors, and changes in attitudes and knowl-
edge on alcohol control measures. These studies will
serve to inform the alcohol prevention research
community and emphasize the need for cross-cutting
studies that traverse interdisciplinary boundaries and
methodologies to examine alcohol issues.

It is with great anticipation that we look for-
ward to the annual KBS meeting in Kampala in 2013.
The meeting will be an opportunity for further dia-
logue and exchange on global and emerging issues
related to alcohol and other substance use, as well as
a platform to articulate a vision for research in sub-
Saharan Africa and other low-income regions of the
world. Many important and emerging priorities are
outlined in the articles presented in this issue and
elsewhere, including alcohol marketing exposure; the
role of alcohol use in violence, injuries and HIV
transmission; and alcohol use in vulnerable popula-
tions, to list just a few examples (Swahn, Ali, Palmier,
Sikazwe, & Mayeya, 2011; Swahn, Ali, Palmier, Si-
kazwe, Twa-Twa, et al, 2011; Swahn, Palmier,
Kasirye, & Yao, 2012; Tumwesigye & Kasirye, 2005;
WHO, 2011). These and other topics can be discussed
at international meetings to illuminate important
issues that require cross-cutting and multisectoral
interventions and action.

It is of grave concern that alcohol and its ad-
verse consequences remain understudied, given that
alcohol use is one of the most significant risk factors

for death and disability in sub-Saharan Africa. This
problem is exacerbated by the fact that several of the
countries in this region have some of the highest per
capita consumption levels of alcohol in the world
(Endal, 2009; WHO, 2004, 2011). Even more trou-
bling is the research indicating that Uganda has the
highest prevalence of alcohol-related negative conse-
quences in cross-national comparative studies (Gra-
ham, Bernards, Knibbem, et al., 2011; Graham,
Bernards, Wilsnack, & Gmel, 2011). The prevalence
and urgency of these problems underscore the need
for a more targeted vision for alcohol research, and
also for the need for evidence-based policies and pre-
vention efforts across sub-Saharan Africa.

This new journal can serve as an important
platform for the dissemination of new findings in re-
search, practice and policies that seek to address these
issues. The journal, which is supported by KBS, as well
as the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health
(CAMH) in Ontario, Canada, and the National Insti-
tute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) in the United States, pre-
sents an exciting new option for authors to publish
their scholarship on alcohol and other drug use.
Moreover, the journal upholds a vision of promoting
social and epidemiological research on alcohol and
fostering a comparative understanding of alcohol use
and alcohol problems in a spirit of international co-
operation. The journal operates using an open access
platform that is free of charge to authors as well as to
their intended audience.

In conclusion, while we have successes to cele-
brate, such as this inaugural issue of IJADR and past
and future KBS meetings, there are also many more
discoveries to make and partnerships to foster in order
to strengthen the impact of alcohol prevention efforts.
The dissemination of our work needs to be more de-
liberate and we need to increase the reach of our find-
ings to make them more accessible to policymakers.
This new journal can address several of these critical
gaps, but we should all contribute to making the priori-
ties more visible in the regions of the world where the
needs are most urgent.
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