
‘Changing Drinking Cultures’ Conference Report: 
 
The weekend of the 3rd- 4th of February 2018 witnessed the second and final event of the 
Drinking Studies Network’s series of Alcohol Research UK funded events on the theme of 
‘Changing Drinking Cultures’. 
 
The call for papers had been informed by the first event in this series back in Exeter in July 
2017, and from the response we were able to put together a programme that involved 
scholars from a wide range of academic disciplines (history, literature, geography, social 
sciences, education, public health) as well as industry representatives and journalists. Over 
40 participants heard 27 papers, and engaged in wide ranging discussions about the 
multitude of factors that can influence the ways in which drinking cultures change over time – 
from the impact of government policy, to changing consumer tastes, shifting boundaries of 
what is considered ‘excessive’ drinking, the role of neo-liberal town planning and the 
influence of alcohol branding. One recurring theme was that the rule of unintended 
consequences often applies – an attempt to change, and especially to eradicate, certain 
drinking behaviours often results in new, adapted drinking patterns emerging. Drinking 
cultures are inherently changeable – but that does not mean reducing the central role 
alcohol plays in so many cultures is any easier. Drinking is a remarkably resilient form of 
cultural practice, precisely because it can and does change. 
 
What this conference revealed is that humanities scholars and social scientists can play a 
key role in helping us to understand this resilience and adaptability across historical 
moments and across societies and cultures. What emerged from these discussions was a 
sense among participants that public health campaigns and policy makers would benefit 
from a closer engagement with humanities scholars and social scientists, and that a 
recognition of the sheer complexity of trying to change drinking cultures is a necessary 
precondition for any effective campaign to reduce alcohol related harm.    
 
The twitter hashtag #DSN2018 provides an open access resource that gives a great insight 
into some of the detail of the papers presented, and the discussions they sparked. 
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