
Evidence Briefing – At Risk Groups and Vulnerabilities 
 
Need to Know 
 

• Socioeconomically deprived groups often report lower levels of average alcohol use but 
experience greater or similar levels of alcohol-related harm.  

• Alcohol and drug-related deaths are much higher in the most deprived areas, compared 
to the least.  

• Alcohol and drug use issues are more common amongst homeless people than the 
general population.  

• All LGBT+ populations experience some form of health inequality, including an increased 
risk of alcohol and drug use issues.  

• Alcohol and drug use issues are more common for those with pre-existing mental health 
issues or behavioural disorders, but equally alcohol and drug use can increase the risk of 
developing certain mental health issues.  

• The prevalence of alcohol and drug use issues is much greater in the prison population 
than in the general population.  

• At-risk groups are not mutually exclusive, and often an individual will face multiple risks, 
and thus multiple barriers to services. 

• Women and especially women with complecx needs face multiple barriers to access 
services provison 186 
 

----------------------------- 
Key Findings 
 

• Integrated services and care pathways are important for all at-risk groups to tackle 
multiple and complex needs effectively. This includes multi-agency working, continuity of 
care and considerable wraparound support e.g. housing, finance and employment 
services.  

• At-risk groups face barriers to accessing services. For LGBT+ groups, health staff training 
and awareness can be effective in mitigating this, as well as capturing data on sexual 
orientation and gender identity to inform service design and delivery.  

• Specific services, workers and spaces can be effective for supporting protected 
characteristic groups.  

• Those with coexisting mental health and alcohol or drug use issues (dual diagnosis) can 
benefit from tailored interventions which are non-confrontational, simultaneously address 
mental health and alcohol or drug use, and are delivered by trained staff.  

• For homeless populations, assertive, long-term outreach services and Housing First 
approaches have demonstrated effectiveness in increasing engagement and reducing 
alcohol and drug related harms.  

• Rapid, easy and timely access to services is particularly important for homeless 
populations, and those involved with Criminal Justice services. 

• A genderded approach to service delivery is important to reduce multiple barriers to 
accessing service provision for women with complex needs186 

 
-------------------------------- 
Good Practice 
 

• The Effective Practice Model 

• Pride in Practice 

• Leeds Dual Diagnosis Project 

• Housing First Glasgow 

• The Barka Foundation 



• 218 Centre 

• The High Impact & Complex Drinkers Project 

• Dundee Pause Program 

• One Stop Women’s Learning Service (OWLS) in Perth 
 
 
--------------------------------------- 
Potential Stakeholders 
 

• Homelessness services and housing providers 

• LGBT+ Services 

• All health professionals 

• Scottish Prison Service 

• Third sector 

• Alcohol and drug services 

• Mental health services 

• Police Scotland 

• Service users / peer involvement 

• Social work 

• Women’s Specialist Services 

• Community Safety and Justice Services 
 
------------------------------------------- 
Introduction 
 
This briefing covers populations that are at greater risk of alcohol and drug related harms. It 
provides information on each population, as well as evidence relating to what specific 
interventions are recommended for each. The five main at-risk groups that have been 
identified are:  
 

• People experiencing or at risk of deprivation, poverty and homelessness  

• LGBT+ people 

• People with mental health issues and / or behavioural disorders  

• People involved with Criminal Justice services  

• People with experience of interpersonal violence 
 
This list should not be taken to be exhaustive, and other at-risk groups should be 
considered, such as older adults, and vulnerable young people such as those who are care 
experienced. What works for at-risk populations is likely to overlap considerably with what 
works for the general population in reducing alcohol and drug-related harms and this briefing 
should be read in conjunction with the life-stage briefings where appropriate. Any 
intervention for at-risk groups should also be based on the key themes detailed in separate 
Evidence Briefing, including whole systems; person-centred approaches; gendered 
approaches and trauma informed practice.  
 
While there are a number of good practice examples as to what works for different at-risk 
groups there is still a considerable need and opportunity to further grow the evidence base 
and to add to the case study databank for each at-risk group.  
 
---------------------------------------------- 
Context  
 



It should be noted that these at-risk groups are not mutually exclusive, and often an 
individual will face multiple risks, and thus multiple barriers to accessing services. For 
example, involvement with the criminal justice system and severe mental health issues are 
both more common amongst the homeless population; poverty is a main driver of 
homelessness; mental health issues are more prevalent in the LGBT+ community; and 
LGBT+ young people are at greater risk of becoming homeless than the general population.1 
 
Multiple and complex needs have been recognised in the literature. ‘Dual diagnosis’ refers to 
coexisting alcohol or drug use issues alongside a mental health problem. Dual diagnosis 
requires more intensive, long-term support and can increase barriers in access to services, 
as well as discontinuity of care as a result of service fragmentation. For example, mental 
health services and alcohol and drug services are often placed in "separate budget pools", 
and can have different approaches and ways of working. This can impact on their 
effectiveness for people with dual diagnoses. There can also be other barriers such as 
psychiatric services requiring abstinence as a prerequisite to assessment2. 
 
-------------------------------------------- 
People experiencing or at risk of deprivation, poverty and homelessness 
 
Lower income households and people living in the most deprived neighbourhoods 
experience significant health inequalities. This is most striking in relation to alcohol and drug-
related harm3. Individuals from deprived communities are more likely to have experienced 
psychological trauma and mental health issues. This has been linked to the use of drugs as 
a coping mechanism. Low employment opportunities and few community resources also 
appear to be associated with greater risk of drug use issues. In Scotland, when the most 
deprived decile is compared to the least deprived decile, it has been found that:  
 

• Alcohol related deaths are nearly 7 times higher4  

• Hospital admissions due to alcohol are nearly 9 times higher5  
• Alcohol use issues are more than 8 times higher6  
• Chronic liver disease is 7 times higher7 
• Drug use issues are 17 times higher8 
 
----------------------------------------------- 
 
Alcohol related Deaths and Hospitalisations 
 
Over the period 2016-2019, the most deprived areas of Dundee recorded 105% more alcohol specific 
deaths than the overall Dundee average. If the levels of the least deprived areas of Dundee were 
experienced across the whole population, alcohol-specific deaths would be 80% lower. It is clear from the 
data that the inequalities experienced in Dundee City are larger than national figures for Scotland 
indicate. 

Commented [GC1]: https://scotland.shinyapps.io/ScotPHO_pro
files_tool/ 



 
 
In 2020/21, people living in the most deprived areas of Dundee experienced 90% more hospital 
admissions than the overall Dundee average. Alcohol-related hospital admissions would be 51% lower if 
the levels of the least deprived area were experienced across the whole population. This figure is not 
significantly different if compared to the Scottish average.. 

 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------ 
Chronic Liver Disease 
In general, chronic liver disease death rates decreased from a peak in 2003 (25.4 per 100,000 population) 
until 2012 (15.5 per 100,000 population). Thereafter the rate remained relatively stable until 2015 (15.0 per 
100,000 population) before increasing in 2016 to 16.8 per 100,000 population and has remained stable 
until 2020 (16.7 per 100,000 population). 
In 2020, male death rates for chronic liver disease were over two times higher than those for females (22.5 
compared to 11.0 per 100,000 population).  
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In 2020, chronic liver disease death rates were 3.8 times higher in the most deprived areas (32.5 per 
100,000 population) compared to the least deprived areas (8.6 per 100,000 population). In 2020, chronic 
liver disease death rates were 4.2 times higher in the most deprived areas (34.5 per 100,000 population) 
compared to the least deprived areas (8.2 per 100,000 population).Dundee city has the 4th highest rate of 
Chronic Liver Disease specific deaths in Scotland (15.52 per 100,000) 
 
------------------------------------------------------------- 
More info box 

The alcohol harm paradox: Socioeconomically deprived groups often report lower levels of 
average alcohol use but experience greater or similar levels of alcohol-related harm. This is 
particularly true for mortality from chronic liver disease.9  
------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Alcohol and Homelessness 
Alcohol and drug use issues are more common amongst homeless people10. The 
relationship between alcohol and drug use and homelessness is complex but has been 
linked to several intersecting issues, including living an unhealthy lifestyle, experiencing 
trauma11, offending and coping with severe mental health issues, which are all more 
prevalent amongst this group12. Reduced access to support, including not being registered 
with a GP, compounds health inequalities for homeless people. New Psychoactive 
Substance use also appears to be more common in homeless populations.  
 

• A 2018 Scottish Government study found that, of those that had experienced 
homelessness at some point in their life, 19% had evidence of alcohol and / or drug 
interactions, compared to 5% of the control group13  

• This study also found that 30% had evidence of a mental health problem, compared to 
21% of the control group, and that 6% of those who had experienced homelessness had 
a mental health problem combined with alcohol and drug use issues, compared to 1% of 
the control group14  

• Early evidence from Glasgow Alcohol and Drug Recovery Services suggests that the rise 
in the use of "Street Valium" was partly responsible for a 43% increase in drug related 
deaths in the city between 2017 and 201815. Increased use of this drug has been 
particularly pronounced among homeless populations.   

• Dundee City was one of the only local authorities to record an increase in homelessness 
between 2019 and 2021. Currently ranked 7th among local authorities in Scotland 

 
----------------------------------------- 
Mental health issues and behavioural disorders 
 
Alcohol and drug use issues appear to be more common for those with pre-existing mental 
health issues or behavioural disorders33, but equally to increase the risk of developing 
certain mental health issues34.  
 

• Research shows that mental health issues are experienced by 70% of people with drug 
use issues and 86% of people with alcohol use issues in community alcohol and drug use 
treatment35  

• A review of bipolar disorder and alcohol use disorder showed that that the two conditions 
commonly occur in the same individual36  

• A 2006 NICE review found evidence of associations between certain personality 
characteristics, including attention deficit disorders and impulsiveness, and the increased 
likelihood that experimentation with drugs will lead to harmful use37  

• The prevalence of alcohol use issues among people with psychiatric disorders is almost 
twice as high as in the general population and people with mental health issues such as 
schizophrenia are at least three times as likely to have alcohol use issues than the 
general population38. 
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Alcohol and drug use and mental health issues are both risk factors for suicide attempts and 
ideation39.  

 

• The restriction of alcohol is one of the WHO’s recommendations for preventing suicide40  

• Alcohol and drug use disorders have been found in "25−50% of all suicides", and "suicide 
risk is further increased if alcohol or substance use is comorbid with other psychiatric 
disorders" 41  

• "Of all deaths from suicide, 22% can be attributed to the use of alcohol, which means that 
every fifth suicide would not occur if alcohol were not consumed in the population" 42  

• In the period 2018-2021 The most deprived areas of Dundee contribute 84% more 
patients in Psychiatric hospitals, than the City’s overall average. Psychiatric patient 
hospitalisations would be 66% lower if the levels of the least deprived area were 
experienced across the whole population. 

• People have "approximately seven times increased risk for a suicide attempt soon after 
drinking alcohol, and this risk further increases to 37 times after heavy use of Alcohol."43 

 
Suicide 

Suicide has also been linked to financial problems, demonstrating the need for holistic 

support, and the links between the different vulnerable groups16. In 2022, there were 753 

probable suicides in Scotland in 2021, a decrease of 52 (6%) from 2020, according to new 

figures from the National Records of Scotland. 

Most of the decrease in the past year can be attributed to a fall in female suicides, which 

decreased by 42 (18%). The rate of suicide in males was 3.2 times as high as the rate for 

females. 

Suicide rates are highest between the ages of 25 and 64. 

After adjusting for age, the rate of suicide in the most deprived areas in Scotland was nearly 

three times as high as in the least deprived areas in Scotland. This is a wider gap than 

deaths from all causes. 

At health board level, Highland, Tayside and Ayrshire and Arran had higher suicide rates 

than the Scottish average. At council level, suicide rates were higher in Highland, Dundee 

City, East Ayrshire and Glasgow City. 188 

 

---------------------------------------------- 
LGBT+ populations 
 
LGBT+ is an umbrella term representing many sub-populations, including lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, non-binary, transgender and intersex people. While it should be acknowledged that 
each sub-population has distinct health and wellbeing needs, in general all LGBT+ 
populations experience some form of health inequality, including an increased risk of alcohol 
and drug use issues 17 18.  
 

• In 2018, 14% of LGBT people in Scotland drank alcohol almost every day over the last 
year, compared to 9% of the general population19  

• 1 in 4 LGBTQ+ people report drinking more than twice per week, with many citing 
‘self medication’ as the primary reason 
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• 62% of participants in the Trans Mental Health Study reported drinking outside 
government guidelines, compared to 40% of the general population. This higher 
prevalence has been attributed to coping with gender dysphoria, experiences of 
transphobia and with mental health issues20  

• According to LGBT Youth Scotland, 24% of young homeless people in Scotland are 
LGBT and 77% of those stated that their LGBT+ identity was "a causal factor in them 
becoming homeless"21  

• Around half of LGBT+ people in Britain have experienced depression in the last year. This 
is much higher than in the general population22  

• In Scotland 2022, 54% LGBTQ+ people said they had a mental health problem (e.g. 
depression, anxiety, stress). 
• this ranged from 38% of gay men to 75% of trans masculine. 

• 43%overall said they had PHQ-2 scores indicating depression.  
• ranged from 32% of gay men to 63% of non-binary. 

• 25% of LGBT+ people had experienced discrimination when accessing services, 
including 21% in healthcare services23  

• One in five LGBT people "aren’t out" to any healthcare professional about their sexual 
orientation when seeking general medical care. This number rises to 40% bi men and 
29% of bi women24  

• In Britain, one in seven LGBT+ people have avoided treatment for fear of discrimination25  

• LGBT people who disclosed their sexual orientation to their GP were 21% more likely to 
feel their GP met their health needs as an LGBT person than patients who did not 
disclose26  

• The rise of "chemsex" (engaging in sex while under the influence of drugs such as GHB, 
mephedrone and crystal methamphetamine) amongst men who have sex with men 
(MSM) is increasing the risk of New Psychoactive Substance (NPS) use for gay and 
bisexual men 27 28  

• A Public Health England study found that men who have sex with men (MSM) and who 
are in treatment for use of non-opiate drugs were more likely to inject (16%) compared to 
heterosexual men (3%), which may reflect the practice of slamming (injecting 
mephedrone or crystal methamphetamine)29.  
 

It has been suggested that the increased risk of alcohol use issues in the LGBT+ community 
could be in part due to heavy drinking norms in the commercial gay scene, with "habitual 
promotion of drinks such as alcopops, spirits and shots"30, as well as "strong peer pressure 
to drink across the life course"31. Drinking alcohol has also been found to be an important 
part of "identity construction"32 for this group, particularly in relation to gender. 
 

 
 
People Involved with Criminal Justice Services 
 
The prevalence of alcohol and drug use issues is greater in the prison population, and 
people involved with criminal justice services, than in the general population. Socioeconomic 
deprivation, homelessness, mental health issues and Adverse Childhood Experiences are all 
more common people involved with criminal justice services, which should be considered 
when designing services and delivering interventions for this group.  
 

• One study in Scotland found that nearly three quarters (73%) of people in custody had an 
alcohol use disorder, with a third (36%) likely to be alcohol dependent44  
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• Of the 960 tests carried out 2017/18 in Scotland when entering prison, 78% were positive 
for illegal drugs45. The drugs most commonly detected when entering prison in 2017/18 
were cannabis, cocaine and opiates46. 

• Of the 562 tests carried out in 2017/18 in Scotland when leaving prison, 31% were 
positive for illegal drugs. This percentage has gradually increased since 2009/1047  

• The percentage of prisoners who stated that they were under the influence of drugs at the 
time of their offence was 40% in 201548  

• Two in five (41%) of prisoners, and 60% of young prisoners, reported being drunk at the 
time of their offence in 201549  

• In 2020/21 rates for incidence of attempted murder & serious assault, breach of the 
peace, vandalism and common assault in Dundee City, were higher than the Scottish 
rate. 

• Young adults (18-24) are the most likely age group to come into contact with the police50  

• 70% of women in prison require "clinical detoxification", and "over half have engaged in 
crime to support someone else’s drug use" 51  

• "Black people are more likely to experience stop and search, more likely to be taken to 
court and are more likely to be fined or imprisoned for drug offences".52    

 
 
People with experience of interpersonal violence 
 
 

The Gender Matters reports suggests multiple disadvantage may affect just as many women 

as it does men, albeit emerging from different causes and manifesting in different ways: 

The report shows that those experiencing the most severe and multiple forms of 

disadvantage are mainly women, and are more likely than men to face violence and abuse in 

their adult life and more likely to face violence and abuse in combination with poor mental 

health and/or homelessness 186 

• 80% of Domestic abuse cases presented at the Dundee Multi-Agency Risk 

Assessment Conferences between May to October 2021 had substance use as a risk 

factor  

• Domestic Abuse is the most cited reason for females’ homelessness and repeat 

homelessness on housing applications 190 

• Women’s homelessness often occurs after prolonged experiences of trauma, 

including physical, sexual and emotional abuse, frequently within the home. Women 

who are homeless have a number of severe, interrelated and exceptionally complex 

problems which contribute to their homelessness and make recovery challenging.   
190 

• Police Scotland data recorded 62,907 Domestic Abuse Incidents in 2019/2020 

o 82% of incidents – female victim and male perpetrator 

o Dundee City has a rate of 166 incidents per 10,000 pop which is the highest in 

Scotland 

• In 2021 25% of the female prison population were surveyed and 78% had a history of 

brain injury. Of the 78%, 66% had suffered repeat brain injuries and the most 

common cause (89%) identified was domestic abuse.  
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• There were 13,364 Sexual crimes reported in 2019 which is 5% of all recorded crime 

in Scotland. 
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