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For most of its history, substance use prevention has been approached with inter-
ventions targeting individuals, social groups and populations beginning with infor-
mational strategies (from scaring/warning to “informed choices”), later on comple-
mented with more effective developmental (Foxcroft, 2013) interventions that help 
young people to achieve the behavioural goals in each phase of their social and cog-
nitive development. Typical examples of the latter are life-skills trainings, social-
emotional learning and self-control trainings.

What all these traditional approaches to prevention have in common is that they 
address individuals (e.g., adolescents, parents), social groups (e.g., school classes, 
families, peer groups) or entire populations with the aim to induce mostly deliberate, 
intentional and motivated changes in behaviour, based on the assumption that peo-
ple choose their behaviours consciously through rational decision-making. Yet, the 
contexts of behaviour as well as its frequently impulsive, habitual or even automatic 
aspects are less or not considered. People including adolescents (despite evidence 
for the contrary (Burkhart, 2011)) are conceived as being rational, able to reason 
and to self-moderate, even in arousing and exciting contexts that are inducive for 
unhealthy eating, substance use and problematic engagement with social media.

This challenge of considering the interaction of enticing contexts, individuals’ 
intentions and their actual behaviour is rarely accounted for in informational and 
developmental approaches. Some aspects of developmental approaches (e.g. training 
skills) do address this aspect, yet they require individuals to remember the training 
at the crucial moment and to purposefully deviate from what might be the ‘easi-
est’ (e.g., expected by their peers) path of action: assuming again a fully conscious 
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decision-maker. Hence occurs the well-known intention-behaviour gap (Faries, 
2016), whereby people do not follow through on health-oriented intentions.

For long, health promotion has been the only model to address health behaviour 
at a higher systems level (i.e. above the level of individuals). It appeals to practi-
tioners and some professionals because many interventions or policies can easily 
be framed as health promotion, but it also has a lack of practical clarity (what con-
cretely shall be done?) and a lack of effectiveness, particularly for substance use 
prevention (Stewart-Brown, 2006). Environmental substance use prevention is an 
emerging approach that could overcome the limitations of traditional prevention as 
well as health promotion. Yet, questions of theory, practice and evaluation are to be 
addressed, as outlined below.

Theory

First attempts to define and to promote the concept of environmental prevention 
were made over the past ten years from within the European Society for Prevention 
Research (EUSPR) (e.g. Burkhart, 2011; Foxcroft, 2015), and nowadays the term 
is an established pillar of the EU Strategy and its Action Plans on Drugs (Council 
of the European Union, 2021). Key components of the model are already explicitly 
taken up in at least one member state’s National Strategy on Alcohol and Drugs. 
Yet, despite an introduction in form of a technical paper by the European Moni-
toring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) with EUSPR involvement 
(Oncioiu et al., 2018) and additional work to identify and review relevant theories 
(Brotherhood, 2021) and policy implications (Becoña Iglesias, 2021), we do not yet 
have an overarching well-defined concept, which would integrate the main relevant 
applicable and underlying theories.

An updated definition of the underlying theories, a taxonomy of related behaviour 
change techniques (BCT) and a monitoring of the increasing body of research is 
needed. Building on previous work that describes and classifies BCT for success-
ful behaviour change, including opportunities and relevant contexts (Armitage et al., 
2021; Michie et al., 2011), it is therefore timely that the EUSPR will publish a posi-
tion paper about environmental prevention, its scope and definition.

Already established characteristics of environmental prevention are that it.

• changes the context (physical, economic, social, regulatory etc.) of human 
behaviour instead of primarily targeting behavioural control. Example: changing 
serving size and shape or purchase opportunities instead of making appeals for 
moderate consumption.

• makes healthy behaviours easier or more attractive than harmful behaviour. 
Example: enterprises offer vouchers for purchasing bikes while charging fees for 
enterprise parking spaces.

• often induces a change of social norms, values and attitudes as secondary impact. 
Example: smoking bans have profoundly changed the social acceptance of smok-
ing in general, also among those opposing them initially (Thrasher et al., 2009).
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• can be used at different levels of context (micro, meso, macro) or in combination 
(e.g. family, school, neighbourhood, country). Example: curfew hours for minors 
as in Iceland and Croatia appear to make family management easier, reduce inju-
ries and intoxications and reduce substance use among youth (Kristjansson et al., 
2021).

• is particularly relevant in environments that contain many potential triggers for 
harmful behaviour, in the substance use field also known as ‘intoxigenic environ-
ments’. Example: nightlife, social media, or areas with high density of gambling, 
alcohol, fast food or cannabis use opportunities and related cues.

• can be applied across numerous behaviour domains such as obesity, sedentarism, 
crime, violence, alcohol and other substance use, sexual and social media behav-
iour. Example: environmental strategies, such as changing playgrounds, provid-
ing outside gym equipment and facilitating commuting by bike have been applied 
effectively for increasing physical activity(e.g. D’Angelo et al., 2017; Sallis et al., 
2016).

Though environmental prevention incorporates approaches such as ‘nudging’, 
relevant studies (Hummel & Maedche, 2019) often fail to describe and define rel-
evant BCTs and thus mechanisms of (sustainable) change. Therefore, we still need 
a structured overview and explanation of underpinning theories, drawing also on 
recent theoretical developments (e.g. socio-spatial theory (Brotherhood, 2021) 
or Grounded-cognition theory of desire (Papies & Barsalou, 2015; Papies et  al., 
2020)), as well as a refined concept of how the components of the model interact 
and prospectively affect individual and collective behaviours in the short and long 
term. More clarity has to be achieved on potential moderators and mediators: for 
instance on whether social norms can be primary drivers (cues) of behaviour or if 
they are only affected secondarily by physical, economic and regulatory measures, 
or considering a broader range of mental processes beyond the strict ‘automatic/
reflective’ dichotomy occasionally implied in dual-process theories (e.g. Thaler & 
Sunstein, 2008). An updated concept of ‘environment’ is needed that includes not 
only physical aspects (i.e., what can be seen, heard, smelled, touched, or tasted) but 
also how people experience environments (e.g. atmospheres) (Brotherhood, 2021). 
This would also open up a conceptual space in which target population perspectives 
can inform the development of environmental interventions and improve them.

Practice

For practice, we need an empirically grounded typology of environmental kernels 
and of cues, since environmental influences might not affect substance use in pre-
dictable/universal ways across substance use practices, situations or people (Best & 
Papies, 2017; Brotherhood, 2021).

The importance of working on a model that is more sophisticated yet has a clear 
narrative is manifold.
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• From an evidence perspective: interventions have to be identifiable as “envi-
ronmental” in order to be added to the evidence base, e.g. to registries like 
Xchange.1 It is not obvious to everyone that municipal alcohol regulations in 
England (De Vocht et al., 2017a, 2017b) and in the Netherlands (de Goeij et al., 
2017) as well as the STAD programme in nightlife settings (Skardhamar et al., 
2016) or the Icelandic Model (Kristjansson et  al., 2019) are all environmental 
prevention approaches. Simple and easy definitions are needed, particularly to 
distinguish environmental prevention from community-based prevention and 
media campaigns.

• From an advocacy and ethical perspective: a well explained concept helps to fur-
ther the cause. Not only the industries (Burkhart, 2011; Petticrew et  al., 2020; 
Swinburn et al., 2011) attack environmental prevention approaches, but also tra-
ditional prevention professionals are concerned over stigma (Williamson et al., 
2014), manipulation and authoritarism (Proctor, 2008). Such criticism on an 
apparently ethical basis fails to recognise the evidence that environmental inter-
ventions can contribute to a greater equity of health behaviours (Zhao & Stock-
well, 2017), while traditional prevention approaches including health promotion 
require more personal agency and might therefore favour the cognitively well 
equipped. (Pechey et al., 2020). The chances for equity in prevention outcomes 
and an adequate use of the term “stigma (for conditions, but not behaviours) in 
public narratives have to be elaborated with more clarity and reason. In general, 
the evidence about the claimed stigmatizing effect of environmental prevention is 
inclusive and scarce, and more research is necessary to examine the interplay of 
personal and public stigma in preventive efforts, be they informational, develop-
mental or environmental.

From a preparedness perspective: an increasing number of countries is consid-
ering the legalisation of cannabis, but prevention experts are seldom consulted in 
shaping the details of the regulatory frameworks. Consequently, upcoming pro-
posals for cannabis legalisation in some countries seem to rely predominantly on 
outdated ineffective strategies, such as better education and awareness-raising for 
consumers while details on the necessary environmental measures are not even men-
tioned. Such missed opportunities to apply prevention science obviously play into 
the hands of future industry stakeholders whose arguments echo those of the estab-
lished alcohol industry, i.e. that the application of liberal policies generates more 
revenue, that liberties should be prioritised over bureaucracy and control, and that 
education about responsibility is the best solution to alcohol-related problems (Sama 
et al., 2021). Only by more clarity and a better narrative, policy makers will under-
stand that environmental prevention strategies are crucial evidence-based tools to 
address the regulatory challenges of cannabis legalisation while avoiding the failures 
of alcohol policy. COVID also has made it visible how deadly are the public health 
consequences if policy making shies away from effective but unpopular measures. 
People’s acceptance of macro level interventions to change behaviour is greatest for 

1 https:// www. emcdda. europa. eu/ best- pract ice/ xchan ge_ en.

https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/best-practice/xchange_en
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the least intrusive interventions, which are often the least effective, and for inter-
ventions targeting the behaviour of others, rather than the respondents themselves 
(Diepeveen et al., 2013). This raises serious doubt whether the paradigm of co-pro-
duction and participatory development, which indeed can sometimes contribute to 
environmental changes (e.g. norms; (Koning et  al., 2020)), is helpful to all forms 
of environmental prevention. We need to understand better how the perception of 
interventions as being fair and reasonable is shaped and the extent of co-production 
herein: they might be shaped by attitude and simply follow a cultural trend (Iceland).

Evaluation

From the perspective of the evidence, macro-level environmental prevention 
approaches (e.g. regulating alcohol and tobacco) appear to be more effective than 
any other approach in the substance use prevention field (UNODC, 2013). But less 
research evidence is available on meso/micro-level (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) environ-
mental interventions, i.e. at municipal or school level.

A possible reason why evaluation of environmental prevention strategies have a 
lack of attention and visibility, also within the prevention sciences, might be that 
classical randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are difficult to carry out for these con-
texts; large-scale evaluations (e.g., involving cluster randomised trials with differ-
ent communities or regions) are often very costly and time-consuming. Thus, the 
traditional gold standard of evidence realistically cannot always be applied to envi-
ronmental prevention. We need to increase awareness that there are other accept-
able and suitable methods of impact evaluation such as Interrupted Time Series, 
Repeated Cross-Sectional Designs, and repeated Quasi-Experimental Designs.

It appears that there is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach to evaluation of environ-
mental prevention, because it includes so many different approaches (e.g. regulatory, 
physical…) at many different levels. We therefore need better insight into how to 
measure environmental change strategies’ impact on multiple levels.

By now, the experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic should have made two 
things very clear: (1) how much environmental public health interventions (e.g. 
mask wearing, physical distancing and vaccine incentives) have been superior to 
individual pharmaceutical solutions in tackling this and other pandemics, yet how 
to get across these strategies remained a challenge; and (2) how small has been the 
contribution of information provision and education to the full uptake of protective 
behaviours such as proper mask-wearing or vaccines. These lessons can very well be 
applied to industrial epidemics (Jahiel & Babor, 2007) such as substance use, obe-
sity, social media related challenges and the likes.

Now it is time to use this momentum and reinforce the message to policy- and 
decision-makers that individuals (particularly young people) are not always rea-
sonable, rational and able to control any possible risk behaviour. Creating safe and 
healthy environments is a necessity to reduce harm and harmful behavioural path-
ways, e.g. into obesity, diabetes, substance use disorders and crime. Effective pre-
vention requires an environmental component—i.e. complementing informational 
and developmental approaches. Otherwise, individual- or group-level interventions 
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struggle to achieve significant change in outcomes. We expect that environmental 
prevention can be improved by inclusion of additional theories and a clearer insight 
into the role of participatory narrative about it. This might also resolve its current 
perception as being predominantly coercive and restrictive if it can be framed not 
only as a means to reducing harmful behaviours but also to improving people’s 
experience of social & cultural spaces. There is no neutral environment: if preven-
tion science does not actively influence policies and the narratives about powerful 
concepts such as “culture”, “health”, “pleasure”, “socialising” and “ethics”, the old 
and emerging industries (cannabis, online gambling, social media and food) will 
continue to shape environments and the public narratives, as before.
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