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Cancer Research UK’s response to the Department for Children, Schools and 
Families’ Consultation on Children, Young People and Alcohol  

 
Introduction 
 
Cancer Research UK1 is the world’s largest independent organisation dedicated to cancer 
research.  We funded £333 million of research in 2007/08 and our vision is that together we will 
beat cancer.  We carry out world-class research to improve our understanding of cancer and to find 
out how to prevent, diagnose and treat different types of the disease.  One of our absolute priorities 
is to reduce the number of people affected by cancer. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation. 
 
General comments 
 
After smoking and obesity, alcohol is one of the most important modifiable risk factors for cancer.  
The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) classifies alcoholic beverages in its 
highest risk category – Group I, meaning carcinogenic to humans.  It is estimated that 6% of 
cancer deaths in the UK are caused by alcohol.i   This amounts to at least 9000 deaths each year. 
 
Research consistently shows that the more alcohol an individual consumes, the more they are 
increasing their risk of a range of cancers including oral, pharyngeal, oesophageal, laryngeal, 
breast, liver and bowel.ii

 
Studies show that even light drinking can increase the risk of most associated cancers, and heavy 
drinking even more so.iii  Although more research is needed in order to determine how the pattern 
of drinking affects an individual’s risk, it is clear that the less an individual drinks, the more they 
reduce their risk of cancer.  Stopping drinking has also been shown to reduce the risk of 
oesophageal cancer and head and neck cancers, compared with current drinkers.iv

 
Cancer Research UK is therefore concerned about alcohol misuse and supports efforts to reduce 
alcohol-related harm and population level consumption of alcohol. 
 
Response to consultation questions: 
 
Question 1: Do you understand the five key points from the CMO Guidance? 
 
Yes, we understand the key points from the CMO’s guidance.  However, Cancer Research UK 
believes it is important to stress the long-term health risks associated with alcohol consumption.  
We believe that individuals should be aware of the range of risks associated with alcohol 
consumption, and call for cancer to be consistently identified as a risk in such guidance. 
 
It is important to ensure individuals are aware of the risks associated with different levels of 
drinking, but they should also be aware of what constitutes an appropriate level of consumption to 
minimise risk.  Guidelines to inform consumers can be helpful, however Cancer Research UK is 
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concerned that young people will not be aware of these guidelines and what these mean in terms 
of different drinksv and therefore extra care should be taken to ensure this issue is addressed. 
 
To this effect, our current health message on alcohol is that “the more you cut down on alcohol, the 
more you reduce your cancer risk.  There is limited risk if you only drink a little – such as one small 
drink a day for women or two small drinks a day for men – but the risk increases the more you 
drink”. 
 
Question 2: Do you think the CMO Guidance gives you enough information to enable you to 
make informed decisions? 
 
In order to have confidence in using the Guidance, Cancer Research UK considers there to be a 
need for sustained investment in public information campaigns to accompany this communication.  
Such campaigns should alert individuals to the long-term risks associated with alcohol 
consumption and provide education for young people on unit information.  With the necessary 
changes made to suit a target audience of young people aged 15-17 years old, continuing efforts 
such as the Know Your Limits campaign could support this. 
 
Question 6: Who should be communicating these messages to parents and young people? 
 
It is important that the Government and the NHS lead on communicating these messages to 
parents and young people to ensure consistent message delivery. Other organisations, including 
relevant charities, also have a role to play to deliver such messages. 
 
Question 7: What existing campaigns should this campaign work with? 
 
To strengthen this communication, there could be potential to extend the Know Your Limits 
campaign and further develop it with a target audience of young people aged 15-17 years old.   
 
 

 
For further information on clarification on any point raised in our response, please 

contact Cancer Research UK’s Policy and Public Affairs team on 020 7061 8360 or at 
publicaffairs@cancer.org.uk
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