
PEER REVIEW HISTORY 

BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) Consequences of removing cheap, super-strength beer and cider: a 
qualitative study of a UK local alcohol availability intervention 

AUTHORS McGill, Elizabeth; Marks, Dalya; Sumpter, Colin; Egan, Matthew 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Niamh Fitzgerald 
University of Stirling, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 06-Jan-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The paper reads in places as if it is a methodological paper with RtS 
as a case study, but in others as a qualitative exploration of RtS 
using a systems approach – it needs to be clear on the differences 
between the two – I think it is the latter, and if so would advise a 
change in the aim, as well as moving or de-emphasising the 
reference to the methodology in the conclusions.  
 
The paper could be more reflective about limitations – it is in places 
speculative – there is an important distinction to be drawn between 
drinkers reporting what they do, and between drinkers reporting 
what they think ‘drinkers’ i.e. other drinkers, do. The former evidence 
is more powerful and it is important to be clear about which is being 
reported. There is also a key gap in not including the perspective of 
shopkeepers (even compliant ones)– would they be able to report on 
the conversations and interactions with drinkers that may determine 
whether the drinker consumes an alternative product in their shop or 
goes elsewhere to get a Super strength? Consider whether 
Jonathan Chick/Jan Gill have published relevant material from their 
study of dependent drinkers potential responses to minimum unit 
pricing.  
 
Understanding the substitution process is key to understanding 
whether the RtS is actually harming individual consumers – a key 
question – which cannot of course be answered definitively here but 
more qualitative work, as well as the quantitative data 
recommended, may be needed to understand what happens on the 
ground. This could be better reflected in the limitations section.  
 
It would be valuable to include the duration of each of the interviews 
(or median and range) or total volume of audio which was analysed.  

 

REVIEWER Dr William Haydock 
Bournemouth University, UK 
 
I work for Public Health Dorset, which has a role in implementing 
local alcohol policy as discussed in this article. 
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REVIEW RETURNED 01-Feb-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS *Overall comments*  
This is an interesting paper that investigates an important 
development in local alcohol policy. The research methods have 
produced useful data that, as suggested, could help inform future 
policy.  
 
However, I feel the paper could be strengthened prior to publication 
by being clearer on several aspects of the approach, analysis and 
conclusions. I hope these suggestions can help maximise impact in 
relation to what I consider to be a crucial area of alcohol policy. They 
are largely not about the substantive methods or conclusions of the 
research, so much as how these are explained and presented.  
 
Although they often relate to specific line references, the authors are 
encouraged to consider whether these suggestions have 
implications for how they present their discussion and conclusion 
sections.  
 
*The aims of the study*  
The abstract states that the objective of the research is ‘to identify 
pathways by which the intervention may lead to intended and 
unintended consequences’ (p.2 line 7). This is later stated in the 
introduction more fully (p.3 lines 53-55), but I feel the particular 
contribution this approach makes could be outlined more clearly to 
maximise the impact of this paper. Is the paper advocating for a 
particular method/approach to be used more often in local policy 
evaluation? Or is the paper’s key contribution the theories of change 
diagrams themselves, that might influence areas considering 
introducing a RtS scheme? In either case, would local decision-
makers be persuaded by the promise of ‘evidence that takes into 
account multiple pathways to impacts across different levels within a 
system’? The wording could perhaps be clearer and more powerful.  
 
 
*Methodology*  
The authors state that ‘Evaluators have argued that qualitative 
research is particularly well suited to capturing the complexity of 
interventions’ (p.4 line 16), but it would be helpful to outline (briefly) 
how this is the case.  
 
In relation to the specific qualitative methods chosen here, it could 
also be argued (following Silverman and others) that interviews tell 
us more about how people represent themselves than how they 
actually behave. Might this research have equally used ethnography, 
other forms of observation, drink diaries, questionnaires, or sales 
data to consider how drinking behaviour has changed as a result of 
the intervention?  
 
The authors should be very clear about what these interviews can 
tell them and what they can’t. This is particularly true in the sections 
on ‘The retail environment’ and ‘Making alcohol the new tobacco’. 
Are these participants the right people to ask about others’ 
behaviour and motivations? Peter (p.8 line 11) acknowledges that he 
can only ‘imagine’ how RtS might affect a retailer’s profitability. Might 
interviews with retailers and policymakers be the best way to 
consider potential effects within the policy and environmental (retail) 
levels?  
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The authors need to be clear about what particular perspective 
these participants add to this picture (e.g. p.5 line 24). One of the 
strongest quotations from the data – where Chris claims that RtS 
‘hasn’t deterred anyone’ because vodka continues to be available 
(p.8 line 28) – is in the retail section, when it perhaps has greater 
relevance for the ‘individual’ level. The authors seem to make a 
suggestion, in light of reflections by drinkers and service providers 
on the effect of the smoking ban, that a policy intervention such as 
RtS can influence the wider ‘system’ (p.11 line 41). Is this a valid 
conclusion methodologically, and do these participants offer a 
particular perspective on this issue?  
 
 
*Theoretical framework*  
p.2 line 19: although a participant in the research used the word 
‘maladaptive’, this framework for understanding behaviour is not 
introduced or discussed in the main body of the paper  
 
How were the ‘levels’ of analysis chosen (p.5 line 52)? Were these 
chosen by the authors prior to commencing the project, or did they 
emerge as concepts from the data?  
 
p.7: It is not clear why the possible effect of increased offending is 
discussed under the environmental level of analysis, but included in 
the ‘individual level’ model of theories of change.  
 
The policy level model of change is relatively simple when compared 
to others. This may suggest the methodology did not deliver as 
many insights into this element of the study, but equally the authors 
include a section on the ethical implications of targeted policies. It is 
not clear how Kevin’s views on class distinctions in alcohol policy 
have been absorbed into this model (p.9 line 55). Does this in fact 
offer a counterpoint to the outcome proposed in Figure 1 – that 
instead of such interventions resulting in a political or cultural shift, 
they might entrench the ‘unfair’ view that alcoholism is only confined 
to less affluent individuals.  
 
 
*Conclusions*  
p.2 line 35: the first bullet point simply describes the study, rather 
than offering an assessment of its strengths or weaknesses. The 
authors could be clearer about the potential benefits of a qualitative 
study.  
 
p.2 line 41: is the fact that the study was confined to a single local 
authority a strength or weakness, and why?  
 
p.2 lines 42-43: the authors could be clearer in identifying why the 
inclusion of ‘hard-to-reach’ participants is a strength, even if in small 
numbers  
 
All these points, along with the broader issues raised in this review 
(in particular those relating to methodology), should be addressed in 
the section on the study’s limitations.  
 
 
I would also raise the following minor issues regarding wording:  
 
p.2 lines 4-6: if local authorities have implemented an intervention, 
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how is this voluntary? I appreciate that the status of RtS is 
complicated, but perhaps the role of the local authority would be 
clearer if it is described as ‘encouraging’ stores to take this action?  
p.2 line 23: ‘current iteration of the intervention’ – is the intervention 
being developed through an iterative process, or might ‘format’ (or 
similar) be a more appropriate word to describe the current 
arrangement.  
p.3 line 35: RtS is referred to as limiting the ‘economic’ as well as 
physical availability of alcohol. The authors should spell out how it 
does this. Does RtS target the cheapest alcohol? What about the 
substitution participants talk about: can wine, vodka or ordinary beer 
be as cheap? Or through other retailers?  
p.4 line 10: it is not clear here who was included in the focus group 
(although this is spelled out on p.5).  
p.4 line 34: the ‘hot spots’ are identified as having ‘a very high 
alcohol outlet density’ and stores that ‘rely on alcohol’ but it is not 
clear whether this is based on the assertion of the local authority (or 
another stakeholder), or is an accurate reflection of the nature of 
alcohol retail in this area.  
p.4 line 57: ‘identification of contrasting perspectives’ – contrasting 
with what? Each other, or the ‘homeless people’?  
p.5 line 12: ‘homeless peoples’’ should be ‘homeless people’s’  
p.5 lines 23 & 52: the authors refer to using ‘participant narratives’. 
This suggests the use of narrative interviewing. If this was not the 
method used, the authors may wish to rephrase. If it is a standard 
element of qualitative research using a systems perspective, this 
should be made clear.  
p.7 line 50: change ‘the retail sector are’ to either ‘retailers are’ or 
‘the retail sector is’.  
p.8 line 57: ‘a missed opportunity to align with the business sector’ – 
for who or what to align? For service providers?  
p.11 lines 36-37: ‘The intervention is believed by some front line staff 
to have the potential to facilitate new forms of cross-sectorial 
stakeholder activity’ – could this phrasing be simplified and 
clarified?  

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer #1:  

Reviewer comment: The paper reads in places as if it is a methodological paper with RtS as a case 

study, but in others as a qualitative exploration of RtS using a systems approach – it needs to be clear 

on the differences between the two – I think it is the latter, and if so would advise a change in the aim, 

as well as moving or de-emphasising the reference to the methodology in the conclusions.  

Authors’ response: We agree with this comment and have made amendments to make clear that this 

paper utilises a systems approach in order to qualitatively explore RtS as implemented in the local 

authority. Specifically, we have reworded the aim (p.3-4) and removed the conclusions about the 

methodological approach from our conclusion section (p.13).  

 

Reviewer comment: The paper could be more reflective about limitations – it is in places speculative – 

there is an important distinction to be drawn between drinkers reporting what they do, and between 

drinkers reporting what they think ‘drinkers’ i.e. other drinkers, do. The former evidence is more 

powerful and it is important to be clear about which is being reported.  

Authors’ response: We have now clarified some of the language to make it clear when drinkers are 

reporting what they have done in response to RtS and what they think they would do in response to 

further reductions in alcohol availability. We have also made it clear when drinkers are speaking about 

others, although we also recognise that in settings such as these, participants may use the language 
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of ‘other people’ to distance themselves from behaviours that might be seen as socially undesirable. 

We have broadened our limitations section to address this comment (and other comments from both 

peer reviews). The aims now also refer to participants’ perceptions regarding both themselves and 

their peers.  

 

Reviewer comment: There is also a key gap in not including the perspective of shopkeepers (even 

compliant ones) – would they be able to report on the conversations and interactions with drinkers 

that may determine whether the drinker consumes an alternative product in their shop or goes 

elsewhere to get a Super strength? Consider whether Jonathan Chick/Jan Gill have published 

relevant material from their study of dependent drinkers potential responses to minimum unit pricing.  

Authors’ response: The shopkeepers’ view is a key perspective that has not been reported in this 

manuscript. We have submitted another paper that elicits shop manager’s views about RtS and it is 

currently at a similar stage in the peer review process as this paper. If that paper is published before 

this one, we will be able to add a reference to it in the discussion. In the other paper, we report on 

how shopkeepers were divided in their opinions on RtS, with some saying they would prefer a 

compulsory form of the intervention, which mirrors some of Forsyth et al’s (2014) findings on 

shopkeepers’ responses to proposed MUP; we have incorporated that paper into the discussion in our 

other manuscript.  

 

We have also incorporated some of Chick/Gill’s work on dependent drinkers into this manuscript; the 

authors studied dependent drinkers’ purchasing behaviours and concluded that “heavy drinkers are 

astute, skilled and flexible shoppers”. [Ref Gill et al. p. 1578]; a finding that mirrors how drinkers in our 

sample engage in substitution behaviours in response to RtS.  

 

Based on this review and the other peer reviewers’ comments we have reconsidered how we 

conceptualised and presented our theories of change. As both reviewers have pointed out, we have 

elicited the views of individual drinkers and service providers and as such, the most powerful 

evidence in this paper relates to the theories of change at the individual and service level. However, 

our participants did also situate RtS within a broader context that included the retail environment 

(which drinkers experience as customers), cultures around drinking and ethics of targeted policies. As 

such, we argue it is legitimate to include these findings in this manuscript. We have therefore re-

structured our findings to present theories of change at the individual and service level. The third 

section of our findings discussed RtS within a broader context, but without making claims to 

measuring impact at the retail and policy level. This emphasis is now also borne out in our discussion 

where we underscore the individual and service level theories of change, and position them within a 

broader socio-cultural context.  

 

Reviewer comment: Understanding the substitution process is key to understanding whether the RtS 

is actually harming individual consumers – a key question – which cannot of course be answered 

definitively here but more qualitative work, as well as the quantitative data recommended, may be 

needed to understand what happens on the ground. This could be better reflected in the limitations 

section.  

Authors’ response: We agree that both qualitative and quantitative work are necessary to further 

answer questions about the processes by which RtS leads to multiple outcomes and impacts. We 

have broadened our limitations section to incorporate this idea.  

 

Reviewer comment: It would be valuable to include the duration of each of the interviews (or median 

and range) or total volume of audio which was analysed.  

Authors’ response: We have now added the total volume of data that we analysed (723 minutes). This 

figure refers solely to the audio tapes, and does not include the time spent touring five of the 

homeless hostels with participants, nor preliminary discussions, consent procedures and closing 

discussions with participants.  
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Reviewer #2:  

*Overall comments*  

This is an interesting paper that investigates an important development in local alcohol policy. The 

research methods have produced useful data that, as suggested, could help inform future policy. 

However, I feel the paper could be strengthened prior to publication by being clearer on several 

aspects of the approach, analysis and conclusions. I hope these suggestions can help maximise 

impact in relation to what I consider to be a crucial area of alcohol policy. They are largely not about 

the substantive methods or conclusions of the research, so much as how these are explained and 

presented. Although they often relate to specific line references, the authors are encouraged to 

consider whether these suggestions have implications for how they present their discussion and 

conclusion sections.  

 

*The aims of the study*  

Reviewer comment: The abstract states that the objective of the research is ‘to identify pathways by 

which the intervention may lead to intended and unintended consequences’ (p.2 line 7). This is later 

stated in the introduction more fully (p.3 lines 53-55), but I feel the particular contribution this 

approach makes could be outlined more clearly to maximise the impact of this paper. Is the paper 

advocating for a particular method/approach to be used more often in local policy evaluation? Or is 

the paper’s key contribution the theories of change diagrams themselves, that might influence areas 

considering introducing a RtS scheme? In either case, would local decision-makers be persuaded by 

the promise of ‘evidence that takes into account multiple pathways to impacts across different levels 

within a system’? The wording could perhaps be clearer and more powerful.  

Authors’ response: This comment resonates with the first peer-reviewer’s comment that the original 

manuscript at times appeared to be a methods paper, and at other times was a case study of RtS 

utilising a systems perspective. Our aim is the latter and we have revised our aim and conclusions to 

make this approach and our objectives clearer.  

 

*Methodology*  

Reviewer comment: The authors state that ‘Evaluators have argued that qualitative research is 

particularly well suited to capturing the complexity of interventions’ (p.4 line 16), but it would be helpful 

to outline (briefly) how this is the case.  

Authors’ response: We have briefly expanded this point to illustrate how qualitative research allows 

researchers to unpack complex processes of change within systems and how a qualitative approach 

allows participants to introduce themes not considered at the research design stage. This capacity for 

qualitative research to lead to emergent and surprising findings is particularly valuable with respect to 

identifying unintended consequences.  

 

Reviewer comment: In relation to the specific qualitative methods chosen here, it could also be 

argued (following Silverman and others) that interviews tell us more about how people represent 

themselves than how they actually behave. Might this research have equally used ethnography, other 

forms of observation, drink diaries, questionnaires, or sales data to consider how drinking behaviour 

has changed as a result of the intervention?  

Authors’ response: We agree that there are limitations to the qualitative methods utilised in this study, 

and that particularly in this context that there is a potential for social desirability bias. Our participants 

did speak quite openly about their behaviours, at time portraying themselves in a ‘negative’ light. 

However, some drinkers did also use rhetorical devices to separate themselves from certain 

behaviour (such as begging or stealing) by speaking about what ‘others’ do. Our wider programme of 

work on RtS (beyond this paper) has considered other, and more quantitative, types of data but we 

would also argue that there are limitations to these types of data; for example a response bias and 

social desirability bias for survey questionnaires, and issues around access and completeness of 

sales data. We have expanded our limitations to acknowledge some of the limitations of utilising 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2015-010759 on 29 S

eptem
ber 2016. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


qualitative interviews and a focus group as data collection methods. We allude to your specific points 

and reference Silverman.  

 

Reviewer comment: The authors should be very clear about what these interviews can tell them and 

what they can’t. This is particularly true in the sections on ‘The retail environment’ and ‘Making alcohol 

the new tobacco’. Are these participants the right people to ask about others’ behaviour and 

motivations? Peter (p.8 line 11) acknowledges that he can only ‘imagine’ how RtS might affect a 

retailer’s profitability. Might interviews with retailers and policymakers be the best way to consider 

potential effects within the policy and environmental (retail) levels?  

Authors’ response: We agree with this argument and have made revisions to ensure we have fully 

acknowledged the limitations of our data. The key change is we have reconceptualised our theories of 

change and have placed greater emphasis on the theories at the individual and services level as we 

have interviewed both drinkers and service providers. However, our participants did contextualise the 

intervention within a broader socio-cultural sphere and described the retail environment they 

frequented as customers, drinking cultures and the ethics of targeted interventions. We have revised 

our manuscript to continue to include these components, as our participants do see them as a key 

aspect of any exploration of RtS. However, we have now made the limits of our data clearer by not 

considering these theories of change, but instead a perspective of the wider system within which RtS 

is implemented and experienced.  

 

We have also submitted another paper which includes interviewers with retailers and their 

perspectives on RtS. It is at a similar stage of peer review as this paper, and if published before this 

one, we will be able to add a reference to it in our discussion – although we will keep such references 

to a minimum so as to allow the current paper to be read independently.  

 

Reviewer comment: The authors need to be clear about what particular perspective these participants 

add to this picture (e.g. p.5 line 24). One of the strongest quotations from the data – where Chris 

claims that RtS ‘hasn’t deterred anyone’ because vodka continues to be available (p.8 line 28) – is in 

the retail section, when it perhaps has greater relevance for the ‘individual’ level.  

Authors’ response: We agree that this has more relevance in the individual level section and have 

therefore moved it.  

 

Reviewer comment: The authors seem to make a suggestion, in light of reflections by drinkers and 

service providers on the effect of the smoking ban, that a policy intervention such as RtS can 

influence the wider ‘system’ (p.11 line 41). Is this a valid conclusion methodologically, and do these 

participants offer a particular perspective on this issue?  

Authors’ response: We think this is a methodologically valid conclusion and is an inherent assumption 

in our systems perspective. The systems perspective argues that an intervention creates ripples and 

effects throughout the wider system, which may be small or large. Our participants spoke about a 

range of changes that they thought might plausibly occur as a result of the intervention. We argue 

they are in a position to speculate on these broader changes by virtue of being part of the system and 

being potentially impacted by RtS. Our overall view, which we put forward in the Discussion, is that 

these changes were likely to be limited because service providers appeared to be unaware of the 

intervention (which some described as a missed opportunity), and because drinkers reported to us 

that they could find ways to circumvent the availability restriction. We could also argue that if 

awareness of these limitations were to encourage calls for more comprehensive (perhaps less 

voluntary) availability restrictions with closer links to relevant services then this could lead to future 

interventions that have more impact. We think the example of tobacco is relevant here, and we find it 

interesting that participants with such diverse backgrounds make that link.  

 

*Theoretical framework*  

Reviewer comment: p.2 line 19: although a participant in the research used the word ‘maladaptive’, 
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this framework for understanding behaviour is not introduced or discussed in the main body of the 

paper  

Authors’ response: We agree that we have not introduced this theory of behaviour and have amended 

our language in the abstract. The word ‘maladaptive’ also occurs once in a direct quote from one of 

the participants, which we retain as that is the participants’ phrasing.  

 

Reviewer comment: How were the ‘levels’ of analysis chosen (p.5 line 52)? Were these chosen by the 

authors prior to commencing the project, or did they emerge as concepts from the data?  

Authors’ response: We have clarified the text to make this explicit. We selected the levels of the 

individual and service provision (this was inherent in our sampling strategy) and the broader socio-

cultural level emerged as a concept from our analysis of the data.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.7: It is not clear why the possible effect of increased offending is discussed 

under the environmental level of analysis, but included in the ‘individual level’ model of theories of 

change.  

Authors’ response: We agree that this was not a logical placement and have moved the discussion of 

offending to the individual level discussion.  

 

Reviewer comment: The policy level model of change is relatively simple when compared to others. 

This may suggest the methodology did not deliver as many insights into this element of the study, but 

equally the authors include a section on the ethical implications of targeted policies. It is not clear how 

Kevin’s views on class distinctions in alcohol policy have been absorbed into this model (p.9 line 55). 

Does this in fact offer a counterpoint to the outcome proposed in Figure 1 – that instead of such 

interventions resulting in a political or cultural shift, they might entrench the ‘unfair’ view that 

alcoholism is only confined to less affluent individuals.  

Authors’ response: We agree that our original Figure did not entirely reflect the complexity of our 

findings at the policy level, although our narrative did underscore these complexities. Following our 

revisions to our findings (described above) we have removed the environmental and policy level 

theory of change diagrams from Figure 1. Instead, we have presented the individual and service level 

theories of change, and then described how our participants situated RtS within a broader socio-

cultural environment. We have also sought to better incorporate the argument by some participants 

that RtS is unethical or unfair into our discussion and conclusions. As this review has pointed out, this 

perspective is somewhat at odds with the argument that RtS may be an impetus for cultural changes 

around drinking – a point we had previously touched on briefly in the discussion where we describe 

how targeted interventions may ignore excessive drinking in more affluent parts of society (p.10). We 

have now expanded this point in the discussion and introduced it into our conclusions.  

 

 

*Conclusions*  

Reviewer comment: p.2 line 35: the first bullet point simply describes the study, rather than offering an 

assessment of its strengths or weaknesses. The authors could be clearer about the potential benefits 

of a qualitative study.  

Authors’ response:  

We have revised our strength and limitation bullet points and incorporated this point into another 

bullet point in order to highlight the strengths of a qualitative approach.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.2 line 41: is the fact that the study was confined to a single local authority a 

strength or weakness, and why?  

Authors’ response: Case studies are typically N=1, although there is also a tradition of multiple and 

comparative case studies. The former (N=1) is advocated on the grounds that it allows for greater 

depth of analysis, whereas the latter (N>1) allows for comparison between sites and potentially 

broader generalisability of findings. We have chosen to utilise a single local authority site in order to 
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explore in more detail a greater range of experiences amongst different stakeholders; however we 

also believe that some of our theories of change (particularly about substitution behaviours and 

service integration) may be broadly generalisable and therefore relevant to other local authorities. By 

this, we mean that our qualitative research has generated theories that can plausibly be applied to 

other sites implementing similar interventions – although we assume that further research, including 

quantitative research, is required to test hypotheses based on these theories. We have amended our 

bullet point to capture some of this complexity.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.2 lines 42-43: the authors could be clearer in identifying why the inclusion of 

‘hard-to-reach’ participants is a strength, even if in small numbers  

Authors’ response: We have now clarified why we think this is a strength of our research.  

 

Reviewer comment: All these points, along with the broader issues raised in this review (in particular 

those relating to methodology), should be addressed in the section on the study’s limitations.  

Authors’ response: We have expanded our limitations section to address some of the points raised in 

both peer review reports. We also believe the reconceptualization and restructuring of our findings 

helps address some of the limitations described in this review.  

 

I would also raise the following minor issues regarding wording:  

Reviewer comment: p.2 lines 4-6: if local authorities have implemented an intervention, how is this 

voluntary? I appreciate that the status of RtS is complicated, but perhaps the role of the local authority 

would be clearer if it is described as ‘encouraging’ stores to take this action?  

Authors’ response: We have amended the abstract to make it clear that local authorities encourage 

the intervention.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.2 line 23: ‘current iteration of the intervention’ – is the intervention being 

developed through an iterative process, or might ‘format’ (or similar) be a more appropriate word to 

describe the current arrangement.  

Authors’ response: We have amended the abstract to make it clear that we are referring to the 

intervention as it was implemented in this specific local authority.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.3 line 35: RtS is referred to as limiting the ‘economic’ as well as physical 

availability of alcohol. The authors should spell out how it does this. Does RtS target the cheapest 

alcohol? What about the substitution participants talk about: can wine, vodka or ordinary beer be as 

cheap? Or through other retailers?  

Authors’ response: We have clarified the mechanism by which RtS affects economic availability. In 

the section on the intervention area and setting we have also described how local authority audit data 

showed that in most stores in this area, that super-strength products were the cheapest alcoholic 

products available for sale.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.4 line 10: it is not clear here who was included in the focus group (although this 

is spelled out on p.5).  

Authors’ response: We have now added who was included in the focus group on page 4.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.4 line 34: the ‘hot spots’ are identified as having ‘a very high alcohol outlet 

density’ and stores that ‘rely on alcohol’ but it is not clear whether this is based on the assertion of the 

local authority (or another stakeholder), or is an accurate reflection of the nature of alcohol retail in 

this area.  

Authors’ response: We have clarified that these characterisations come from local authority audit 

data.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.4 line 57: ‘identification of contrasting perspectives’ – contrasting with what? 
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Each other, or the ‘homeless people’?  

Authors’ response: We have clarified that the aim was to identify to extent to which homeless drinkers 

and service providers had different perspectives about responses to RtS.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.5 line 12: ‘homeless peoples’’ should be ‘homeless people’s’  

Authors’ response: We have made this correction.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.5 lines 23 & 52: the authors refer to using ‘participant narratives’. This suggests 

the use of narrative interviewing. If this was not the method used, the authors may wish to rephrase. If 

it is a standard element of qualitative research using a systems perspective, this should be made 

clear.  

Authors’ response: We have changed the language to ensure it is clear that we have not conducted 

narrative interviews.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.7 line 50: change ‘the retail sector are’ to either ‘retailers are’ or ‘the retail 

sector is’.  

Authors’ response: We have changed this to ‘the retail sector is’.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.8 line 57: ‘a missed opportunity to align with the business sector’ – for who or 

what to align? For service providers?  

Authors’ response: We have elaborated this to make it clear that the service providers were referring 

to opportunities for the public sector (including alcohol services, homeless service and the Council) to 

engage with the business sector.  

 

Reviewer comment: p.11 lines 36-37: ‘The intervention is believed by some front line staff to have the 

potential to facilitate new forms of cross-sectorial stakeholder activity’ – could this phrasing be 

simplified and clarified?  

Authors’ response: We have simplified this language so it now reads: ‘Some front line staff believed 

that RtS could facilitate new forms of engagement between public and private sector interests’ 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Niamh Fitzgerald 
ISM, School of Health Sciences & Sport, University of Stirling 

REVIEW RETURNED 03-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The manuscript has been revised carefully and there are only a few 
minor issues to address prior to publication. I have marked up my 
revisions using line numbers from the version with tracked changes.  
 
Please consider 'webciting' internet references.  
 
Page 20 of PDF - abstract - line 28 - should read 'contribute TO' 
(word missing)  
Page 21 - line 23 - make clear that it refers to 'former' daily 
guidelines, and reference those, or remove reference to daily 
guidaelines.  
Page 21 - line 37 - variety MAY be reduced - assuming that super 
strengths are not replaced with a similar variety of non-super 
strength products - can't be sure that variety WILL be reduced as 
currently written.  
Page 23 - please add in a caveat to your use of the term 'homeless' 
- it is used as a proxy for your population who are 'hostel dwelling 
homeless' but homeless often covers a much broader group 
including those living with family/temporary accommodation/sofa-
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surfing etc. many of whom may not be the target of the intervention. 
Perhaps use another term as short-hand for your participants 
throughout e.g. page 24 line 35, Table 2, page 31 line 28 in 
limitations section.  
Page 23 - line 35 - in a private area IN (word missing)  
Table 2 - typo in 'alcohol service mangers'  
Page 30 - quote at top - add in comma after 'community' in third line.  
Page 31 - line 22 - I am cautious about criticisms about 'underlying 
reasons' for excessive consumption - perhaps caveat that the 
concept of underlying reasons applies more to targeted interventions 
like RtS (as discussed here) but less so to population-wide 
interventions where most people will be drinking without underlying 
pathology - so depends on the goal? 

 

REVIEWER William Haydock 
Bournemouth University, UK 
 
I work for Public Health Dorset, which has a role in implementing 
local alcohol policy as discussed in this article. 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Mar-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Although I feel this article has been improved considerably by the 
clarifications introduced by the revision, there are still some areas 
where it could be strengthened prior to publication.  
 
As I understand it, the key contribution of the article is to argue that 
RtS can be understood as an event in a complex system, and this 
event can therefore have multiple possible outcomes, not all of 
which may be intended. The two key findings are the various 
possible substitution effects, and the ‘missed opportunity’ that the 
intervention represented. Although these conclusions could perhaps 
be more clearly flagged, there is no doubt of the relevance of the 
participants’ accounts in this context, and the links are made by the 
authors.  
 
The text is still less clear regarding the contribution of the participant 
accounts to the sections on socio-cultural context. Given the more 
tight definition of the purpose of the article, I therefore have some 
concerns regarding the relevance of these sections to the 
conclusions.  
 
For the issues of ‘social change’ (p.9) and ‘ethical considerations’ 
(p.10), there is a strong rationale that could be more clearly 
highlighted: they both comprise reflections on the possibilities of 
culture change by people within the culture. This is stated by the 
authors in their response to the first review; I would suggest the 
article would benefit from a similar statement for clarification.  
 
Such a statement is all the more important for the section on ‘the 
retail environment’ as the rationale for considering the views of 
service providers and users remains less self-evident. The authors 
are right to state that the data shed light on ‘how they [participants] 
perceive the intervention’ of RtS (p.12), but the implications and 
relevance of this are not explained in the article. In this case the 
statement is not a direct reflection on the possibility of the culture 
changing from those embedded in that culture. Nor can these 
participants be seen as giving information about the actual 
profitability of the stores. If there is a particular reason why this 
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specific element of participants’ accounts has been included, and it 
has implications for the overall argument of the article, I would 
suggest this could be made more clearly here, or the section could 
be cut. Including the statement simply because participants 
mentioned it challenges the principle that any report or account by a 
researcher is inevitably incomplete and partial. I am unsure what the 
relevance is – not only to RtS as an intervention, but to the specific 
aims and arguments of this article – but the point may be something 
more about the idea of profitability and how this is used by 
participants to consider the possibilities of the intervention.  
 
Although the article is no longer presented as having key 
methodological implications, I suggest that the authors could more 
strongly note the relevance of qualitative research in offering an 
insight into both the multiple possible effects of the initial ‘event’ in 
the system, and the mechanism by which these might occur. This 
emphasis on the strength of qualitative research is made in the 
revised bullet point in the abstract, but I would suggest this should 
therefore be flagged in the main text, perhaps in the conclusion.  
 
I have some additional suggestions regarding wording:  
p.2 line 26: Perhaps the phrase ‘contribute cross-sectorial working’, 
used in the abstract here, could be altered to match the new wording 
in the main text (p.12).  
p.6 line 27: Is the phrase ‘Homeless and service providers’ missing a 
word? Perhaps ‘Homeless drinkers’?  

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1 Comments:  

Reviewer comment: The manuscript has been revised carefully and there are only a few minor issues 

to address prior to publication. I have marked up my revisions using line numbers from the version 

with tracked changes.  

Authors’ response: Thank you for your original comments and for the following revisions. We provide 

specific comments to each below.  

 

Reviewer comment: Please consider 'webciting' internet references.  

Authors’ response: We have now ‘webcited’ the internet references.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 20 of PDF - abstract - line 28 - should read 'contribute TO' (word missing)  

Authors’ response: We have included the missing ‘to’.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 21 - line 23 - make clear that it refers to 'former' daily guidelines, and 

reference those, or remove reference to daily guidelines.  

Authors’ response: We have now made it clear that this refers to the previous guidelines and we have 

provided a reference to those.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 21 - line 37 - variety MAY be reduced - assuming that super strengths are 

not replaced with a similar variety of non-super strength products - can't be sure that variety WILL be 

reduced as currently written.  

Authors’ response: We have amended this to use the word ‘may’ instead of ‘will’.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 23 - please add in a caveat to your use of the term 'homeless' - it is used as 

a proxy for your population who are 'hostel dwelling homeless' but homeless often covers a much 

broader group including those living with family/temporary accommodation/sofa-surfing etc. many of 
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whom may not be the target of the intervention. Perhaps use another term as short-hand for your 

participants throughout e.g. page 24 line 35, Table 2, page 31 line 28 in limitations section.  

Authors’ response: This is a fair point, we should be clearer. We have added some text to make clear 

that, in this paper, we use ‘homeless’ to describe hostel dwellers, but there are other types of 

homeless – as the reviewer points out. Our understanding of the literature is that homelessness is 

often a fluid experience, so participants are likely to have previous experience of different forms of 

homelessness (we report that 6 had previously been rough sleepers) – but nonetheless, they were in 

hostels when we saw them. We have revised the third and the final paragraph of the introduction to 

make these points. We also now state in the first paragraph of the methods section that in this paper, 

hostel dwelling participants are described using the term ‘homeless’. We think the term homeless is 

less awkward to read then other terms we can think of (e.g. hostel dweller/resident) – and we think it 

should be acceptable now that we have specified that we mean hostel dweller, and that we are aware 

that there are other forms of homelessness. We have also amended the abstract and the ‘strengths 

and limitations’ bullet points to reflect that our participants are sampled from one type of homeless 

individuals.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 23 - line 35 - in a private area IN (word missing)  

Authors’ response: We have added in the missing ‘in’.  

 

Reviewer comment: Table 2 - typo in 'alcohol service mangers'  

Authors’ response: We have fixed this typo so that the text now reads ‘managers’ instead of 

‘mangers’.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 30 - quote at top - add in comma after 'community' in third line.  

Authors’ response: We have added a comma after ‘community’.  

 

Reviewer comment: Page 31 - line 22 - I am cautious about criticisms about 'underlying reasons' for 

excessive consumption - perhaps caveat that the concept of underlying reasons applies more to 

targeted interventions like RtS (as discussed here) but less so to population-wide interventions where 

most people will be drinking without underlying pathology - so depends on the goal?  

Authors’ response: We think the reviewer is right to be cautious. Now, in the findings section we say 

“Several participants attempted to reframe the problem away from alcohol availability and instead 

emphasised either psychological problems or wider social ‘causes’ of alcohol misuse such as poverty 

and homelessness.” We made a similar change on page 11 of the Discussion section (p.31 in tracked 

changes version).  

 

Reviewer 2 Comments:  

Reviewer comment: Although I feel this article has been improved considerably by the clarifications 

introduced by the revision, there are still some areas where it could be strengthened prior to 

publication.  

Authors’ response: Thank you for your original comments and for the following revisions. We have 

taken them into account and believe the revisions have helped strengthen our manuscript.  

 

Reviewer comment: As I understand it, the key contribution of the article is to argue that RtS can be 

understood as an event in a complex system, and this event can therefore have multiple possible 

outcomes, not all of which may be intended. The two key findings are the various possible substitution 

effects, and the ‘missed opportunity’ that the intervention represented. Although these conclusions 

could perhaps be more clearly flagged, there is no doubt of the relevance of the participants’ accounts 

in this context, and the links are made by the authors.  

Authors’ response: We have now made these two key findings (the substitution behaviours and the 

‘missed opportunity’ more explicit in our conclusion) to ensure that these points are clear to readers. 

(p. 12)  
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Reviewer comment: The text is still less clear regarding the contribution of the participant accounts to 

the sections on socio-cultural context. Given the more tight definition of the purpose of the article, I 

therefore have some concerns regarding the relevance of these sections to the conclusions.  

Authors’ response: Thank you for this comment and the ones below relating to this. Taking on board 

your comments, we have decided to remove ‘the retail environment’ section and we have provided 

further justification for the inclusion of the ‘social change’ and ‘ethical consideration’ sections. We 

believe these two sections do have a strong rationale for inclusion in this manuscript (more below).  

 

Reviewer comment: For the issues of ‘social change’ (p.9) and ‘ethical considerations’ (p.10), there is 

a strong rationale that could be more clearly highlighted: they both comprise reflections on the 

possibilities of culture change by people within the culture. This is stated by the authors in their 

response to the first review; I would suggest the article would benefit from a similar statement for 

clarification.  

Authors’ response: We have made revisions to make this rationale clearer in two parts of the 

manuscript: on page 9 we have included additional introductory text to the sections on the socio-

cultural context; on page 11 in our discussion we have re-iterated this point.  

 

Reviewer comment: Such a statement is all the more important for the section on ‘the retail 

environment’ as the rationale for considering the views of service providers and users remains less 

self-evident. The authors are right to state that the data shed light on ‘how they [participants] perceive 

the intervention’ of RtS (p.12), but the implications and relevance of this are not explained in the 

article. In this case the statement is not a direct reflection on the possibility of the culture changing 

from those embedded in that culture. Nor can these participants be seen as giving information about 

the actual profitability of the stores. If there is a particular reason why this specific element of 

participants’ accounts has been included, and it has implications for the overall argument of the 

article, I would suggest this could be made more clearly here, or the section could be cut. Including 

the statement simply because participants mentioned it challenges the principle that any report or 

account by a researcher is inevitably incomplete and partial. I am unsure what the relevance is – not 

only to RtS as an intervention, but to the specific aims and arguments of this article – but the point 

may be something more about the idea of profitability and how this is used by participants to consider 

the possibilities of the intervention.  

Authors’ response: We agree that this section should be removed from the manuscript, and have 

done so. Although participants did indeed allude to potential impacts on the retail sector, as this 

reviewer describes, they are not in a position to make a direct reflection on this group as they 

themselves are not a member of the group. We have therefore removed this section from the 

manuscript.  

 

Reviewer comment: Although the article is no longer presented as having key methodological 

implications, I suggest that the authors could more strongly note the relevance of qualitative research 

in offering an insight into both the multiple possible effects of the initial ‘event’ in the system, and the 

mechanism by which these might occur. This emphasis on the strength of qualitative research is 

made in the revised bullet point in the abstract, but I would suggest this should therefore be flagged in 

the main text, perhaps in the conclusion.  

Authors’ response: We agree that the strength of our research method is that we have been able to 

demonstrate both the range of impacts that RtS may plausibly have on the system into which it is 

implemented, as well as elucidate how these changes may occur. We have added a sentence to our 

conclusion to make the strength of our method clearer.  

 

Reviewer comment: I have some additional suggestions regarding wording:  

p.2 line 26: Perhaps the phrase ‘contribute cross-sectorial working’, used in the abstract here, could 

be altered to match the new wording in the main text (p.12).  
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p.6 line 27: Is the phrase ‘Homeless and service providers’ missing a word? Perhaps ‘Homeless 

drinkers’?  

Authors’ response: We have revised the text in the abstract so that it now reads: “could facilitate new 

forms of engagement between public and private sector interests” (as opposed to ‘contribute to cross-

sectorial working’). We have also added in the missing word on p.6, line 27 which was ‘drinkers’. 

VERSION 3 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Niamh Fitzgerald 
University of Stirling, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 21-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have done well to incorporate peer review feedback on 
the previous draft. The paper reads well and makes a valuable 
contribution.  
 
Page 2 – results section of abstract – I think you need to clarify the 
difference between reported consequences (“here’s what I do/did”, 
or “X person has done…”), versus potential consequences (“drinkers 
might”/”I think people might”). It currently reads as though 
participants reported switching to other drugs/crime as direct result 
of this intervention. I would suggest caveating it with ‘possible’ or 
‘potential’ substitution behaviours?  
Page 2 – not sure about the term ‘hard to reach’ – this is subjective I 
think, perhaps isolated would be a better term? They are not that 
‘hard to reach’.  
Page 4 – line 12 – typo should be ‘type OF homelessness’.  
Page 8 – line 50 – seems like there’s a word missing in the sentence 
starting ‘For example’  
Page 11 – line 25 – move ‘for pragmatic reasons’, perhaps to start of 
sentence? Reads as though the individuals live in hostels for 
pragmatic reasons. 

 

REVIEWER William Haydock 
Bournemouth University, UK 
 
I work for Public Health Dorset, which has a role in implementing 
local alcohol policy as discussed in this article. 

REVIEW RETURNED 09-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS I agree that the authors have addressed my previous comments, 
and I believe the article now has a clearer argument and structure. I 
am happy to recommend publication with no further revisions.  
 
This is an interesting and useful piece of qualitative work on local 
alcohol policy at a time when local policy in England is increasing in 
importance, and when this intervention specifically - Reducing the 
Strength - is being considered and implemented by many local 
authorities.  
 
My only two further comments are proof-reading points:  
 
p.4: where the authors have added phrasing explaining that some 
participants are residents in a hostel, the caveat is missing a word: 
'only one type ^of^ homelessness'.  
p.5: in the second paragraph under recruitment and data collection, 
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the phrase 'homeless peoples' drinking behaviours' should read 
'homeless people's drinking behaviours'.  
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