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Summary 
The International Alcohol Control Policy Index measures the strength of a country’s alcohol
control policies across ten areas, helping to compare national approaches and support more
effective public health strategies. New research has used the Index to assess how well six
countries, including Aotearoa New Zealand, and four Canadian provinces ranked in terms of
the status of alcohol control policies known to be effective in reducing alcohol harm. 

Overall, Aotearoa New Zealand’s score was the lowest of all the eleven jurisdictions
analysed. This reflected our lack of regulation of alcohol marketing and longer than average
hours of alcohol sales per week. Our drink driving legislation scored well, as did that of the
others in the study. Our best score was on affordability, the pricing of cheap alcohol relative
to income and this reflected the regular inflation adjustment to alcohol excise tax. Australia
did somewhat better than us overall and the top scorers were Lithuania, Norway, Finland
and Ireland. 

The findings highlight areas to improve policy to reduce the harm from alcohol in Aotearoa
New Zealand.

This Briefing outlines a new approach for the collection of indicators relevant to effective
alcohol policy and compares scores in Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ) relative to other similar
jurisdictions in 2022/3. Benchmarking policy scores across countries is used in the public
policy space1, for example, in regard to tobacco2, but is less common in relation to alcohol.

The International Alcohol Control study’s Alcohol Policy Index 

The International Alcohol Control (IAC) collaboration developed an online data collection
tool to assess the status of four policy domains with the strongest evidence of
effectiveness: availability; pricing; marketing and drink driving countermeasures.3 Data are
provided by collaborators in each country and checked and validated as far as possible by
the coordinating team at Massey University. Forty countries have now participated in the
collaboration since 2013 and in 2023, with funding from Health New Zealand - Te Whatu
Ora, a comparison was made between Aotearoa and 10 other similar jurisdictions, six
countries and four Canadian provinces 4—now published in the journal Drug and Alcohol
Review

In the calculation of the IAC Policy Index, indicators were chosen to represent interventions
key to the policy domains, covering both stringency of legislation and impact of policy on
the ground; for example, the legal maximum hours of sale and the typical hours of sale at
outlets. These were then weighted according to likely effectiveness in reducing
consumption and harm and summed to produce an overall Index score and separate scores
for each policy domain. 

How Aotearoa scored 

Four countries scored above average and higher than NZ both in the overall score and in
three of the four policy domains. The countries with the highest scores were Lithuania,
Norway, Finland and Ireland. New Zealand scored the lowest on the overall Policy Index,
below the Netherlands, Australia and the four Canadian provinces, Ontario, Quebec, British

https://www.iacstudy.org/?page_id=15
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Colombia and Alberta (Figure 1).  

Our scores were comparable or worse in most domains. Legal trading hours were longer in
NZ than all other countries including Australia, while most countries, including NZ, did not
have any national laws restricting outlet density. NZ scored poorly on restricting alcohol
marketing with only Alberta having a worse score. On drink driving policy NZ was similar to
most jurisdictions, however, four scored higher due to having zero tolerance alcohol policy
for professional drivers or an adult limit below .05%. NZ scored below average in terms of
alcohol tax (measured by the percentage of low-cost alcohol products’ price that comes
from tax). However in 2022, in the context of high inflation and regular adjustment of
excise tax4, our affordability (calculated as the percentage of gross national income needed
to buy 100 low-priced drinks) was the least affordable  and was comparable with Lithuania
and Finland.  

The IAC Policy Index scores in this study reflected what is known from previous research
about alcohol policy internationally. Norway and Finland’s relatively good alcohol policy
status scores are in line with Scandinavian countries that traditionally have strong policies.5

However, Finland’s lower score than Norway is largely a result of liberalisation of alcohol
laws in 2018.6 Both Lithuania and Ireland reformed their legislation in recent years with the
explicit aim of reducing alcohol harm, including a range of evidence-based policy measures
recommended by the WHO7 8; Lithuania’s more comprehensive reforms have improved
health outcomes and reduced inequities.9 

Economic circumstances are known to impact alcohol consumption.3 NZ’s relatively good
score on the important indicator of alcohol affordability10 reflects the circumstance of high
inflation in 2022 coupled with our longstanding legislation that automatically adjusts



alcohol excise tax in line with inflation, a law that has been maintained despite lobbying by
the commercial interests11. Recent polling of the NZ population shows public concern over
the availability of cheap alcohol, supporting a strengthening of tax law and high levels of
support for stronger policy in the other key areas of availability and marketing.12 

Comparison with previous IAC Policy Index scores

Previous research in NZ using the IAC Policy Index allowed a comparison of 2022 data with
our status in 2013 prior to implementation of the reformed Sale and Supply of Alcohol Act
(2012). The analysis showed that restrictions in trading hours due to the 2012 Act led to a
modest improvement in stringency and impact scores, whereas the reduction of legal BAC
level from 0.08 to 0.05 in 2014 was not accompanied by an improvement in impact score
due to a reduction of breath alcohol tests.13

The very limited legal restrictions on alcohol marketing in NZ were  strengthened in the
2012 Act, however, the low level of prosecutions and the increased impact of digital
marketing resulted in a worse score in 2022.13 Digital marketing is an increasingly
problematic issue with even a country like Norway, which has had an effective ban on
alcohol marketing since 197514, reporting widespread alcohol marketing in digital media in
2022.4

More recent policy developments in Local Alcohol Policies and community engagement in
licensing15 have not yet been monitored using the IAC Policy Index.

What this Briefing adds
The IAC Policy Index provides a useful framework to compare and
communicate alcohol status in different jurisdictions and within jurisdictions
over time
The design of the IAC Policy Index incorporates some measures on impact as
well as stringency of the policy and allows for comparison of overall scores and
separate policy domains
The IAC Policy Index highlighted the relative weakness in overall alcohol
control policy status in NZ compared to other comparable jurisdictions and
identified domains of particular concern. 

Implications for policy and practice
Alcohol marketing remains largely unaddressed and its ubiquity and likely
additional impact via digital marketing remains an urgent need for policy
reform in Aotearoa as elsewhere.
Indexing of alcohol excise tax to inflation is a valuable tool but income levels
also play a role. To reduce harm, excise tax rates need to reduce alcohol
product affordability, which should be monitored over time. 

https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-alcohol-harm-will-government-listen


Authors details

Prof Sally Casswell Co-Director of the SHORE and Whariki Research Centre, College of
Health at Massey University |Te Kunenga ki Pūrehuroa

Steve Randerson Research officer  at the SHORE and Whariki Research Centre, College of
Health at Massey University |Te Kunenga ki Pūrehuroa

Karl Parker Statistician at the SHORE and Whariki Research Centre, College of Health at
Massey University |Te Kunenga ki Pūrehuroa

Assoc Prof Taisia Huckle Leader of the quantitative research team at SHORE & Whariki
Research Centre, College of Health at Massey University |Te Kunenga ki Pūrehuroa

Acknowledgements

We wish to acknowledge our collaborators who have made the project possible: Sarah
Callinan, Orfhlaith Campbell, Thomas Karlsson, Ingeborg Rossow, Gillian Shorter, Mindaugas
Štelemėkas, Kate Vallance, Wim van Dalen, Ashley Wettlaufer and Thomas Graydon–Guy
for assistance with data collection.

References

Erkkilä T. Using indexes in comparative policy analysis: global comparisons. In: Peters1.
BG, Fontaine G, eds. Handbook of Research Methods and Applications in Comparative
Policy Analysis. Cheltenam, UK: Edward Elgar 2020:186-202.
World Health Organization. WHO report on the global tobacco epidemic, 2023: Protect2.
people from tobacco smoke.
Geneva. https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?
sequence=1
Babor TF, Casswell S, Graham K, et al. Alcohol: No Ordinary Commodity. 3rd ed.3.
Oxford: Oxford University Press 2023.
Casswell S, Randerson S, Parker K, et al. Comparing alcohol policy environments in4.
high-income jurisdictions with the International Alcohol Control Policy Index. Drug and
Alcohol Review
2025;44(3):881-90. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.14020
Devaux M, Marsaudon A. Exploring the determinants of regional differences in alcohol5.
consumption patterns in European countries: A special focus on the role of policies
and social norms. In Preventing Harmful Alcohol Use. Paris: OECD 2021.
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/05/preventing-h
armful-alcohol-use_0d828f91/6e4b4ffb-en.pdf
Karlsson T, Mäkelä P, Tigerstedt C, et al. The Road to the Alcohol Act 2018 in Finland:6.
A conflict between public health objectives and neoliberal goals. Health Policy
2020;124(1):1-6.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168851019302544
Barry J, Lyne J. The implementation of a public health alcohol policy in Ireland. Irish7.
Journal of Psychological Medicine
2023;40(1):103-06. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/5C65A3D4EED59ED741D
23B5FE69A3EBA
World Health Organization. Lithuania: Implementing "best buy" alcohol control policies8.
in Lithuania leads to decreases in mortality and improved public health 2020.

https://shoreandwhariki.ac.nz/sally-casswell
https://shoreandwhariki.ac.nz/steve-randerson
#https://shoreandwhariki.ac.nz/karl-parker
https://shoreandwhariki.ac.nz/taisia-huckle
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.14020
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/05/preventing-harmful-alcohol-use_0d828f91/6e4b4ffb-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/05/preventing-harmful-alcohol-use_0d828f91/6e4b4ffb-en.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168851019302544
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/5C65A3D4EED59ED741D23B5FE69A3EBA
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/5C65A3D4EED59ED741D23B5FE69A3EBA


https://www.who.int/about/accountability/results/who-results-report-2020-mtr/country-
story/2023/implementing--best-buy--alcohol-control-policies-in-lithuania-leads-to-
decreases-in-mortality-and-improved-public-health
Rehm J, Badaras R, Ferreira-Borges C, et al. Impact of the WHO "best buys" for alcohol9.
policy on consumption and health in the Baltic countries and Poland 2000–2020. The
Lancet Regional Health – Europe
2023;33:100704 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lanepe.2023.100704
Wall M, Casswell S. Affordability of alcohol as a key driver of alcohol demand in New10.
Zealand: a cointegration analysis. Addiction 2013;8(1):72-79.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2012.03992.x
Taunton E. Here's why your beer and wine will soon cost more: Stuff.co.nz; 31 May11.
2023.
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/132192469/heres-why-your-beer-and-wine-will-soon-
cost-more
Shields E, Wright K, Borland A, Connor J, Randerson S, Maynard K. New Zealanders12.
strongly support policies to curb alcohol harm – will government listen? Public Health
Expert Briefing; 12 May
2025. https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-
alcohol-harm-will-government-listen
Casswell S, Randerson S, Parker K, et al. Using the International Alcohol Control (IAC)13.
policy index to assess effects of legislative change in Aotearoa New Zealand. BMC
Public Health 2024;24(1):1563. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-024-18992-y
Rossow I. The alcohol advertising ban in Norway: Effects on recorded alcohol sales.14.
Drug and Alcohol Review
2021;40(7):1392-95. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.13289
New Zealand Parliament. Sale and Supply of Alcohol (Community Participation)15.
Amendment Act 2023: Public Act 2023 No 60; 2023
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2023/0060/latest/whole.html  

 

Public Health Expert Briefing (ISSN 2816-1203)

Source URL:
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/international-index-ranks-aotearoa-new-zealand-last-effect
ive-alcohol-policy

https://www.who.int/about/accountability/results/who-results-report-2020-mtr/country-story/2023/implementing--best-buy--alcohol-control-policies-in-lithuania-leads-to-decreases-in-mortality-and-improved-public-healthMay
https://www.who.int/about/accountability/results/who-results-report-2020-mtr/country-story/2023/implementing--best-buy--alcohol-control-policies-in-lithuania-leads-to-decreases-in-mortality-and-improved-public-healthMay
https://www.who.int/about/accountability/results/who-results-report-2020-mtr/country-story/2023/implementing--best-buy--alcohol-control-policies-in-lithuania-leads-to-decreases-in-mortality-and-improved-public-healthMay
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lanepe.2023.100704
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2012.03992.x
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/132192469/heres-why-your-beer-and-wine-will-soon-cost-moreMay
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/132192469/heres-why-your-beer-and-wine-will-soon-cost-moreMay
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-alcohol-harm-will-government-listen
https://www.phcc.org.nz/briefing/new-zealanders-strongly-support-policies-curb-alcohol-harm-will-government-listen
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-024-18992-y
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dar.13289
https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2023/0060/latest/whole.htmlOctober
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

