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Background
Impact of Alcohol launched in December 2010 with the aim of ‘reducing the harm to
individuals, families and communities directly affected by alcohol misuse’. At the
time, we saw the potential of building relationships and networks to address alcoholrelated harm in Northern Ireland. We developed a programme which had two strands:
1) Trust portfolios where services were delivered in partnership with the third sector
and 2) Grants directly to third sector organisations to deliver on a more regional basis.
Through portfolio and project evaluations and the reports published by the Centre for
Effective Services (CES),1 there is a wealth of knowledge regarding specific
interventions and the effective implementation of services which address alcoholrelated harm. As a whole, these reports highlight the complexity of the issue of alcohol
misuse in Northern Ireland and demonstrate how everyone in Northern Ireland has a
relationship with alcohol, even if a person does not consume alcohol. In drawing
together our learning, it was often referenced how alcohol is ‘part of the weekly shop’
and has a prominent role in local culture. We learned from these reports that over
142,000 people were involved in the Impact of Alcohol programme in various ways
including one-to-one support, training, mentoring or even accessing online resources.
This document outlines some of the Fund’s key learning from the programme, in
relation to delivery through grants. By focusing on grant making, we considered the
impact our approach had on organisations and how a National Lottery grant supported
them to test out new approaches and iterate processes to change perspectives on the
complexity of alcohol misuse.
With the development of a new Drug and Alcohol Commissioning Framework, there is
a unique opportunity for learning from this report to support the development of
funding mechanisms to reduce the number of alcohol-related deaths and alcoholrelated incidents in Northern Ireland. In doing so, there is also an opportunity to ensure
that the legacy of the Impact of Alcohol programme is embedded into the health
system.

Grant Making
To gather our learning, we started by reflecting on what exactly our approach to grant
making entails and identified four stages in the life of a programme. These stages are
defined as follows:

1

We had a Development and Support contract with the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA)
and the Centre for Effective Services (CES). As part of this contract, CES published three reports which are
available here: https://www.effectiveservices.org/resources/impact-of-alcohol.
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What have we learned?
Our learning shows that there are three key aspects to our grant making approach,
namely: Relationships; Flexibility and Long-term Investment. Within each of these
areas are several specific themes:

 Our model of grant making is about an approach rather than a specific process. By
this we mean that the focus is always on achieving a shared aim or goal rather than
how that aim is reached. The key aspects of our approach are developing strong,
positive relationships, working flexibly and recognising the need for long-term
investment. We, and the organisations that we have supported, have seen the value
of this grant making approach.
 Relationships: We recognise that effective partnerships between organisations are
ultimately about relationships between people. Our approach provided
opportunities for systems change by strengthening relationships between sectors
and practitioners through raising awareness, knowledge sharing and increased
networking. One legacy of the Impact of Alcohol is the establishment of the
Northern Ireland Drug and Alcohol Alliance (NIADA), a partnership of third sector
organisations that provide support to those affected by drug and alcohol misuse and
their families.
 Flexibility: A hallmark of a National Lottery grant is the flexibility that it brings.
We appreciate that contexts will change over time and understand that the services
delivered will need to respond to those changes and unexpected outcomes. This
flexibility means that learning can be applied in real-time to support the delivery
of high-quality, effective work that provides the maximum benefit for people being
supported by the organisation.
 Long-term investment: We recognised that alcohol-related harm was and remains
a complex issue; long-term investment provides time and space for organisations to
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test and learn innovative ways to tackle that complexity. Development and support,
including development funding, provide opportunities for smaller organisations to
be involved in programmes. Investment extends beyond the amount of money
initially awarded, and includes the guidance and support we can provide along with
providing organisations with time and space to iterate and problem-solve.
 We also learned that while the two-strand approach did create some opportunities
for collaboration across sectors, it meant that the programme was different across
the two strands and across Trusts.

How have we used this learning?
Since we launched the Impact of Alcohol in 2010, we have implemented our new
strategic framework People in the Lead and improved our grant making approach.
Some of the improvements capture a number of challenges identified by our learning.
These include:
 Adopting more conversational approach to pre-award support and the assessment
process. We received feedback on length of time to apply through the multiple
stages of the programme.
 There was a missed opportunity to support the delivery of the portfolios through
developing stronger relationships with all the programme partners.

Recommendations
We can make the following recommendations based on our learning from this
programme. While much of our learning relates to our position as a grant maker, we
can see how the recommendations that stem from it could also apply to
commissioning:
 Building strong, positive relationships – and maintaining them throughout the
funding relationship – creates successful partnerships. Our experience in Impact
of Alcohol was that they enabled open, honest conversations where different
expertise could come together to think about how to address issues, share learning
and network.
 Everyone involved in a funding programme should have clear guidance about what
the programme is trying to achieve from the outset. Understanding and focusing
on a shared aim and strategic vision enables flexibility to adapt how services are
delivered in real-time to ensure that they meet the needs of the people using
them.
 When working across sectors, consider the wider context and existing relationships
in play. This understanding should inform programme development and also
contribute to post-award support as they will impact on what is achieved by the
programme. Feedback highlighted that we may have not considered how the third
sector and Health and Social Care Trusts already worked together through
contracts and what this meant about working in partnership.
 Alcohol-related harm is a complex issue, as are many of the issues experienced by
individuals, families and communities. We were aware of this complexity, which
was why we ensured we had a long-term investment in the programme which
included development and support for grant holders, flexibility and extensions as
required. Appreciating and recognising complexity will inform the amount of
resources required to address issues and should also be taken into account when
measuring what has been achieved.
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