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Prevention - A Perspective through the Analogy of Football

It is almost a cliché to state that effective communication is the key to understanding. The dilemma 
is how to provide effective forms of communication that can be readily understood and ensure the 
cliché is addressed in action not just words!

The need to communicate a shared understanding regarding prevention, and more specifically pre-
vention related to substance use among the broad range of stakeholders that are “agents of preven-
tion” is a major challenge. Are there different ways to promote an interest and understanding of the 
issue of prevention? Can we offer other ways of communicating this universal issue to achieve not 
only a shared understanding but also a commitment to action? This article offers a summary of one 
alternative way of communicating that might help some “listeners” have a deeper appreciation and 
understanding of prevention and substance use prevention related issues. 

I have worked in more than 90 countries and always felt concerned about my inability to speak any 
other language fluently amongst the incredible efforts and abilities of those I worked with who were 
so proficient in speaking English. On one occasion I was working in the United Arab Emirates when 
I saw a billboard with an advertisement from an international communication company which stated:

I am 1 billion people and 1 common language. Football.

As an avid football follower, this made a lot of sense to me and made me think about how the lan-
guage of football might be applied to the language of prevention and substance use. Here was a sport 
played and followed by millions internationally and that might help to overcome cultural, gender and 
language barriers. I therefore offer some considerations using the language of football that, however 
imperfect, might help promote an understanding of prevention. 

New ways of communicating prevention are particularly relevant in current times. Over the past forty 
years there have been considerable developments in prevention. We have reached the stage where 
we have identified prevention as a Science. As such we have also reached a stage in our thinking 
where we are now accepting the reality that, for example:

Prevention is a complex issue that requires serious considerations:

 B how it should be undertaken?
 B where it should take place?
 B what do we know doesn’t work?
 B who should be involved?
 B what we are learning from the research?
 B what is “evidence-based prevention”?
 B what is the theoretical underpinning for what we do?
 B how do we transfer the theory into practice?
 B what are the implications for policy? 

This article can only offer some initial examples of how the analogy of football might help address 
a few of the long list of issues confronting prevention and substance use.

A starting point in using the football analogy is how the issue of “drugs” has been traditionally ad-
dressed within the terminology of “drug supply control and demand reduction”. I therefore offer the 
idea of the “Drug Supply Control and Demand Reduction Football Club” and how that team operates. 
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Traditionally the concern has been about “illegal drugs” rather than the broader concept of drugs 
or substances. Increasingly any discussion of “drugs”, particularly with respect to prevention, in-
cludes all psychoactive substances, be they legal or illegal and includes those drugs, such as tobac-
co and alcohol, which can cause more problems to individuals’ health and to society generally than 
illegal substances.

The “forward line” has its focus on trying to control the supply of drugs reaching the country and the 
potential drug user. The effort is concentrated on policing, the role of customs and the application of 
laws to identify and stop drugs reaching their intended destination. This “forward line” or “attack” is 
the one that costs most money to the team as it has been proposed that the “goals scored” by the at-
tack through drug seizures is money well spent. The question however is whether this well-resourced 
part of the team is truly cost effective? It may score several “goals”, but how many does it miss, and 
which result in the pressure and stress on the rest of the team? It has the backing of the police, the law 
and order community and governments, but there are serious questions as to whether it is sufficient 
on its own, and whether it is cost and practically effective.

Generally, the next part of the team which receives attention is the “defence”. In the defence, the focus 
is on reducing the demand for drugs, and how we can help those with substance use disorders. In the 
defence we find the positions taken by treatment, recovery support and self-help. Funding is increas-
ingly being found to form a good defence but does not match the levels of the funding for the strikers 
in the team’s attack of “supply control”. The treatment response has changed over the years. Until rel-
atively recently it meant punishment as the way to address the issue. Even today this is the response 
within many government policies and can often result in significant punitive responses. However, 
over recent years there has been a move away from seeing substance use as a law and order issue 
and more of a public health issue. The individual using substances is acknowledged as suffering from 
an addiction or a “disease” that requires an appropriate, long-term response similar to that provided 
to any other chronic illness. It is no longer the role of the defence to just kick the ball anywhere which 
often results in it being quickly returned. The approach recommended is to treat the ball sensitively 
and effectively, developing a positive, evidence-based move out of defence into “recovery support”. 
This is seen as much more likely to result in retaining control of the game and a goal being scored. 

The “midfield” is the part of the team that has not been given the attention it deserves or requires if 
the “team” is to be effective and achieve its objective: scoring goals, winning matches, to be success-
ful and ultimately top of the “League Table”. From the drug use terminology, this objective is generally 
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acknowledged as aiming to avoid the harm that drug/substance use can cause with a focus on delay-
ing onset of use and avoiding the use of certain substances. It is also increasingly accepted that the 
focus should be on all psychoactive substances including legal and illegal drugs, prescribed and over 
the counter medication, and other synthetic, manufactured substances.

The midfield comprises the contribution of education, prevention and promotion of health and 
well-being. The midfield is usually regarded as the “engine room” of a football team. It links the attack 
and defence. It scores and saves goals. It allows a cohesive, coordinated team effort for addressing 
and achieving the team’s objective. The other reality is that the midfield receives less attention than 
the attack or midfield. It is less glamorous and less likely to provide the photo opportunity of a goal 
being scored or a save on the line. It receives less money and investment. Again, change is in the air 
as the role and contribution of the midfield is increasingly recognised as necessary and effective. The 
evidence for this is growing. In most countries there will be agreement that “prevention is better- and 
cost-effective - than cure”. However, this is still slow in being translated into practice, and to funds 
and action for the team to perform as it could on the pitch. 

We have outlined what constitutes our “drug demand reduction/supply control football team” as it 
plays in countries around the world. New thinking, approaches and tactics are being proposed based 
on evidence and experience, but the old policies and performances remain heavily reliant on the 
traditional modus operandi of the three key sections of our team. It is important to remember that it is 
a team and that it still needs to function that way, whilst considering how that team plays, including 
each role of “attack”, “defence” and “midfield” to achieve maximum impact.

The football analogy can be used for other aspects of addressing prevention and the issue of sub-
stance use. Prevention “tactics” are an essential part of the team’s preparation to become effective, 
such as appropriate methodology, multi-disciplinary engagement, relevant policies, etc. It is also im-
portant to stress those tactics that are not appropriate to an evidence-based approach to “substance 
use prevention football” such as using scare tactics or lecture/information focussed inputs. 

An important element of prevention through the football analogy is to allow consideration of the 
skills, competencies, expertise, and experience required for a professional to be considered a “pre-
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ventionist”. They are the “specialisms” required in prevention with respect to substance use. This 
consideration of the players encourages a formation that comprises competencies required within 
the team. The objective is to address what and who is required in a professional and evidence-based 
approach to prevention if it to have a chance of success in addressing “the cause”.

The potential of using the football analogy to help communicate an understanding of prevention with 
respect to substance use is, of course, imperfect and cannot be applied to all we need to address in 
our work in this area of need. However, it may offer an opening of the door for some – or a goal being 
scored - towards better communication and understanding of what we need to address. Therefore, 
we try to apply the learning required for developing and implementing effective evidence-based pre-
vention. If so, it has proved its worth! 

The knowledge and understanding gap between researchers and practitioners existed and remains, 
and the football link occurs again! I can only hope it allows us to score a few more goals and climb the 
League Table to ensure prevention is not only a matter for words but an issue that requires action!

Jeff Lee | International Society of Substance Use Professionals (ISSUP)
Email | jeff.lee@issup.net
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 B REGISTRATION IS OPEN FOR THE 2023 ISSUP REGIONAL 
CONFERENCE IN BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA

ISSUP is pleased to announce that registration is now open for the next ISSUP Regional Conference 
that will take place from April 19 to 21, 2023 at the Universidad del Museo Social Argentino in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina.

ISSUP Argentina National Chapter is organising this in-person event in conjunction with ISSUP Global 
and the Inter-American Commission for the Control of Drug Abuse of the Organization of American 
States (CICAD/OEA). 

The event is made possible due to the support and contributions of our international partners includ-
ing the International Consortium of Universities in Drug Demand Reduction (ICUDDR), the Colombo 
Plan and the Community Anti-Drug Coalitions of America (CADCA).

The theme of the event is ‘Training and evidence to strengthen programs’ and it will bring delegates 
the latest knowledge in the fields of substance use prevention, treatment, recovery support, and alter-
natives to incarceration, whilst providing a networking space for professionals in the region.

The programme includes a three-day, in-person conference with keynote speakers focusing on is-
sues of interest and relevance to drug demand reduction in the Latin American region. 

Training courses and side-events on prevention, treatment, recovery support and alternatives to 
incarceration, among other topics, can be attended throughout the week of April 17-22, 2023. The 
Global Centre for Credentialing and Certification (GCCC) will offer ICAP exams to all qualified candi-
dates on April 22, 2023.

This will be the first ISSUP regional event to be delivered fully in Spanish and registration is com-
pletely free. 

Click here  for more information about the event.
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 B 2ND ISSUP PHILIPPINES NATIONAL CONFERENCE

The 2nd ISSUP Philippines National Conference took place in Quezon City, Manila, from the 5th to 
9th of December 2022. The event marked the official launch of the Philippine Addiction Specialists 
Society (PASS) as the new representative body of ISSUP Global in the Philippines.

The theme of the event was “Build Better Best: Building unified and synergized communities for the 
management of substance use”, a theme which reflects an ambition to refocus drug demand reduc-
tion efforts and seize a window of opportunity to build, build better, and to be the best that we can be 
in helping persons with substance use disorders in the Philippines.

There was a lot to offer for a five-day event. Alongside gathering professionals and delegates from 
across the Philippines, the Conference provided a venue for several Universal Curricula Trainings 
(UPC/UTC), which are in high demand amongst providers of care nationally.

The event was made possible through the support of the Quezon City government, the Colombo Plan, 
and the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs 
(INL). More than 170 participants benefited from a series of specialised courses conducted by local 
and foreign experts on themes such as counselling and case management, environment-based drug 
prevention intervention, and substance abuse treatment for women.

In addition, more than two hundred Filipino and foreign stakeholders adopted the Manila Declaration 
on Creating Alternatives to Incarceration (ATI) Systems in the Philippines that was announced during 
the Conference. The Declaration calls for expanding access to evidence-based health treatment and 
implementing reforms towards a more efficient criminal justice system.
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 B ABOUT ISSUP MEMBERSHIP

ISSUP provides access to a wide range of benefits to help develop your knowledge and career. 
Membership is free and we have grades that suit everyone from experienced prevention, treatment, 
and recovery support professionals and researchers to students, volunteers, or anyone with an active 
interest in this field.

Becoming a member gives you access to our services and allows you to:
 B Join an international network of substance use prevention, treatment and recovery profession-

als undertaking and promoting high-quality, evidence based, and ethical practice.
 B Participate in online discussion groups, webinars, in-person events, and regional initiatives such 

as our National Chapter Network.
 B Access training, education, and opportunities to gain professional qualifications and credentials.

Member benefits

We are always refining features and adding to the benefits available to our members. Apply today and 
begin to receive the benefits outlined below: 

 B Access our Professional Development Hub, take courses and gain qualifications (face-to-face 
and online).

 B Access a range of online tools for networking and sharing your knowledge. 
 B Receive our twice monthly Newsletter and regular event notifications. 
 B Find national and international networking opportunities. 
 B Attend annual ISSUP workshops with benefits for members. 
 B Access the ISSUP Member Directory and create your own professional profile.
 B Sign up to a code of ethics.
 B Information for students and early career professionals. 

Individual Membership Categories

Drug Demand Reduction Professional Membership
for those who have specific qualifications, expertise and experience directly linked to the drug 
demand reduction field.

Professional Membership
for those that are undertaking a role that contributes to the drug demand reduction field, even if not 
necessarily a specialist.

Regular Membership
for interested, non-professional applicants (can include volunteers, family members or non- 
accredited community members).

Student Membership
for those attending an educational institution or attending training (in any field) containing a drug 
demand reduction component.

How do I join ISSUP? 
Read the membership guide  to learn more about what we offer and apply online here .
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