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[image: ]Public Health Scotland: Children’s rights as part of a national approach to the prevention of substance use harm among children and young people 
Public Health Scotland is Scotland’s lead national body for improving and protecting the health and wellbeing of Scotland’s population and is committed to improving outcomes for all children and young people.
The issue or opportunity 
In 2025 Public Health Scotland published its consensus statement – ‘prevention of substance use harm among children and young people’. The statement describes the process undertaken and findings as part of work to develop an agreed whole-systems approach to substance use harm prevention among children and young people in Scotland. 
Scotland has existing public health commitments to reduce substance use harms from alcohol, drugs, tobacco, nicotine products, e-cigarettes and vapes. However, currently there is no overarching national approach to address the complex area of substance use harm prevention for children and young people. Public Health Scotland were consequently commissioned to deliver this development work on behalf of the Scottish Government.
What was done 
To establish consensus, Public Health Scotland used the Delphi method. This is a multi-stage stakeholder-led process that supports the development of consensus on a particular topic. It does this by bringing together and engaging with a panel of people with relevant experience and expertise. The approach involves multiple rounds of engagement; the first is an open discussion on a range of key questions, from which main themes or statements are extracted. The second, and subsequent rounds, consists of presenting outputs from findings of the previous round to the expert panel and asking them to consider areas of agreement. 
Children and young people’s participation was key in the development of the consensus, and they were included as panel members with equal weight to professional stakeholders. Specialist youth partners including Young Scot, Fast Forward and YouthLink Scotland facilitated work with young people to identify how they would like to be engaged with in the consensus approach. Children and young people’s participation in the development of the consensus allows their voices to shape national policy and direction at the earliest stage in contrast to at a consultation stage. 


[image: ]Through the Delphi process it was unanimously agreed that Scotland should have a national substance use harm prevention strategy for children and young people and that the strategy should align to Getting It Right For Every Child (GIRFEC), UNCRC and the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014. It also recognised the need to involve children and young people in the development and implementation of prevention strategies and approaches from the outset. This ensures that Children’s Rights are at the forefront of a national prevention strategy and provides a foundation for children and young people to be involved in the planning and delivery of national and local prevention strategies. 
Next steps 
Public Health Scotland is continuing to build on work started by development of the consensus statement. Public Health Scotland are linking with colleagues in health and local authorities to include prevention of substance use harm for children and young people within service and commissioning plans. The aim is that the consensus statement can be used by children and young people as a lever for their inclusion in the development of local prevention activity. Furthermore, the consensus statement can also be used to reflect where prevention planning and activity does not use a children’s human rights-based approach to the fullest. 
Children’s human rights approach principles in practice 
Public Health Scotland’s work to develop consensus with children and young people supports accountability by being transparent about decision making and sharing information so children and young people can influence and challenge decisions.
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