
Canadian Alcohol Policy Evaluation (CAPE)

Community of Practice

The basics of alcohol pricing and taxation mechanisms: 
minimum unit pricing, excise tax, sales tax, and markups

Event #10: November 30, 2022



We acknowledge and respect the lək̓ʷəŋən peoples on whose traditional territory the 
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Housekeeping

• Today’s webinar includes three presentations followed by Q&R 
= 90mins

• The presentations will be recorded, Q&R will not be recorded

• Link to the recording and webinar materials will be circulated 
and posted on CAPE CoP website

• The feedback form will be shared at the end and via email.

• Technical difficulties? please message us in the chat

• For persons with lived/living experience stipends: email 
capecopcoord@uvic.ca

The views and opinions expressed as part of this event are those of the presenters alone and 

do not necessarily represent those of our funders or other organizations acknowledged

mailto:capecopcoord@uvic.ca


Zoom tools 

• Simultaneous French 

interpretation is available

except for the Q&R portion / 

interprétation simultanée en 

français est disponible sauf pour 

la section Q&R 

(see Chat box for instructions)



Q&R format

• Use the chat box to submit a 

question at any time and/or the 

‘raise hand’ during Q&R segment   

• When called upon, unmute then 

name the presenter list to whom 

you are asking the question

• The moderator may read aloud 

questions typed in the chat

• Questions can be submitted 

anonymously by direct message to 

Amanda F-L
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• Revenue generation: In HIC alcohol taxes account for 1-2% of state 

revenues

• Help to cover costs of alcohol’s harms

• Highly effective policies (WHO, CAPE, ANOC)

• Policy mechanisms to control consumption and related harms

- Higher prices encourages less drinking by people who drink (similar to 

tobacco)

• Since 2006, eight meta-analysis* consistently report an      in price  a in 

consumption (and vice versa)

- Price/tax increases discourages/delays drinking initiation (long-term 

prevention policy)

- Alcohol prices also impact harms (violence, traffic injuries, suicide, STI, 

robberies/crime, lost productivity, alcohol-related and all-cause mortality, 

life expectancy)

8

Why is pricing and taxation important?

*Fogarty (2006); Gallet (2007), Wagenaar et al., (2009), 

Elder et al., (2010), Fogarty (2010), Collis et al., (2010), 

Sornpaisarn et al., (2013), Nelson (2013a)

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/00070700610657155/full/html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-8489.2007.00365.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2008.02438.x
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749379709007715
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1467-6419.2009.00591.x
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/331614/alcohol-consumption-uk.pdf
https://ijadr.org/index.php/ijadr/article/view/50/170
https://healtheconomicsreview.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/2191-1991-3-17
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• Basic economic theory- as price goes up, demand (consumption) goes down

But what does this look like?

• Price elasticity of demand: how a change in price impacts consumption

1% increase in price X% change in consumption

Price elasticity for alcohol of -0.5: a 1% increase in price  a 0.5% decrease 

in consumption

Price inelastic: 0 to -1.0 (change in price relatively small change in 

consumption)

Price elastic: < -1.0 (change in price proportionally greater change in 

consumption)

Cross price elasticity: 1% increase in price of one product  X% change in 

consumption of another product. E.g. what happens to spirits consumption when 

beer prices increase?

9

Some key terminology
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• With a 1% increase in alcohol price we see that…

- overall the short term price elasticity for total alcohol is ~ -0.5

- Beer -0.4

- Wine and Spirits -0.7

• Price elasticity tends to be lower for the alcoholic beverage used most in a 

country

• Consumers reduce their drinking more in the longer term than in the 

shorter term after a tax increase

• Elasticities vary for particular groups: youth (slightly less elastic), heavy 

drinkers (smaller proportional decrease in consumption but larger absolute 

decrease)

5 drinks  3 drinks (40% dec) vs 2 drinks  1 drink (50% dec)

• Other factors impact the effectiveness of price (e.g. other alcohol control 

measures, affordability of alcohol, income, inflation)

10

Price/taxation and consumption



Copyright © 2022, CAMH

• Alcohol prices impact consumption and harms

• This relationship can be complex

- Impacts consumption levels and initiation

- Impacts different priority groups in different ways

- Other factors influence the effectiveness of alcohol pricing

11

Take away messages
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The anatomy of alcohol pricing

AGLC pricing breakdown in AB SAQ pricing breakdown in QC

Hyperlinked%20source:%20https:/aglc.ca/sites/aglc.ca/files/aglc_files/JourneyOfABottle.pdf
https://www.saq.com/en/saq-prices
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Understanding Alcohol Markups

Markups (i.e. retailer margins, profits):

- Operating expenses and profits

- Wholesale markups

- Retail markups

- Understanding how they are set: 

- % of landed cost

- $/L beverage

- Combination

Are markups a tax?

https://aglc.ca/sites/aglc.ca/files/aglc_files/JourneyOfABottle.pdf


Alcohol Pricing and 

Taxation for Public Health

Pros and cons of different 

approaches

Tim Stockwell
Scientist, CISUR

Emeritus Professor, Psychology



Components of alcohol prices in Canada 

Wholesale price

+

+

+

Excise Tax

Profit/Markup

GST+PST or HST = Final retail price

Production and delivery

costs

Applied per litre of 

beverage OR of ethanol

Private vs government 

owned rates

Vary a lot – up to 25%

PST in PEI



Pros and cons of different taxes

1. Excise taxes are multiplied by mark ups and 

sales taxes BUT need to be indexed to 

inflation and charged per unit of ethanol

2. Sales taxes are usually calculated as a % of 

shelf price in Canada – they keep pace with 

inflation but keep cheap drinks cheap

3. Ideal: high excise taxes charged per unit of 

ethanol and indexed to the cost of living



Excise Taxes

1. Charged per litre of wine or beer with little 

regard to % alcohol content

2. Spirits charged per litre of ethanol (>=7%)

3. Between 1991 and 2017 rates were not 

adjusted to inflation, lost 58% of value

4. Despite intense industry lobbying, 

indexation reintroduced in 2017



The importance of “indexing” alcohol

prices and tax rates to cost of living

Example from the UK, courtesy of Dr Colin 

Angus, University of Sheffield

Beware of industry arguments 

to the contrary!
(low to high):



Hyperlinked%20source:%20https:/ahauk.org/alcohol-duty-explained/


Hyperlinked%20source:%20https:/ahauk.org/alcohol-duty-explained/






https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7923739/pdf/41_2_5.pdf


Misleading Industry Claims
(low to high):

1. 80% of spirit prices due to taxation, actually 

only about 30% (all combined)

2. Almost 50% of beer prices due to taxation, 

actually only about 20% (all combined)

3. Private distributors and retailers typically 

charge larger profits than government 

equivalents – inappropriate to call these 

‘taxes’ and compare to low US alcohol taxes



Why charging excise taxes per litre of beverage is 

a really bad idea: Cooler example

Source: Stockwell et al (2018) CISUR 

submission to federal consultation re 

national drugs and substances strategy
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Common misgivings about pricing 

and taxation policies
(low to high):

1. They punish moderate drinkers and don’t 

effect ‘alcoholics’

2. They lead to people substituting with non-

beverage alcohol and/or illegal drugs

3. They increase cross-border trade

4. They increase profits of alcohol industry (MP)

5. They have adverse effects on poor people



Evidence for unintended consequences

1. Impacts of price and tax policies on alcohol-

related deaths and hospitalizations

2. How these impacts vary for people in 

different income groups

3. Self-reports from heavy drinkers and people 

with alcohol use disorders 



Immediate impacts of tax increases on 

alcohol-related deaths: 1. Alaska

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

D
e
a
th

s

Actual Model Predicted Linear Trend

76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 9089 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04

← 1983 Tax Increase 2002 Tax Increase →

Source: Wagenaar et al, AJPH 2009

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2707462/pdf/1464.pdf


The majority of alcohol-specific deaths involve 

people with severe alcohol use disorders

These deaths would not be reduced after 

price/tax increases if: 

a) there was complete substitution from 

non-beverage alcohol and/or from 

cross-border sources 

b) or if heavy drinkers did not reduce their 

drinking



Unintended consequences of higher prices?

A series of studies was undertaken with >300 people with severe 

alcohol dependence and homelessness to gauge coping 

strategies when alcohol is unaffordable

• Most coping responses involved consuming less alcohol (e.g. 

waiting for welfare cheque, seeking treatment, collecting 

containers for recycling, using more cannabis)

• Few reported increases in stealing or consumption of non-

beverage alcohol

This is consistent with findings from other countries including 

recent Scottish study finding minimal impact of MUP on people 

attending treatment services

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/dar.13548


Minimum pricing most effective in 

low income communities

Zhao et al (2017) analysed how increased minimum 

prices in British Columbia over a period of 12 years 

were associated with changes in rates of alcohol-related 

hospitalisations.

The largest effects by far were observed in regions with 

low average household income.

Source: Zhao, J. & Stockwell (2017) Addiction

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/add.13902


• Enormous untapped potential in Canada for use pricing and 

taxation strategies to improve public health outcomes

• Excise taxes have lost nearly 60% of their value since 1991

• Present excise tax rates encourage the production and sale 

of cheap high strength products

• Pricing strategies have a disproportionately positive effect 

on low-income groups – a powerful tool to reduce health 

inequalities

• Unintended consequences are feared but rarely realised

Some conclusions



Minimum (unit) pricing: Definitions, evidence and impact

Adam Sherk, PhD

Scientist, Canadian Institute for Substance Use Research

Researcher, WHO/PAHO Collaborating Centre on Alcohol and Public Health Policy



 Pure alcohol = ethanol

 Drinker = ethanol/alcohol user

 Standard drink = An ethanol/alcohol unit

Presentation Terminologies



We now discuss prices (final price paid by a buyer), not taxes 
(components of the final price paid)

We mean: the “price paid” for ethanol products (including sales 
tax, but not bottle deposit)

This “price paid” is shared by ethanol retailers (profit margin), 
ethanol producers (supplier cost) and government (tax 
components)

Minimum (unit) prices: Switching gears to prices



For some amount (or either beverage or ethanol), a minimum 
price defines a floor price, below which the product cannot be 
sold

Different minimum prices for:

 on-premise establishments (bars, restaurants), and 

 off-premise establishments (alcohol/liquor stores)

Minimum (unit) prices: What’s does the minimum mean?



Minimum prices are set on either:

1) An amount of beverage (e.g. a bottle of beer or a litre) 

Example throughout: a bottle of beer

Bottle of beer: 341 mL

Minimum (unit) prices: What is a “unit”?



Minimum prices are set on either:

2) An amount of ethanol (aka a “standard drink”)

In Canada, an ethanol unit is defined as:

Minimum (unit) prices: What is a “unit”?

Bottle of beer: 341 mL
Typical strength: 5%

Unit aka SD = 341mL * 0.05
= 17.05 mL ethanol

= 13.45 grams ethanol 



Minimum (unit) pricing: Terminologies

Minimum price:

 A floor price set on an amount of beverage (per litre, or per 
bottle) or an ethanol unit

Minimum unit price:

 A floor price set on an ethanol unit (aka standard drink)

A minimum unit price is a particular type of minimum price



All of Canada's 10 provinces have some type of minimum price

for alcohol in liquor stores and/or bars



Types of minimum prices

1. Minimum prices, per litre of beverage

 Not differentiated by ethanol strength (%ABV)

 EXAMPLE: British Columbia

2. Banded minimum prices, per litre of beverage

 Prices are per litre, but these are organized into strength bands

 EXAMPLE: Saskatchewan

3. Minimum price, per unit of ethanol (standard drink)

 True minimum unit price

 EXAMPLES: Scotland, Wales, Australia Northern Territory

STRENGTH OF 
THE PUBLIC 
HEALTH 
INTERVENTION



Type 1: Minimum prices, per litre of beverage

 If minimum prices are not set per 

ethanol unit, then the price of 

ethanol differs dramatically by 

Alcohol by Volume 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41271-016-0051-y


Type 1: Minimum prices, per litre of beverage

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/employment-business-and-economic-development/business-management/liquor-regulation-licensing/policy-directives/16-04_minimum_price.pdf


Type 1: Minimum prices, per litre of beverage

EXAMPLE: Per bottle of beer

BC minimum price = $3.19 * 0.341L = $1.09 per bottle



Type 1: Potential consequences

Ethanol units in a bottle of beer, by ABV

0.4
0.5

0.6
0.7

0.8
0.9

1.0
1.1

1.2
1.3

1.4
1.5

1.6
1.7

1.8
1.9 2.0

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2.0



Type 2: Minimum prices, per litre beverage in strength bands

https://www.slga.com/-/media/slga/files/liquor/for%20retailers/product%20ordering%20guide%20v121118.pdf?la=en


Type 2: Banded minimum prices, per litre beverage, in strength bands

On page 30:

https://www.slga.com/-/media/slga/files/liquor/for%20retailers/product%20ordering%20guide%20v121118.pdf?la=en


Type 1 vs. Type 2: Minimum prices per bottle of beer
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Type 1 vs. Type 2: Minimum unit price
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Type 3: Minimum price, per unit of ethanol

March 2nd, 2020May 1st, 2018 October 1st, 2018
£0.50 / 8 g ethanol£0.50 / 8 g ethanol A$1.30 / 10 g ethanol

CAD$1.36 / 13.45g ethanol CAD$1.57 / 13.45g eth

January 4th, 2022

€$1.00 / 10 g ethanol

CAD$1.88 / 13.45 g eth



Type 1 vs. Type 2 vs. Type 3: Minimum price per bottle
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Type 1 vs. Type 2 vs. Type 3: Minimum unit price
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RESEARCH: Impact of minimum prices in Canadian context

Two important minimum price implementations in:

 Saskatchewan (April 1st, 2010) 

 British Columbia (time series of changes over time)

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3519328/pdf/AJPH.2012.301094.pdf


RESEARCH: Impact of minimum prices in Canadian context

Findings, impact on alcohol use

A 10% increase in minimum prices significantly reduced the use of: 

 beer by 10.1%

 spirits by 5.9%

 wine by 4.6%

 total ethanol by 8.4%

There was a significant shift from high to low strength beers and 
wines



RESEARCH: Informal reports of benefits

• “Higher prices for cheap booze cuts binge drinking, 
Sask. Finds” - Saskatoon Star Phoenix July 5, 2010 

• "The concept is to discourage excess consumption 
through binge drinking,” - Saskatchewan Liquor and 
Gaming Authority

• Late night violence and vandalism in public places 
dramatically reduced – Saskatoon Police Chief



RESEARCH: Impact of minimum prices in Canadian context

Findings, impact on alcohol-caused harms

A 10% increase in minimum prices was estimated to reduce: 

 Alcohol-specific deaths by 9.3%

 Alcohol-caused chronic deaths by 19.9%

 Acute hospital admissions by 9.0%

 Chronic hospital admissions by 5.3%



RESEARCH: Impact of minimum unit prices in Global context

Minimum unit price implementation was associated with:

Scotland: 

 a 7.6% increase in mean price per unit

 a 7.7% decrease in ethanol use

Wales:

 a 8.2% increase in mean price per unit

 a 8.6% decrease in ethanol use

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468266721000529


Indexing minimum prices to CPI

Real vs nominal values

Nominal values are not adjusted for inflation. They are quantities of 
money.

Real values are adjusted for inflation. They represent relative value 
against other goods and services.



Indexing minimum prices to CPI

Effect of setting a nominal price is the erosion of minimum prices over time 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2011.03763.x


Indexing minimum prices to CPI

Prices (and wages) are always defined in real terms

Otherwise the product will become cheaper in relation to other 
goods/services (i.e. cheaper in real terms) over time

Indexed minimum unit price (iMUP) is the default

Otherwise, a non-indexed (nomimal) minimum unit price will erode 
over time

 Definition: A eroding minimum unit price (eMUP)



Reasons to price ethanol instead of a beverage amount

1.Pricing ethanol removes ultra cheap ethanol 
from the marketplace

2.Ethanol is an addictive psychoactive

3.Ethanol is a Group 1 carcinogen



Question & Response 



Connect with us

Tim Stockwell

timstock@uvic.ca

Ashley Wettlaufer

ashley.wettlaufer@camh.ca

Adam Sherk

asherk@uvic.ca

mailto:timstock@uvic.ca
mailto:Ashley.Wettlaufer@camh.ca
mailto:asherk@uvic.ca
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Thank you for attending this CAPE 

Community of Practice Event! 

Complete our 3min feedback survey! 

English

French

https://www.surveymonkey.ca/r/CV657SK
https://www.surveymonkey.ca/r/CV657SK?lang=fr

