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Introduction 

Substance use and related behaviours, including tobacco, alcohol, gambling, and illicit drugs, remain major 

contributors to disease burden and social harm worldwide (GBD 2019 Risk Factors Collaborators, 2020). 

The Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) emphasises the importance of systematic policy 

evaluation to inform and enhance policy development, implementation, and effectiveness. 

The IMPACT project, coordinated by Sciensano in collaboration with the University of Antwerp, aims to 

establish an integrated and sustainable framework for the routine evaluation of policy measures on 

controlled substances and behaviours in Belgium. It will achieve this through: 

1. Co-creating and implementing a stakeholder-driven indicator framework to monitor and evaluate policy 

measures on tobacco, alcohol, gambling, and illicit drugs; 

2. Developing a framework to predict the potential impact of these policy actions on disease burden and 

population health, and producing recommendations for evidence-based policymaking; and 

3. Ensuring sustainability and institutional integration of the framework, and co-developing long-term policy 

recommendations and an impact plan with the follow-up committee and stakeholders. 

 

State of the art 

1. Key research hypotheses in the field of the research project :  
 
- Which indicators are most suitable for monitoring and assessing the effectiveness of such 

policies across the policy cycle? 

- How can an integrated and flexible framework be co-created to routinely evaluate policies on 

controlled substances and related behaviours in Belgium?  

 

2. Main findings and existing gaps of past research  

Past initiatives in Belgium have provided valuable insights into substance use behaviours and their health 

impacts. National surveys such as the Belgian Health Interview Survey (BHIS) and Drug vibes project have 

generated reliable prevalence data for smoking, alcohol use, gambling and illicit drugs (Sciensano, s. d.-a, 

s. d.-c, s. d.-b), while recent interfederal strategies have addressed tobacco, alcohol, illicit drugs and 

gambling (Cellule Général de Politique de Drogues, s. d.-a, s. d.-b, 2022b, 2022a). Recent initiatives, 

including the SUBOD project, have strengthened national monitoring by producing estimates of deaths 

attributable to alcohol and tobacco use, disaggregated by region, sex and age group (Nayani et al., 

2025)The economic impact of those risk factors was also calculated (Vynckier et al., 2025). These efforts 

build on the Belgian National Burden of Disease Study (BeBOD), launched by Sciensano in 2016 to 

generate transparent, locally rooted estimates of population health. BeBOD currently provides DALY 

estimates for 38 health outcomes and related risk factors such as tobacco and alcohol use. The next step is 



 

 

 

to use these estimates to inform policy modelling and evaluation, with  a sustainable, integrated policy 

evaluation framework (De Pauw et al., 2025). 

In Belgium, existing policy evaluations primarily focus on verifying the implementation status of specific 

action points outlined in policy plans, often in a binary manner. This approach offers limited insight into the 

effectiveness of policies and does not assess their measurable impact on population health or related 

outcomes. As a result, evaluations tend to remain largely descriptive rather than evidence-based. While 

surveillance and epidemiological monitoring systems have improved, comprehensive assessments of policy 

implementation, effectiveness and equity impacts are still limited in Belgium. 

In contrast, several countries have made progress towards continuous monitoring and evaluation of 

substance use policies through tools such as the International Alcohol Control Policy Index (Casswell et al., 

2022), the IARC Handbook on Alcohol Policy (IARC, 2025), and the WHO Alcohol Policy Playbook and Best 

and Quick Buys, which promote standardized, evidence-informed approaches to policy evaluation for 

member states for tobacco and alcohol control (World Health Organization, s. d.-a, 2024). Health Impact 

Assessment (HIA) has also become an established method internationally to anticipate and assess the 

health consequences of policies and to inform decision-making (World Health Organization, s. d.-b). In 

Belgium, however, both structured indicator frameworks and the systematic application of HIA remain 

limited in the field of substance use policy. 

The IMPACT project addresses this need by co-creating and testing an integrated indicator framework to 

regularly evaluate substance use policies in Belgium, thereby bridging existing data systems and supporting 

sustainable, evidence-based policymaking. 

3. New research contributions 

The IMPACT project aims to co-create, implement and evaluate an integrated and sustainable indicator 

framework to support the routine evaluation of policies addressing controlled substances and related 

behaviours in Belgium. Building on existing national and international experiences, the project will combine 

qualitative and quantitative research methods to develop a scientifically robust and policy-relevant 

monitoring system. 

Through a participatory approach involving scientists, policymakers and other stakeholders, IMPACT will 

identify and prioritise indicators for monitoring and evaluating policy implementation, effectiveness and 

equity. A Delphi consensus process will be used to select and validate these indicators and to assess their 

feasibility and cost–benefit. 

In parallel, the project will initiate the use of health impact assessment (HIA) modelling to predict the 

future effects of health and social policies on substance use, facilitating data-driven decision-making and 

prospective policy evaluation. 

To ensure sustainability, the methodological framework developed through IMPACT will be embedded 

within the Belgian National Burden of Disease Study (BeBOD). This integration will establish a lasting 

structure for continuous policy monitoring and modelling across all phases of the policy cycle design, 



 

 

 

implementation and evaluation while promoting reusability and adaptability for future policymaking in 

Belgium. 

4. Discussion on what is expected in terms of policy maker recommendations 
 

The IMPACT project aims to disseminate its results to the scientific community, policymakers, stakeholders 
and the general public. A follow-up committee composed of key stakeholders involved in policy 
development and implementation will be established and regularly consulted to ensure that results are 
relevant, timely and accessible. The committee will include representatives from the Minister of Public 
Health and Social Affairs, the Ministry of Health, the health authorities of Brussels, Flanders and Wallonia, 
as well as partners from civil society and research institutes. 

 
Interaction with stakeholders will be maintained through regular meetings of the follow-up committee, 
supported by issue and policy briefs summarising findings and implications. These materials will also be 
disseminated through the project website and direct communication channels. Each work package will 
contribute to a final report containing policy recommendations, synthesising evidence and practical 
guidance to inform future policy planning and evaluation on controlled substances and related behaviours 
in Belgium. 
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