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Theportrayal of alcohol and alcohol consumption in

television news and drama programmes

Summary

1. Thisis a report on a sysematic analyss of the portrayd of dcohol and acohol-
consumption on British prime-time tdevison over a five-day week in August
2003. All programme content broadcast on the five teredrid teevison
channels during the 5-day sample-week of Monday 11" to Friday 15" August
was monitored, and a sysematic content anayss was caried out on al
programmes in the categories Drama, Sogps and News. ‘Prime-time  weas
interpreted as 5.30pm — 10.30pm, dthough programmes overlgpping with the
10.30pm cut-off point were included in full.

2. Monitoring of dl prime-time programmes broadcast on the five terredtrid
tdevison channds during the five-day sample period showed that no
progranme during this period was specifically about acohol or any aspects

asociated with acohol or acohol consumption.

3. A totd of 89 programmes in the categories Soaps (28), Drama (14) and News
(47) were content analysed. The total duration of programmes was 49.3 hours
13.6 hours of Soaps, 13.4 hours of Drama, and 22.3 hours of News.

4. Ovedl, 85.4% of the programmes anadysed contained some reference to acohol
or acohol-consumption: al of the Drama programmes, 92.9% of Soagps, and
76.6% of News programmes contained visua or verba references to acohal.
References to dcohol and drinking were very predominantly of a background
nature, and only in 7.1% of Drama, 21.4% of Soagps and 21.3% of News
programmes did the portrayad of acohol form an important part of the narrative

or news-story.
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5. Alcohol was the mogt prominent drink depicted: the totd number of visud and
verba references to adcohol (381) was more than double the total number of

references to non-acohoalic drinks (170)

6. The hourly rate of visud references to dcohol was very consderably higher at
10.6 in Sogps than in Drama (4.3) or News (1.9). The hourly rate of (alcohal)
drinking scenes in Sogps was, a 7 drinking scenes per hour, more than twice
that of Drama (3.1 drinking scenes per hour), with News programmes containing

just over one (1.3) drinking scenes per hour of programming.

7. The overdl hourly rate of dcohol drinking scenes was 3.4, compared with only
1.9 scenes per hour showing the consumption of nortacohaolic drinks, but the
consumption of nornralcoholic drinks was relaively more prominent in Soaps
(4.6 nonrdcohoalic drinking scenes per hour) than in either Drama (1.0) or News
(0.9).

8. These reaults show that drinking (dlcohol or non-acoholic drinks) is a centrd
narraive device in Sogps, most of which adso feature fixed drinking and eeting
venues as centra paces for nardive development. Drinking is interestingly
much more prominently used in Sogos than in the comparable fictiond
programme category, Drama

9. In contrast to the frequent and prominent reference to acohol and drinking,
there was little portraya of ether smoking or illegd drugs. The hourly raes of
smoking/tobacco references were 0.9 in Soaps, 1.3 in Drama, and 0.4 in News
progranmes (an overal rate of 0.8 for al programmes). The hourly rates of
references to illega drugs were 0.4 in Soaps, 1.0 in Drama, and 0.4 in News

programmes (an overdl rate of 0.6 for dl programmes).

10. Beer was the type of dcohol most frequently shown/consumed (2.5 references
per hour overdl), followed by spirits (1.6 references) and then wine (1.3). Wine
and gpirits received comparatively little exposure in News programmes, where
beer was the alcohol of prominence (1.2 references per hour). In contrast,
references to beer, wine and spirits were much more evenly distributed in Drama
programmes, while in the Soaps, references to beer (5.6 per hour) were
consderably more frequent than references to spirits (3.4 per hour) or to wine

(2.9 per hour).
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11. A compaison of this sudy’s findings with results of smilar studies of Soaps
broadcast in 1983 and 1994/5 showed a considerable increase over the twenty-
year period from 1983 to 2003 in the hourly rate of visua references to acohal,
from 5.8 to 9.3 to 10.6, and in the rate of acohol drinking scenes, from 3.9 to
6.4 to 7.0 dcohol drinking scenes per hour of programming. The rae of visud
reference to nontacoholic drinks (3.7 in 1994/5 and 6.5 in 2003) and the rate of
non-acoholic drinks consumption (29 in 1994/5 and 4.6 in 2003) dso
increased. By contrast, the hourly rate of verbd references to dcohol or drinking
went down from 8 and 9.6 in 1983 and 1994/5 to only 4.3 per hour in 2003, as

did the hourly rate of verba reference to non-acoholic drinks.

12. The most noticesble aspect of acohol consumption and adcohol images on
televison was the way that they festured prominently in terms of frequency of
occurrence, yet were rarely in the foreground narratively or thematicaly. In this
repect, acohol and acohol consumption are ‘naturdised” by the programmes,

asanormd, frequent, and common aspect of socid interaction.

13. When dcohol-portraya departed from the most common mode of ‘part of the
background’, it was mogt often with reference — verbd or visud —toitsrolein a
celebratory context (and/or as a marker of a special personal or social
event/achievement) or as accompaniment to or facilitator of romance or

sexual relationships.

14. A raher different, but dso much less frequent, use of acohol/drinking in prime
time televison programmes was to signify a personal crisis or as a part of
personal criss-management, eg. (@) to ‘steady on€'s nerves; (b) for
courage; (c) as an outlet for or sgnifier of pent-up frustration or rage; or (d)
to ‘drown one' s sorrows.

15. Alcohol-consumption as associated with ‘having a good time and leading to
‘merry’  behaviour, tipsness, and even drunkenness, was shown on severd
occasons in both Drama and Sogps. By contrast, there was little portrayd of
acohol and/or drinking as a problem. There was no explicit portraya of acohol
addiction/dcoholism, and in the few instances where characters were shown to
have a potentid drink-problem, the tendency was to treat this in a lighthearted
manner. One Soaps story-line touched on under-age drinking as a problem,
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another Soaps episode hinted obliquely and very briefly that a character may be
abstaining from acohol because of a past drinking problem.

16. The study noted the ambivaence of acohol portrayd in News programmes. On
the one hand, News programmes — when they contain reference to dcohol at dl
— deploy dereotypica images of acohol and drinking as part of celebrations and
good-natured fun and jovidity, as an integrd pat of the British way of life, and
a pandering to the more folksy and populist end of the news reporting repertoire.
On the other hand, News programmes are the obvious home for ‘problem’
dories highlighting socid problems caused by or associaed with acohol
consumption. In this sample of programmes, the latter was represented by
extendve coverage of the problems caused by the excessve drinking and
drunken behaviour of British holiday-makers in a Greek holiday resort, and the
problem of drink-driving in the hot summer months.

17. The dudy’s andyss of the amount of dcohol and nonadcoholic drinks
advertisng showed acohol advertiang to be condderably less frequent than
advertiang for non-alcoholic drinks. The rate of acohol advertisements was just
under one advert in every three hours of prime-time, compared with just under
one non-acoholic drinks advert in every hour of prime-time programming.
There was some indication — dthough this needs to be tested on a more
comprehensve sample — that acohol advertisements were carefully postioned
in relaion to particular types of programme, and in reation to particular
programme content. Although not examined in a sysemdaic way in this
research, the study noted that acohol/drinks images are often used in advertisng
for products other than acoholic drinks — it is suggested that future research
could usefully examine the extent to which advertisng in gened is an
important source of alcohol images.

18. The study showed that televison offers a very sdective — and, in Soaps and
Drama, remakably uniform — image of acohol consumption as a routing,
plessant and unproblematic component of socid interaction, a marker of
cdebraions, achievements, romance and sexud rdations, and an integrd
component of ‘having a good time. Conversdy, tdevison Sogps and Drama
offer little portrayad of the wide range of potentidly serious persond and socid
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consequences of acohol consumption generdly, and excessve drinking more
particularly.

19. While a negative or problematisng portrayad of acohol consumption does occur
— paticularly in News programmes — it is infrequent by comparison with the
dominant emphass on pogtive, convivid, funny images dressng the plessant,
socidly facilitating, and unproblematic agpects of drinking.

20. It is in this respect then that televison's portraya of dcohol and drinking must
be criticised: for the ‘naturdisation’ of acohol consumption that is an adjunct of
its sheer reative prominence in Sogps and Drama, and for the highly imbalanced
and sdective emphasis on the podtive aspects of acohol consumption at the
expense of imagesmessages which highlight, explore, or represent the potentia
personal and socia dangers, cost, and consequences of drinking.
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Theportrayal of alcohol and alcohol consumption in

television news and drama programmes

A research report

Research on Alcohol and the Mass M edia

Concern about the role played by the mass media in reation to adcohol consumption,
drinking practices and public beiefs aout dcohol and drinking has traditionaly
focused on acohol advertisng and public communication campaigns. Research in
both of these areas has been characterised by a rdatively narrow media ‘effects
framework, focusng on influences on consumption and on dcohol-related beiefs,
atitudes and behaviours. Some diverdficaiion in the range and type of media
andysed has, however, teken place dnce the early 1980s, and this has been
accompanied by a development and broadening of both the approaches and theoretical
frameworks deployed for understanding the ‘media and dcohol’. Concern and

research in thisfied broadly comprise three principad domains:
(1) The portrayal of alcohol and drinking in television drama and entertai nment

Studies of tdevison entertainment and drama portrayals of acohol and drinking have
broadly taken their point of departure in a socid learning framework, arguing that the
images and representations of drinking in media entertanment may be a more
sgnificant contributor to public beliefs and perceptions than acohol advertisng.

In Britain, a number of studies published between 1984 and 1997 have provided
gysemdic evidence on the extent and nature of images of acohol and drinking in
popular televison (Hansen, 1984, 1986, 1988a, 1988b, 1988c, 1995; Smith et d,
1988; Pendleton et a, 1991; Furnham et d, 1997). Usng very smilar desgns, these
dudies have dgnificantly fecilitated some degree of tracking over time of changes in
the extent and nature of alcohol portrayd.

The dudies have shown, inter dia that images of acohol and drinking are prominent
in popular televison serids, that acohol is the most prominent drink shown on
televigon; that drinking is predominantly associated with pleasant socid interaction;
that drinking is portrayed as a normd pat of the lives, dories, and interaction of
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televison characters. Perhgps the mogt dgnificant finding is the demondration that
popular televison serids ‘naturdise dcohol and drinking as norma, expected and
unproblematic. Thematic foregrounding of acohol consumption or portrayas of the
potential problems associated with drinking a both individud and socid levels ae
very infrequent. The dominant images and messages thus run counter to the messages
which hedth educators and others are seeking to put across about the dangers of
excessve drinking and the association with hedth problems, violence, crime, and

accidents.
(2) Persuasive communication: advertising and public communication campaigns

Alcohol advertising has long been a prominent focus in North American research. A
large number of dudies drawing on a diverse range of approaches — content analyses,
survey dudies, experimenta research and econometric studies — have sought to
examine whether acohol advertisng: (a) encourages nontdrinkers to begin drinking;
(b) contributes to heavier consumption of acohol; and (c) encourages dangerous or
irrespongble consumption of dcohol. While there have been a number of econometric
dudies of acohol advertisng in the British context, there has been surprisingly little
published research on the images and messages communicated about adcohol and
drinking through advetisng. This is paticulaly surprisng given tha dcohdl
advertiang in Britan is governed by both datutory (televison) and voluntary (print
advertising) codes.

By contragt, the roles and effectiveness of mass media campaigns in the context of
information and hedth education initictives are reatively wel researched aress. We
now have a very sgnificant body of research evidence, from the UK and esewhere,
on: ‘what works in mass media campaigns, on ‘redistic expectations of campaign
effectiveness, and on the limitations of such campaigns, paticulaly as a sole means
of influencing public beliefs, atitudes and lifestyles.

(3) News media coverage of alcohol-related issues, problems and policies

The most neglected area of research on dcohol and the mass media in Britain is that
of the news media There has been little research on how dcohol policies and
problems are covered and defined by the news media. The news media are potentialy
a powerful contributor to public understanding and definitions of acohol and acohol-
related problems and issues. Thus, public concern may often be fuelled and guided by
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whether and how the news media report on acohol-related issues or paolicies, and this
in tun plays into the dynamics of how such issues are addressed through forma
politicd and legidatiive forums. Changes over time in the ‘dimae of opinion
regarding socialy acceptable uses of acohol, the regulation of acohol promotion and
consumption, and the dlocation of societa resources to the tackling of acohol abuse

and problems are likely to be influenced in large measure by news coverage.

The present study

While a ggnificant body of British research on media and acohol has accumulated,
particularly in the last two decades, there are Hill large gaps in research in this areg;
furthermore, it gppears that British research efforts in the fidd of media and acohol
have been waning in the mog recent Sx-year period. The research presented here
seeks D address some of these gaps by providing up-to-date anadlyss of the extent of

acohol and other substance portrayd in televison dramaand news

Resear ch design, aims and methods

This is a report on a sysemdtic andyss of the portraya of adcohol and alcohol-
consumption on British prime-time televison over afive-day week in August 2003.

The research was designed to sample and monitor prime time programmes broadcast
on the five teredrid teevison channds during the 5-day sample-week of Monday
11" to Friday 15" August. ‘Prime-time was interpreted as 5.30pm — 10.30pm,
dthough programmes overlapping with the 10.30pm cut-off point were included in
full.

The five-day sampling week was chosen principaly for reasons of expediency and
convenience. It is recognised that a longer sampling period would have produced a
more robust sample. However, for the purposes of the focus of this particular study,
there is nothing to indicate that the sampling period chosen was in any way atypicd,
and there is indeed precedence in the teevison research literature for the approach
adopted here (Gerbner et a, 1982).

The dudy monitored al programming broadcast during prime-time to identify any
progranme  specifically about acohol, acohol-consumption or  drinking-related
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practices, but the main focus of the research was a sysematic analysis of drinking and
acohol-related portraya/references in two types of programme News (induding
regiond news) and Drama serieg/serials. For purposes of andyss and comparison
with previous research, the category Drama series/serials was further divided into
the two subcategories of Soaps and Drama. Classfication of programmes into
programme types followed the broadcasters own classfication scheme, in this case as
liged on the Channd Five TV-Guide webste of programme ligings for dl televison
channds (http:/mww.fivetv).

Usng the method of systematic content analysis, the principd am of the study was to
show the number of visud and verba references per hour of programming and by

programme type to:
Alcohaol and acohol consumption
Non-adcohoalic drinks and their consumption
Tobacco and smoking
The usefabuse of illegd drugs

This was complemented with a more quditaive account of the images/messages
communicated, directly and indirectly, about the use, abuse, contexts effects,
purposes and consequences associated with dcohol and drinking, including the extent
to which acohol is condructed as either a socid or an individual problem, or both.

A paticular objective was to enable — through the sysemdatic coding and andyss of
the portrayal of acohol and other substance use — comparison with previous research
on acohol representations on British televison, to establish for example increases or

decreasesin the prominence of such images over time.

While the study was not designed to include a detalled andyss of acohol advertisng,
a find objective of the ressarch was to edtablish basdine datigtics about the hourly
rates of alcohol advertisements and non-alcoholic drinks advertisements broadcast

during prime-time.

For purposes of comparison with previous studies of acohol on British televison, the
definitions and coding frame used is that developed by Hansen (1984) in one of the
fird British studies to examine the portrayad of dcohol and drinking on British prime
time tdevison; this coding frame has snce been used in subsequent British sudies by
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Hansen (1988c), Smith et a (1988), Pendieton et a (1991) and Furnham et a (1995),
thus providing the basis for a comparison of changes over time in the portrayd and
relative prominence of acohol and drinking representations on British televison.

Core to the andyss is the digtinction between visua reference, verba reference, and
drinking/consumption. Also centrd to the andyss is the definition of a scene. Each of
the three dimendons (visua reference, verba reference, drinking) was coded/counted
once for every scene in which they appeared. The scene was defined by its empora
and spatid dimensons if the gory line or narative jumped to a different (narrative)
time, then this was consdered the start of a new scene; likewise, if the camera jumped
to a different location within the universe of the programme narative, then this was
conddered the dtat of a new scene. The scene definition works wdl in relation to
sogps and drama, but is less gppropriate in relation to news programmes. For news
programmes, the individud news-item was treated as a ‘scene. A ‘Drinking scene
was defined as any scene (usng the scene definition just given) showing the actud or
implied (i.e. a character or person is depicted/shown with a glass, bottle or other
container of acohol within am’s reach, and it is implied that the character/person has
been consuming and/or is about to consume) consumption of acohol by one or more

characters/people.

Results:

Type and duration of programmes

Monitoring of dl prime-time programmes broadcast on the five terredtria televison
channds during the five-day sample period showed that no programme during this
period was specifically about alcohol or any aspects associated with acohol or
adcohol consumption; there were thus no documentaries or current affairs programmes
about dcohol and drinking, nor were there any feature films or other fictiond
programme content specificaly focused on dcohol, dcoholism or drink-related
ISsues.

The totd number of programmes sisfying the specific programme sampling criteria

— as Soaps, Drama or News programmes - was 89'. The distribution of programmes
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across programme types and channeds is shown in Table 1 below, and a full ligting of
individua programme titles by channd is given in Appendix 1

Table 1. Programmetype by channel

BBC1 | BBC2 ITV1 | Channd Five All
Four channdls
Soap 9 8 3 8 28
Drama 3 3 4 2 2 14
News 20 15 4 8 47
All programmes 32 3 27 9 18 89

The 89 programmes sdected for andyss came to a tota of just over 49 hours of
televison. As shown in Table 2 below, the average duration of Soaps and News was
goproximately haf an hour while Drama programmes averaged agpproximately an
hour in length. Drama and Sogps each totalled gpproximately thirteen and a haf hours
of programming, while news programmes during the sample period came b a totd of

just over 22 hours.

Table 2: Duration by programme type

Programme type N Mean duration| Total minutes | Totd hours
(minutes)

Soap 28 20.11 815 13.6

Drama 14 57.50 805 134

News 47 28.40 1335 22.3

Totd 89 33.20 2955 49.3
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Refer ences to alcohol and non-alcoholic drinks

The programmes were andysed in terms of whether they contained any reference at
al, visud or verbd, to acohol, and if so, how prominent or important overal was the

reference to dcohol or drinking to the narrative or to the news-item?

Oveadl, 85.4% of the programmes andysed contained some reference to acohol or
acohol-consumption, showing the sheer prominence of acohol in this sdection of
programmes. Put differently, 14.6% of the programmes andysed contaned no
references, visud or verbd, to adcohol or acohol consumption. This overdl figure,
however, masks some considerable differences between programme types. Thus,
while just under a quarter (23.4%) of news programmes had no mention of acohoal,
only 7.1% of Sogps contained no references to acohol and dl of the Drama
programmes had ether visud or verbd references to acohol. While acohol portraya
is clearly condderably less likely in News programmes than in Soaps or Drama, the
reference to dcohol in over three quarters of News programmes confirms the
importance of extending an andyds of tdevison portrayad of dcohol beyond the
traditional focus on Sogps and Drama.

Table 3: Alcohol reference/focus by programmetype

Alcohol as theme * Programme type Crosstabulation

Programme type
Soap Drama News Total

Alcohol no reference to alcohol Count 2 11 13
as theme % within Programme type 7.1% 23.4% 14.6%
important focus of Count 6 1 10 17

narrative or news item o4 within Programme type 21 4% 1% 21 3% 10.1%

secondary theme Count 6 5 4 15

% within Programme type 21.4% 35.7% 8.5% 16.9%

background-incidental Count 14 8 22 44

% within Programme type 50.0% 57.1% 46.8% 49.4%

Total Count 28 14 47 89
% within Programme type | 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Although reference to dcohal figures prominently in dl three types of programme, it
is dso clear from table 3 that such reference is predominantly of a background nature
or incidentd to the narraive or sory of the programme. This was particularly the case
in the Drama category of programmes, where reference to acohol/drinking was
secondary or incidentd to the dory in 929% of programmes, and only one
programme (7.1%) had dcohol/drinking as an important nardive focus. Equaly
interesting is the finding that acohal/drinking was an important focus in very smilar
percentages of Sogp and News programmes. 21.4% of the Soaps and 21.3% of the
News programmes had a dory-line or focus where acohol/drinking was in the
foreground and important to the narrative/story.
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Table 4: Alcohol and non-alcohol references and drink scenes by

programmetype
Soap Drama News All
programmes
13.6 hours 13.4 hours 22.3 hours 49.3 hours

Alcohol visual n 144 57 43 244
SCenes R/H 10.6 43 19 49
Alcohaol verba n 58 46 33 137
SCenes R/H 43 34 15 28
Alcohal drinking n 95 42 30 167
SCenes RH 7 3.1 13 34
Alcohal tota n 202 103 76 381
references RIH 14.9 77 34 77
Non-acoholic n 88 19 39 146
drirk visudl RH 6.5 14 17 30
references

Non-acoholic n 22 1 1 24
drirk verbal RIH 16 01 0.04 05
references

Non-acoholic n 62 13 19 94
anirk drirking RH 46 1.0 0.9 19
scenes

Non-acoholic n 110 20 40 170
drirk tota RIH 8.1 15 18 34
references

In the sample of programmes andysed, dcohol was not only the most prominent
drink depicted, and considerably more prominent than non-acoholic drinks, but dso
very much more prominent than tobacco/smoking and references to illegad drugs.
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Table 4 shows that the totd number of visud and verba references to acohol (381
references) was more than double the total number of references to non-acohalic
drinks (tea, coffee, milk, juice, fizzy sweet drinks, water, etc.). Alcohol drinking
scenes (167 scenes) were likewise much more frequent than depictions of the

consumption of nortacoholic drinks (94 scenes).

In order to compare the relative prominence of acohol and other substances across
the three programme types, it was necessary to creste an index, which would take into
condderation the very different totd durations of the three types of programme in the
sample. This index was the Rate per Hour (R/H) of references — arived a by dividing
the tota number of references in each category by the totd programme hours for each
programme type.

Usng the Rae pe Hour (R/H) index, the condderable differences between
programme types become clear: Sogps feature visud/verba references to acohol
much more prominently than Drama and News programmes. The hourly rate of visua
references to adcohol was very condgderably higher a 10.6 in Sogps than in Drama
(4.3) or News (1.9). The hourly rate of (alcohol) drinking scenes in Soaps was, a 7
drinking scenes per hour, more than twice that of Drama (3.1 drinking scenes per
hour), with News programmes containing just over one (1.3) drinking scenes per hour
of programming.

While references to non-acoholic drinks and their consumption are clearly, as seen in
Table 4, much less prominent overdl than references to acohol and dacohol
consumption, there is nevertheless consderable depiction of non-dcoholic drinks in
Soaps. The hourly rate of visud references to non-acoholic drinks is 6.5 in the Soaps
(compared with 10.6 visua references to dcohol), and the rate of non-acoholic drink
consumption is 4.6 (compared with 7 acohol drinking scenes per hour) in the Soaps.
Evident in these figures, for both acoholic and non-adcoholic drinks, is the centrd
role that characters ‘having a drink’ or ‘having a cuppa together plays in many Sogps
for fadlitating, providing a framework for, socid interaction and conversation —
essentidly, drinking and edting venues (pubs, restaurants, bars, cafédcafeteria) are
centrd locations in many Sogps, and they provide a ‘space for characters to come
together and for the many different pardld narative srands, characteristic of Soaps,
to cross over or be brought together. It is the sheer frequency with which socid
interaction is accompanied by drinking that stands out as a defining festure of Soaps,
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especidly when compared to the other, comparable, category of fictiond
programming: Drama.

Referencesto smoking and illegal drugs

As indicated earlier, dcohol is by far the most prominent substance portrayed in any
of the three types of programme. The contrast is particularly striking when compared,
not to non-acoholic drinks, but to references to tobacco/smoking or to illega drugs.
While dcohol or drinking is frequently referred to verbdly, smoking is virtudly never
talked about or verbaly referred to in any of the three types of programme.

As shown in Table 5 (over), there were only 4 verba references to tobacco/smoking
in the 89 programmes andysed, and none at dl in the Sogps. In contradt, illegal drugs,
when referred to at dl, tend to be ‘talked about’ rather than shown visualy. Thus,
illegd drugs were only shown visudly 4 times in al programmes, but referred to
verbdly 5 times in the Sogps, 11 times in the Drama programmes, and 8 times in the
News programmes. Visual references to tobacco/cigarettes/smoking appeared 12
times in the Sogps (just under once in every hour of programming), 15 times in the
Drama programmes (just dightly more than once in every hour of programming), and
8 times in the News programmes (0.4 times per hour, or less than once in every two

hours of programming).
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Table 5. Referencesto smoking/tobacco and illegal drugs by type of programme

Soap Drama News All
programmes
13.6 hours 13.4 hours 22.3hours | 49.3 hours
Tobacco/Smoking | n 12 15 8 35
visud references
R/H 0.9 11 0.4 0.7
Tobacco/smoking n 0 3 1 4
verba references
R/H 0 0.2 0.04 0.1
Tobacco/smoking n 12 18 9 39
totd references
R/H 0.9 13 0.4 0.8
lllegd drugs visud | n 1 2 1 4
references
R/H 0.07 0.1 0.04 0.1
lllegd drugs verbd | n 5 11 8 24
references
R/H 0.4 0.8 0.4 0.5
lllegd drugs totd [ n 6 13 9 28
references
R/H 0.4 1.0 0.4 0.6

It is clear then, tha while there is indeed some — if rdaivey little compared with
acohol - depiction of smoking/ftobacco in the Sogps and Drama programmes,

smoking does not attract much atention by the News media. Likewise, it would seem

that Sogps and Drama programmes ‘steer clear’ — particulaly compared to their
adcohol portrayal — of smoking and illegd drugs, despite ther otherwise generd
leaning toward a socid-redist mode of gorytdling, discourse, and thematic focus.
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Types of alcohol shown

Beer (25 references per hour of programming, but more than twice this in Sogps)
continues (see previous sudies, eg. Hansen, 1984; Furnham et d, 1997) to be the
most prominent type of acohol on British tdevison, dthough wine, gpproximatey
half as frequent as beer (1.3 references per hour), and spirits (1.6 references per hour)
ae dso rdatively frequent (see Table 6). Wine and spirits receive comparativey little
exposure in News programmes, where beer is the dcohol of prominence (1.2
references per hour). In contrast, references to beer, wine and spirits are much more
evenly digtributed in Drama programmes, while in the Soaps, references to beer (5.6
per hour) are consderably more frequent than references to spirits (3.4 per hour) and
more particularly to wine (2.9 per hour) (Table 6).

Table 6: Beer, wineand spiritsreferences by type of programme

Soap Drama News All

programmes

13.6 hours | 134hours | 223 hours | 49.3hours
5 n 76 23 26 125
= R/H 5.6 17 12 2.5
i n 40 16 7 63
"~ R/H 2.9 12 0.3 13
- n 46 20 12 78
s R/H 34 15 0.5 16

Changesover timein therate of alcohol portrayal

One objective of this study was to compare the rates of acohol portraya in the
present sample of programmes with those found in previous sudies of British
televison in order to see whether any discernible trends, up or down, in the
prominence of acohol images over the last two decades could be determined.
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The key reference studies are those by Hansen, 1984 and 1986, Smith et a, 1988,
Hansen, 1988c, Pendleton et d, 1991, and Furnham et al, 1997. Furnham et a (1997)
attempted a comparison between their own findings and those of Hansen, 1984, Smith
et a, 1988, and Pendleton et a, 1991, and they concluded, very tentatively: that “the
portrayd of acohal is gill risng” (Furnham et d, 1997, p.527); tha beer is “dill
portrayed far more frequently than ether wine or spirits’ (ibid), and that “the
portrayal of beer has doubled in the period 1986-95" (ibid). One of the problems
faced by Furnham and his colleagues in their comparison with previous sudies is the

differences in types of programmes investigated.

In table 7 below, the comparison is made only where it has been possble to focus
solely on the same type of programme, namely Soaps. Table 7 then compares the rates
of acohol and other portrayas in Soaps across three studies: Hansen, 1984%, Furnham
et a, 1997, and the present study.

Table 7: Alcohol portrayal in Soaps, 1983-2003.

Present study: Furnham e d | Hansen (1984)
2003 (1997) (programmes
(programmes from 1983)
from 1994-95)
R/H R/H RH
Alcohol visud scenes 10.6 9.3 5.8
Alcohol verba scenes 4.3 9.6 8.0
Alcohal drinking scenes 7 6.4 3.9
Alcohol totd references 14.9 19 13.8
Non-acohalic drink 6.5 3.7
visud references
Non-acohalic drink 1.6 6.7
verbal references
Non-dcohalic drink 4.6 29
drinking scenes
Non-acoholic drink total 8.1 10.5
references
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Table 7 shows a condderable increase, over the twenty-year period from 1983 to
2003, in the hourly rate of visud references to acohol (from 5.8 to 9.3 to 10.6) and in
the rate of acohol drinking scenes (from 3.9 to 6.4 to 7.0), but a considerable drop in
the hourly rate of verbd references, from 8 in 1983, increasing to 9.6 in Furnham et
d’s dudy from the mid-1990s, and then dropping down to 4.3 in 2003. Furnham et a
(1997, p.522) found that “dcohol was referred to either visudly or verbdly in 86.7%
of the programmes’ — in the present study 92.9% of the Soaps contained visud or
verbd reference to dcohol, indicating that not only has the hourly rate of acohol
portraya increased, but so too has the percentage of programmes, within this type of

programme, which contains references to acohal.

Although it is not possble to map the portraya of non-acohalic drinks right back to
1983, the comparison between Furnham et d’s (1997) study and the present study,
shows an interesting increase in the hourly rate of non-acoholic drink consumption
from 29 to 45. Visud references to non-dcoholic drinks have aso increased
noticeably from just 3.7 in 1997 to 6.5 in 2003. By contrast, the amount of verba
reference to nontadcoholic drinks has decreased sharply between the two recent

sudies.

The natureof alcohol portrayal

While this study was not designed to examine in detall the types of character (gender,
age, ethnicity, socid class) portrayed drinking or the socid or individud functions of
aoohol consumption within the narrative universe of drama and news programmes,
the generd context of drinking was noted in reation to al drinking scenes, for the
purpose of ascertaining the extent to which acohol consumption is portrayed as ether
plessant, dedrable and problemfree, or, conversdy, as potentidly or actudly

problematic.

The most noticeable aspect of acohol consumption and adcohol images on television
is perhaps the way that they feature prominently in terms of frequency of occurrence,
yet are raely in the foreground narratively or thematicdly. In this respect, dcohol and
adcohol consumption are ‘naturdised by the programmes, as a normd, frequent, and

common aspect of socia interaction. When acohol-portrayal departs from the most
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common mode of ‘part of the background’, it is mogt dten with reference — verbd or
visud —toitsrolein:

a celebratory context and/or as a marker of a special personal or social
event/achievement: eg. EastEnders-character ceebrating her exam results in
the Vic — the programmes central pub; another EastEnders-character
ceebrating her job-promotion with a toast with family/friends, a surprise
birthday paty with champagne in Emmerdale; people drinking beer and
champagne a a ‘leaving do'/party in Hollyoaks; Indian wedding party/dinner,
beer, wine and spirits visble, and being consumed by guests a many tables,
in EastEnders, BBC1 and ITV1 news items on sudents recelving A-levd
reults and celebrating with champagne, I1TV1 news clips of footbdlers
cdebrating win in pub; Channel Four News item on Itdian lottery winner
celebrating with bottle of champagne; Channe Five News item on new
record-holder celebrating with a pint of beer; extended BBC Regiond News
item on celebrations of cricket anniversary at a famous cricket-dub inn; a
hockey team ceebrating their win with cans of beer in Malcolm in the
Middle.

as accompaniment to or facilitator of romance or sexual relationships:
eg. man and woman have restaurant med with wine, potentia development
of a romantic reationship is implied, in Neighbours, pub-landlord engineers
bringing (estranged) couple back together over a bottle of champagne and
they subsequently proceed to dine and drink more champagne, getting drunk
and taking intimately, until they are the only customers left in the pub and
the landlord eventudly has to ask them to leave; in EastEnders, a woman is
usng dcohol to sexudly seduce a man, as pat of a scheme to dienate him
from another woman; later she returns to the man again with a bottle of
champagne “to celebrate the start of something redly spedd” (EastEnders,
15 August 2003); in Eustace Brothers, drinking, drunkenness and partying in
a nightdub fadlitates sexud intimacy between man and woman, who meet
here for the firg time — the woman, who is taking the initiative, is dunk and
ills her drink on the man ... “Hey, le¢ me get you another drink — I'm
ingding” — the man, one of the eponymous brothers, is shown to have a

serious hangover the following day, and his sexud conquest and hangover are

Hansen: Television and Alcohol 24



jokingly commented on by his brothers including: “you were pissed’; in
Emmerdale, a man and a woman are seen drinking red-wine & home as
prelude to sexud intimacy (13 August 2003); in EastEnders (12 August
2003), a divorced man is courting a woman, inviting her out for an expensive
resaurant mea and “Waiter, a bottle of your finest champagne’; in The Bill, a
man and a woman are shown drinking champagne a home as a preude to
sexud intimacy (13 August 2003).

A rather different, but dso much less frequent, use of acohal/drinking is to signify a

personal crisisor asa part of personal criss-management, e.g.:

to ‘steady one's nerves: Three Alevd sudents are shown drinking pints of
beer (two young men) and cola (a young woman) by the riversde in the
gaden of a pub, "cdming the nerves - anxious about tomorrow's A-levd
results’ BBC News At Ten O'Clock, 13 August 2003.

for courage: “I'l need a drink firs .. for Dutch courage’ (before seeing
separated husband about divorce papers) (EastEnders, 15 August 2003)

as an outlet for or dgnifier of pent-up frustration or rage: Asan brothers
are depicted in two separate episodes of EastEnders drinking severa pints of
beer or double-whiskies, frustrated and angry, “same [pints of beer] agan!” —
“ae you sure?” — “definitdy!” (14 August 2003); “What do you want?’ —
“double whisky, pleasg” (15 August 2003); meanwhile, ther father, ariving
home after family bust-up a wedding, franticdly (spills some) pours himsdf a
large whisky (15 August 2003), and later, when son arrives home, he (the son)
likewise pours himsdf a large whisky “I need a drink — do you [the father]
want one?’

to ‘drown on€s sorrows’: in Family Affairs, a woman is drinking as a
reection to a faled love-affar; a amilar case of solitary ‘crigs drinking' (and
inebriation) is portrayed in an episode of EastEnders.

Alcohal-consumption as associated with ‘having a good time and leading to ‘merry’
behaviour, tipsness, and even drunkenness, is shown on severd occasons in both
Drama and Soaps. eg. a group of women are shown drinking Gin & Tonics in the Vic
(EastEnders), progressvely getting louder and more merry; a couple in Neighbours

get progressively drunk as they spend the whole evening drinking; a woman in
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EastEnders is seen to be mildly intoxicated, saying “Ah, I'm gabbling — | think the
champagne's gone to my head” — to which her mde friend replies “Well, that's what
champagne's for”. In The Bill, a police-man and a police-woman are shown drinking
competitively in a bar, the policeewoman intent on proving that she can drink any
mde colleague under the table any time in Eustace Brothers, drunkenness and
asociated lack of inhibitions leed to sexud intimacy. In Teachers drunkenness is
repestedly treated in a comic and lighthearted manner.

While there is very little portrayad of dcohol and/or drinking as a problem, this type
of portrayd is not entirdy absent. Thus Family Affairs touches on under-age
drinking: two teenagers drinking cans of beer in the dtreet are told off for doing so by
an older man, to whom their response is “you can't tell me what to do”; a teenager
takes gpirits, without parentad consent, from home for an illegd house paty, and
teenagers are seen drinking beer, wine and spirits a an illegal house party. In another
episode, a mother forces her son out of the local pub and reprimands him for underage
drinking. Also in Family Affairs, a man is eventudly told by bar-gaff to leave the pub
after drink-fuelled abusve behaviour and atempting to engage a woman in a
compsetition to see who can drink the most fastest. Twice, people are being warned or
reprimanded for drinking too much too early in the day, and reference is made to a
woman who was drinking for consolation after a faled love-affar and ended up in
hospital with acohol-poisoning. In Neighbours, a character declining the offer of
wine with a med is me with a joking response “What are you, dcoholic or
something? — “no, | just don't drink anymore ... for hedth reasons’; it is clear from
the dlence and subdued amosphere following this exchange, however, that deeper
problems lie benesth the brief ‘resson’ given for not drinking. In EastEnders, an
edely man is shown drinking four cans of beer in the morning, while watching
women's wrestling on teevison a a time when he was supposed to be tidying up the
house. From a different location, the comment (by a different character) "now that I've
got him on the draght and narrow" is followed, with comic effect, by a scene-cut
back to the edely man swigging beer in front of the televison, showing that he is
very much not on the dleged “ straight and narrow”.

The prominent use of dcohol and drinking shots to show or sgnify ‘celebration’ was
described above in reation to both Drama/Soaps and News programmes. The
‘ambivaent’ place of acohol in Newsis perhaps particularly interesting.
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On the one hand, News programmes — when they contain reference to dcohol at dl —
deploy sereotypicad images of dcohol and drinking as part of ceebrations and good-
natured fun and jovidity; this kind of imagery is paticularly noticesble in Regiond
News programmes where it congtitutes an important part of the efforts towards a more
populist discourse than that characterisng flagship nationa news programmes on the
BBC and ITV channels.

An example of this was a Regiond BBC news item on a pony riding event where the
organiser’s description of this as an event where “everybody comes, bring plenty of
drink, have a good time’ was complemented by shots of a horse-rider drinking lager
a a beer-tent and the reporter punningly admonishing “and just a note on safety: if
your horse heads for the bar, just stay with it”.

The populig tendency is, however, not confined to Regiond news programmes. a
lengthy BBC1 Sx O’'Clock News item on Monday 11 August reported on findings
from a sudy caried out by Stirling Universty showing that moderate drinkers earn
on average £2000 more than tegtotdlers, and exploring the association between
drinking with one€'s boss/colleagues and promotion/networking/career  advancement.
The item — in the Syle characteristic of much reporting on research — opted for vox-
pop interviews in a bar, rather than interviews with the researchers who had carried
out the study. The tone of reporting was generdly one of fun, established through
good use of puns (“a tipple after work may not be a bar to...”) and vox-pop interviews
in a bar, dthough mixed with awarning againg the dangers of excessive drinking.

On the other hand, News programmes are the obvious programme genre for ‘problem’
stories  highlighting socid problems caused by or associaed with  acohol
consumption; thus, extensve coverage was given during the sample week by both the
BBC and ITV1 news programmes to the fatd stabbing of a British holiday-maker in
the Greek idand town/resort of Fdiraki. These news items emphasised the serious
problems caused by British drunkenness — underlined by footage of excessve
drinking by mainly young British holiday-makers (“and every night the bars and clubs
are packed with people drinking to excess’, BBC News at Ten O Clock, 12 August
2003). It was the top BBC1 news story on Friday 15 August: “Holiday Drunkeness
[Sc]” was the title used, and the introductory line was “Why the Greeks want to cdl
time on the greet British pub-crawl”.
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While the news-item never left any doubt about the seriousness of the problem, and
the urgent need for something to be done about this socia problem, it is worth noting
the smultaneous pandering to populism injected with both the deliberate choice of the
metaphor “cdl time’ and the devation of the pub-crawl as an indienable component
of the British naiond identity through the phrase “the great British pub-crawl”. The
BBC Regiona news programme, in a news item broadcast in the early evening
regiond news and repeated — in a shorter form — in the regiond news later in the
evening, gave extensve coverage to the problems of drink driving in the summer,
warning agang the dangerous combination of hot weather, dehydration and acohol

consumption at barbecues and summer parties.

Televison Alcohol advertising

Alcohol advertisng appears on the three commercid channes: 1TV1, Channd Four
and Channd Five. While dcohol advertisng was not a key research focus of this
sudy, the study did seek to establish a basdine indication of the amount of acohol
advertisng. There is condderable advertising overlap between these channds. Two
channels, ITV1 and Channd Four, were andysed for the present study. While the
target prime-time period examined in the dudy was 5.30-10.30 pm, the rule that
programmes overlgpping with the 10.30pm cut-off would be incuded in full, meant
that the target period was extended in many cases. Taking this into consderation, the
advertisng andyds was caried out on the dightly longer ‘prime-time period
definition of 5.30-11.30pm. All occurrences of advertisng for acoholic or non
adcoholic drinks were counted, and the hourly rate of acohol/nondcoholic drinks

advertisements was calculated. The results appear in table 8 over.

During the sample week, acohol advertisements were twice as prominent on Channe
Four as on ITV1 Channd Four aso gave more prominence to the advertisng of non
adcoholic drinks (the brands advertised on the two channes included: Lipton tea,
Nescafe, Lilt, Diet Coke, Coca Cola, Lucozade Sport, Robinsons fruit drink, Ribena
fruit drink, Appletiser, Vittd mined weater, Buxton minerd water). Alcohol
advertisements were for the following brands Fogers Lager, Carling Lager,
Budweiser Beer, Stdla Artoiss WKD Alcopop, Vodka Reef drink, and Bulmers
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Strongbow Cider. The overdl hourly rate of acohol advertisng on the two channds
was 0.3, which isathird of the rate of non-acohalic drinks advertisng: 0.9.

Table 8: Alcohol and Non-alcoholic drinks advertisng by Channel

Advertisng ITvV1 Channd Both
5.30-11.30pm, Four chamels

11-15 August 2003

30 hours 30 hours 60 hours

Alcohdl n 6 13 19
R/H 0.2 04 0.3
Non-acoholic n 21 30 51
drinks
R/H 0.7 1.0 0.9

While the overdl sample of adcohol advertisements is too smdl for making strong
genadizations about pogtioning of acohol advertisng and its rdationship with
paticular types of programme, two ‘trends were noteworthy in this particular
andyss @ Ove hdf (7) of the five-day totd of 13 acohol advertissments on
Channd Four appeared on Friday evening, where the programme schedule of Channel
Four is dominated by Situation Comedy, Comedy, and Drama progranmes, and b) the
Channd Four drama programme Teachers, itsdf characterized by conspicuous
acohol consumption, had an above-average concentration of drinks advertisements:
three acohol advertissments (in a 65-minute programme period) and three non
dcoholic drinks advertisements. The indication here, which should idedly be
explored further on a condderably larger sample of programming, is — perhaps rather
unsurprisngly — that acohol advertisng is carefully podtioned in reation not just to
paticular types of programme, but adso in reation to particular (alcohol-related)

programme content.

Although not examined in a sysematic way in this research, the study noted that
acohol/drinks images are often used in advertisng for products other than acohalic
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drinks — it is suggested that future research could usefully examine the extert to which
advertiang in generd is an important source of adcohol images.

Discussion and conclusion

This gudy confirms the genera findings of previous Sudies of the portrayd of
adcohol and dcohol consumption on televison, that dcohol is the most prominent
drink on televison and condderably more prominent than norntacoholic drinks, and
that Sogps are the main source of dcohol/drinking portraya on tdevison, athough
images of dcohol and drinking adso fedure prominently in teevison Drama
programmes. Comparison with previous research on dcohol portraya in Soaps,
shows that the hourly rate of drinking scenes and of visud references to acohol have
been increasing over the twenty-year period from 1983 to 2003.

In contrast to much of the previous research, this sudy extended the andyss to
prime-time News programmes in order to establish the extent to which acohol and
acohol-related problems are consdered newsworthy and form part of the ‘problems
repertoire characteristic of News. The study showed acohol references in News to be
reaivey frequent, but perhgps more ggnificantly, the sudy demondrated the
ambivalent place of adcohol in the News repertoire on the one hand, considerable
coverage is given to the role of adcohol and excessve drinking in relation to socid
problems, on the other hand, acohol and drinking images are an important component
of News gories about ceebrations, achievements, the marking of important events —
gories which tend to pander to the more populist end of the News repertoire, and
which often cedebrate — implictly or expliatly — drinking (dcohol) as a key
ingredient of ‘Britishness or the British way of life.

There is no firm bass in the research literature for drawing a direct causd link
between the actua basic rates of visud/verbd references to dcohol, or the hourly rate
of drinking scenes, and public perceptions, beliefs and behaviour. Nor is there any
bass in the adcohol research literature for atempting smplisic extragpolaions from
the observed increase in the hourly rates of acohol images over the last twenty years,
to their wider socid impact. Similarly, it would be futile to attempt to draw any direct
comparisons between the rate of acohol consumption in televison programmes and
the rates of acohol consumption in red life (‘futile because this would be tantamount
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to assuming that televison is a smple ‘window on the world' rather than a symbolic
medium and a highly sdective dory-teler). What is possble, however, is, on the
bass of the results of this sudy, to point to the imbaances — the relative prominences
and absences — in the overdl messages communicated by teevison about acohol and
drinking, and to ask the quedtion: does televison in its portrayd of adcohol ad
drinking provide a sufficiently badanced and diverse range of images and messages?
The results of this sudy show that the answer to this question must be an emphatic
‘no’. Televison offers a vaey sdective — and, in Sogps and Drama, remarkably
uniform — image of dcohol consumption as a routine, pleasant and unproblematic
component of socid interaction, a marker of celebrations, achievements, romance and
sexud redions, and an integrd component of ‘having a good time. Conversdy,
televison Soaps and Drama offer little portrayd of the wide range of potentialy
serious persona and socid consequences of dcohol consumption generdly, and
excessve drinking more particularly. Where excessve drinking or drunkenness is
shown in Sogps and Drama, this is often portrayed in a humorous light, and the
consequences shown merely as ‘a bit of a headache the following day. While a
negative or problematisng portrayd of dcohol consumption, then, does occur —
particularly in News programmes — it is infrequent by comparison with the dominant
emphass on pogtive, convivid, funny images dressng the plessant, socidly
feciliteting, and unproblematic aspects of drinking. It is in this respect then that
tdevison's portrayd of dcoohol and drinking must be citicised: for the
‘naturdisation’ of dcohol consumption that is an adjunct of its sheer rddive
prominence in Sogps and Drama, and for the highly imbdanced and sdective
emphass on the postive aspects of adcohol consumption a the expense of
imagesimessages  which highlight, explore, or represent the potentid persond and

socid dangers, cost, and consequences of drinking.
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Appendix 1. Programmetitles

Channd Type Programme Title
BBC1 Soap Neighbours
EastEnders
Drama Spooks
Holby City
The Eustace Bros
News BBC News at 6.00pm

Regional News and Weather
BBC News at Ten O’ Clock
Regional News and Weather

BBC2 Drama The New Adventures of Superman
MalcolmIn The Middle
ITvV1 Soap Emmerdale
Coronation Street
Drama The BIll
A Touch of Frost
Bad Girls
News Regional News
ITV Evening News
ITV News at Ten
Channd Four Soap Hollyoaks
Drama ER
Teachers
News Channel 4 News
FHve Soap Home and Away
Family Affairs
Drama Cd: Miami
Cd: Crime Scene Investigation
News five News (5.00pm)
five News (7.00pm)

Hansen: Television and Alcohol



Endnotes

! Due to mechanica problems in the programme recording process, the Channel

Four and Channel Five recordings for the firs sampling date, Monday 11"
August, were missed. Recording problems on Thursday 14" August for 1TV1
and on Friday 15" August for Channel Five were resolved by substituting with
programmes from the same day of the following week, i.e. Thursday 21% August
for ITV1 and Friday 22" August for Channel Five

Although Hansen's (1984) study was an andyss of dl prime time televison
programming, the study does offer (contrary to the cdlam made by Furnham et d
(1997)) datigtics showing the rate of dcohol references by programme type,
including the rate of acohol references specificaly in Soaps.
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