Alcohol Concern Factsheet: ADVERTISING ALCOHOL

Introduction

The advertising of alcoholic drinks is an important and contentious issue, which
provokes much debate between the drinks industry on one side and organisations with
public health concerns on the other. This factsheet looks at the question of whether our
drinking habits are influenced by advertising, examines the regulations governing
alcohol advertising and outlines the various rules that govern alcohol advertising and
how they have been breached.

For the purposes of this factsheet, advertising includes print, television and internet advertising
as well as the packaging and naming of alcoholic drinks. The factsheet does not cover the
portrayal of alcohol on television programmes such as soap operas and television drama.

The industry and advertising

In 1999 the UK market for alcoholic drinks was valued at £32.5 billion (1). As a result of a
series of take-overs and mergers, the industry has become dominated by a small number of
multinational companies, each with its own portfolios of key brands. Concentrated economic
power means that these companies have the resources to undertake market research and
develop new products and new marketing strategies targeted at different groups of
consumers.

In this context millions of pounds are spent on alcohol advertising each year. In 2001, £181.3
million was spent on alcohol advertising, in comparison with just £75.9 million on soft drinks.
The largest proportion was spent on advertising beer, £42.7 million, with £18.1 million spent on
spirits and £8.3 million on wine (2).

Does advertising influence drinking habits?

Much of the debate surrounding alcohol advertising is concerned with the question of whether
advertising encourages people to start and/or continue drinking or drink to excess. The debate
has tended to focus on young people as a vulnerable group, being more susceptible to
advertising messages and more likely to experience harm as a result of risky drinking
behaviour.

Advertising is traditionally viewed as a manipulative communication media stimulating demand
for products and services within the population. In relation to alcohol advertising it is argued
that the drinks industry in the UK, would not spend nearly £200 million a year if it did not expect
increased sales and profits as a result.

In contrast the industry prefers to present consumers as independent rational decision makers
with needs and desires that can be met through the goods/services they choose to purchase.

Representatives of the drinks industry describe advertising as a ‘weapon in the war between
brands for market share’ (3) rather than a way to increase the size of the market. In their
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‘Submission to The Department of Health on a Strategy to Combat Alcohol Misuse’ (4) the
Brewers and Licensed Retailers Association (BLRA) argue that

“advertising is a key means by which suppliers make a consumer aware of their products,
product innovation, price changes etc. Advertising is an essential element of competition
between producers (and other suppliers) and is vital to an efficient market...Companies
advertise to increase market share of their products and to protect their brand's market share
against brand switching.”

The industry also points to the lack of conclusive evidence to suggest that alcohol
advertising affects total consumption in a country.

Existing evidence

There is a considerable body of work from international sources such as government reports,
academic journals, drinks industry analyses and papers from interested organisations looking
at the role of advertising in alcohol consumption. However, only two main findings emerge:

e Econometric studies to estimate the effect of advertising on total alcohol consumption
have found no association between total spending on advertising and levels of
consumption in the population. Also earlier studies of bans on alcohol advertising have
suggested that these do not result in a reduction in total consumption. (5)

However, many commentators have argued that these studies are flawed. Saffer, in his 1996
review of this issue, argues that studies using national data on annual alcohol advertising
expenditure at a high level with minimal year-on-year change are unlikely to find change in
total consumption because according to the economic theory, continued addition of advertising
messages will result in smaller increases in consumption. Instead he points to local studies in
North America that show that substantial increases in advertising alcohol and cigarettes did
result in significant increases in consumption (6). A recent work by Saffer drawing on data from
20 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, including the
UK, shows that total expenditure on alcohol advertising is linked to higher consumption and
that advertising bans could result in significant reductions in consumption (7). This is an area
where more research is needed to produce firm evidence of the effects of advertising at a
national level.

e Behavioural studies, on the effects of advertising on the individual, show that advertising
has negative effects on young people.

UK studies undertaken at the University of Strathclyde (see refs. (8) and (9) below) of attitudes
to alcohol advertising among 10-17-year-olds indicate that:

e 88% of 10-13-year olds and 96% of 14-17-year olds were aware of alcohol advertising and
76% of these (across the whole age range) could identity 3 or more adverts when the brand
name was masked.

e Young people, even 10-12-year olds, were adept at interpreting the messages, images and
targeting of alcohol advertisements, in the same way as adults.

e 86% enjoyed alcohol advertisements, particularly when shown examples and rated them as
being funny, lively, stylish with good music. Proportionately more drinkers than non-drinkers
had seen alcohol advertisements and appreciated them.
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Generally, it is argued that:

"In essence the more aware, familiar and appreciative young people are of alcohol the more
likely they are to drink both now and in the future”. (10)

These findings confirm individual results from a range of international studies on the effects of
advertising on the smoking and drinking habits of young people. Further work is currently
being undertaken by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) in the US
and various public research bodies in New Zealand looking at the effects of alcohol advertising
on people’s perceptions and drinking behaviour. (10) Again the majority of these projects
focus on young people’s drinking and it would be helpful to consider findings from studies into
the effect of advertising on established drinkers for comparison.

Marketing

Advertising is only one element in overall drinks promotion. Advertising is traditionally seen as
a one-way communication between the producer and the consumer. However, the use of
sophisticated market research techniques over the last decade has led to marketing
innovations that are more sensitive to cultural trends within the UK and are based more on a
two-way communication that takes account of consumer requirements; particularly in relation
to young people and women. Key areas that deserve closer scrutiny include:

e development of new designer drinks such as alcopops, white ciders and alcoholic
energy drinks

e increase in the strength of alcohol products in competition with the illicit
psychoactive drug market

e use of sophisticated advertising and branding techniques to establish products
within the emerging youth culture

e opening of new types of drinking venues such as café bars, theme pubs and club
bars designed specifically for the youth sector (11)

Further areas for consideration include:

e Looking at the extent to which the alcohol industry is making use of new media
technology such as the internet and mobile phone networks in interactive ‘viral
marketing’ campaigns (11)

e Examining the effect of cut-price drink promotions on drinking behaviour

e Researching the cumulative influence of alcohol sponsorship in sport, music, film and
television which leads to an association between a particular brand of drink and a sports
team or popular television programme. There has been a significant increase in the
amount of money the drinks industry devotes to sponsorship over the last decade.

The World Health Organisation estimates that in the US expenditure on indirect drinks
promotions such as sponsorship, product tie-ins and placements and special promotions was
three times as high as spending on direct advertising in 1993 which was a reversal of the
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situation in the previous decade. By extrapolating from these US figures, it is possible to place
a value of £600-£800 million per annum on current UK drinks marketing.(12) This shift in
alcohol marketing expenditure confirms the need to widen the remit of alcohol marketing
research.

How is alcohol advertising regulated?

The UK currently relies upon a combination of legislation and self-regulation to control the
promotion of alcoholic drinks. There are voluntary restrictions governing television and radio
advertising (regulated by Ofcom, the regulator for the UK communications industries, with
responsibilities across television, radio, telecommunications and wireless communications
services). Poster and magazine advertising of alcohol-related products are governed by
voluntary agreement under the British Code of Advertising and Sales Promotion, enforced by
the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA). Finally there is the self-regulatory Portman Group
Code, which covers the packaging and naming of drinks.

NB: Ofcom was formed at the end of 2003 and replaces the Independent Television
Commission (ITC) and the Radio Authority. Its remit also covers telecommunications and
wireless communications services.

The ASA covers all other media and operates purely in response to public complaints with its
own staff making judgements on the validity of the complaints. Complaints about packaging
that may go against the Portman Group Code are assessed by an Independent Complaints
Panel, but the Panel has no power to enforce their decision. They can only make
recommendations.

The Food Safety Act 1990 controls the quality, standard and claims made for food, as well as
its description, advertising and labelling (13). Trading Standards officers have some powers to
enforce some aspects of this law including ensuring that alcoholic drinks declare their strength
(% ABV, i.e. % Alcohol By Volume).

The Portman Group was, according to their website (14), ‘set up in 1989 by the UK's leading
drinks producers, which together supply the majority of the alcohol sold in the UK. The
Portman Group ‘speaks for these companies on social aspects of alcohol’, ‘encourages
responsible marketing practices through our Code of Practice’ and believes that ‘effective
alcohol policy balances legislation, self-regulation and personal responsibility.’

The Group has specific objectives to promote sensible drinking, reduce alcohol-related harm
and increase understanding of alcohol misuse. In this context it has undertaken a series of
initiatives principally aimed at young people including:

e the introduction of a proof-of-age card scheme to help licensees identify under-age
drinkers

e a voluntary ban on the use of characters or imagery on alcoholic soft drink containers
that could appeal to under-18s and on anti social shapes and names suggesting
aggression, violence, danger or sexual success
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a directive that alcoholic soft drinks are displayed in alcohol sections only in licensed
outlets and supermarkets

a requirement for all new drinks products in excess of .5% ABV to be submitted for pre-
launch clearance.

There is no statutory requirement for retailers to follow any of this advice.

What are the rules that govern alcohol advertising?

There are a number of sets of rules that govern alcohol advertising, depending on the media in
question. These are:

The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) Code (15) which covers non-broadcast (i.e.
print) advertising

The Portman Group Code (16), which covers the naming, packaging and marketing of
alcoholic drinks, including regulation of websites.

The ITC Code (17), now adopted by Ofcom, which regulates television adverts

Radio Authority Advertising and Sponsorship Code (18), now adopted by Ofcom, which
covers adverts on local and national radio.

The above rules are based on a number of core principles and prohibit any advertising which:

Targets young people under the age of 18
o markets alcoholic drinks to under-18s,
o incorporates images of people who are, or look as if they are, under twenty-five
years of age
Implies that alcohol can make you more popular, successful, attractive etc.
o suggests that alcohol is essential to social success, popularity and acceptance
o suggests that drinking can contribute to sexual success or attractiveness
o implies that the successful outcome of a social occasion is dependent on the
consumption of alcohol
o suggests that drinking can overcome boredom, loneliness or other problems or
that drinking can bring about a change in mood
o suggests that drinking can enhance mental, physical or sexual capabilities
o implies that people who drink alcohol are brave, tough or daring
Encourages irresponsible drinking habits
o portrays alcohol being drunk in situations where this may be unsafe — e.g.
driving, swimming or using machinery
o shows alcohol being drunk in a work environment
o links alcohol with aggressive, dangerous, irresponsible or anti-social behaviour
o encourages excessive or binge drinking
o suggests that drinking is an essential part of daily routine
Suggests any association with, acceptance of, or allusion to illicit drugs
promotes the alcoholic strength of a drink, (although the alcoholic nature of the drink
must be communicated in its packaging)

These codes have changed in content and tone over the last few years, reflecting the changing
advertising media (especially websites and text messaging) and the new products coming onto
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