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Preface 

Humans have been acquainted with alcoholic beverages for centuries. Many 
writings on alcohol emphasize this long history and soothe the reader implicitly: 
do not worry about contemporary youngsters who drink too much. Our ancestors 
knew the harmful effects of alcohol. 

Little has changed in the ingredients of alcoholic beverages: like wine and liquor, 
beer has had a similar taste for centuries. These beverages are produced according 
to ancient procedures, for which little modern craftsmanship is required. 

The biggest challenge that faces alcohol producers is not production, but sale. 
While the substance of alcohol has remained constant over time, the consumer 
needs to be convinced of the existence of new beverages on the market: new 
brands, new mixes, new flavours, new packages, all of which should be marketed 
by new forms of advertising using the newest media. The alcohol industry 
owes its innovations to the ingenuity of communication experts rather than to 
production workers, since the largest part of the production process has not 
changed substantially with time. The alcohol industry is more or less an industry 
of advertising.

This report focuses on alcohol advertising. It shows that alcohol advertising is 
effective, it increases consumption and it contributes to a widespread problem 
for European societies: increasing consumption of alcohol by children and 
adolescents and a rising number of victims from the use of alcoholic beverages. 

Young people utilize almost all types of media, and they are eager to learn and 
to experience and taste innovative products. They are not only the target group 
of communication experts who promote alcohol, but they are also the victims, 
since research shows that alcohol advertising attracts new drinkers and increases 
alcohol consumption of others. This report, which is part of the ELSA

1
 project, 

summarizes studies which underline these claims.

The members of the European Parliament and the national Parliaments should 
not close their eyes to the harmful effects of alcohol advertising on youngsters. 
Effective coherent statutory regulations with the aim of restricting the vast amount 
of advertising and sponsorship which are targeted towards young and old people 
seem inevitable. The efforts involved in writing this report, will eventually be 
rewarded when such effective regulations are implemented.

Preface

1 ELSA means Enforcement of National 

Laws and Self-Regulation on 

Advertising and Marketing of Alcohol. 

The project monitors, describes 

and evaluates national statutory 

and non-statutory regulations 

regarding alcohol marketing. ELSA is 

a European project with partners 

in 23 Member States and Norway 

and is co-financed by the European 

Commission. 
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Summary and conclusions

Beverage alcohol, although a ubiquitous toxin, is a widely marketed product in both 
traditional and non-traditional media, including information society services 

Alcohol is a ubiquitous toxin that can harm almost any system or organ of the 
body. Beverages which contain alcohol are in essence marketed products, whose 
identities are built with a complex mix of marketing technologies, including 
traditional advertising as well as sponsorships, sweepstakes, couponing, 
product placement, new product development, point-of-purchase materials 
and promotions, person-to-person and viral marketing, distribution and sale of 
branded merchandise, and the use of more recent technologies such as mobile 
phones and the internet. Commercial communications can be defined as all 
forms of advertising, direct marketing, sponsorship, sales promotions and public 
relations promoting products and services, and these are currently regulated 
by both statutory and non-statutory means. Traditional global advertising 
expenditures of the top nine alcohol beverage companies totalled more than € 2.5 
billion in 2004, but this is probably only one third of the total communications 
expenditure of these companies, if non-traditional advertising is also included. 

Current European regulations for commercial communications on alcohol are poorly 
monitored and widely diverse, creating the need for approximation across Europe, with 
specification needed as to the extent to which alcohol advertising in certain categories 
of media and publications is allowed

The only European statutory regulation that contains an article specific to alcohol 
is the Television without Frontiers Directive, which is currently being reviewed 
and which includes articles that cover the content of alcohol advertisements, but 
no requirements in relation to the volume of advertisements. There is no body 
of information which tells us the extent to which this Directive is implemented. 
Also at the European level, the Council Recommendation on the drinking of 
alcohol by young people includes a number of recommendations on the content 
of alcohol advertisements, and one recommendation that deals partly with volume 
(advertising in media targeted at children and adolescents or reaching a significant 
number of children and adolescents). The Recommendation is not legally binding, 
and, again, there is no body of information which tells us the extent to which it is 
implemented. 

All European countries have at least one regulation that covers alcohol marketing 
and advertising, with 49 statutory and 27 non-statutory regulations in 24 
countries. All countries, with the exception of the United Kingdom, have a ban 
of one form or another of one or more types of advertising. Statutory regulations 
seem to be stronger than non-statutory regulations in that they are more are 
more likely to include systematic checks on violations of codes and are more 
likely to cover volume restrictions than non-statutory regulations. As with the 
European level, there is no body of information which tells us the extent to 
which the country level regulations are implemented. There are clear differences 
between European countries’ laws, regulations and administrative provisions on 
the advertising of alcohol products. Such advertising commonly crosses country 
borders or involves events organized on an international level. As has been the 
case with tobacco products, the differences in national legislation are likely to 

Summary and conclusions
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give rise to increasing barriers to the free movement between countries of the 
products or services that serve as the support for such advertising. There is a 
strong argument that these barriers should be eliminated and, to this end, the 
rules relating to the advertising of alcoholic products should in specific cases be 
approximated across Europe. In particular, there is a need to specify the extent 
to which alcohol advertising in certain categories of media and publications is 
allowed. 

Young people are particularly vulnerable to alcohol and to alcohol advertising, which is 
commonly targeted to them 

Young people are at particular risk of alcohol-related harm, including accidents 
and injuries and untimely death. There is evidence over the last 10 years that 
young people all over Europe have been increasingly consuming alcohol in a more 
risky fashion. What is particularly worrying is that the earlier the age young people 
start to drink, and the more they drink at a young age, the more likely they are 
to suffer alcohol related harm and to become dependent on alcohol as a young 
adult. Young people are influenced by the availability of products that are targeted 
to them, but also are particularly responsive to increased prices and reduced 
availability of alcohol. To reduce the harm done by alcohol to young people, there 
are strong arguments for restricting the production of alcoholic beverages that 
are specifically produced and targeted at children and adolescents, and strong 
arguments for ensuring that alcoholic beverages do not become more affordable 
for young people, and that restrictions on the availability of alcohol to young 
people are widely enforced. 

The adolescent brain undergoes major development, which makes adolescents 
more vulnerable to impulsivity with greater sensitivity to pleasure and reward. 
Young people who already have problems related to alcohol are likely to be 
particularly vulnerable to alcohol advertising, with the vulnerability increasing 
with increasing alcohol consumption. Alcohol advertising manipulates 
adolescents’ vulnerability by shaping their attitudes, perceptions and particularly 
expectancies about alcohol use, which then influence youth decisions to drink. 
This vulnerability is exacerbated by the enormous exposure to commercial 
communications, not only through traditional media, which are highly targeted 
to young people, but also through mobile phones and the Internet, which have 
particular appeal to young people. Article 95(3) of the Treaty of the European 
Union requires the Commission, in its proposals for the establishment and 
functioning of the Internal Market concerning health, to take as a base a high 
level of protection. An approximation of the European countries’ advertising laws, 
including statutory regulations and a ban in certain media would protect young 
people, by regulating the promotion of alcohol, an addictive product responsible 
for over 25% of young male deaths and over 11% of young female deaths, and 
avoid a situation where young people begin using alcohol at an early age and in a 
risky fashion as a result of promotion, and thereby become dependent. 

Alcohol advertisements are related to young people’s expectancies about alcohol and 
their desire to consume alcohol

There is an enormous wealth of evidence that alcohol advertisements are related 
to positive attitudes and beliefs about alcohol amongst young people. In addition, 
the content of advertisements is related to expectancies about the use of alcohol 
amongst young people and the role of alcohol in their lives. Young people are 
particularly drawn to elements of music, characters, story and humour. Young 
people who like advertisement believe that positive consequences of drinking 
are more likely, their peers drink more frequently, and their peers approve more 
of drinking. These beliefs interact to produce a greater likelihood of drinking, or 
of intention to drink in the near future. These results are not surprising, given 

Summary and conclusions
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that increased desires to drink must be one of the main aims of commercial 
communications. One example of a law which restricts the content of advertising 
is the French Loi Evin, which limits the messages and images of alcohol 
advertisements to only refer to the quality of the product. 

Alcohol advertisements increase the likelihood of young people starting to drink, the 
amount they drink, and the amount they drink on any one occasion 

Six US-based well designed longitudinal studies and one Belgian well designed 
longitudinal study show that the volume of advertisements and media exposure 
increase the likelihood of young people starting to drink, the amount they drink, 
and the amount they drink on any one occasion. There have been no published 
longitudinal studies that do not find such an effect. These findings are similar 
to the impact of advertising on smoking and eating behaviour, and are not 
surprising, given that increased drinking must be the main hoped for outcome 
of commercial communications. It is difficult to study the relationship between 
expenditure on commercial communications, or whether or not there are bans on 
alcohol advertisements in a jurisdiction and drinking by young people. Where this 
has been done, some studies have found that increased expenditure on advertising 
is associated with increased alcohol-related harm amongst young people, and 
that total bans have reduced alcohol-related harm, whereas others have not. 
In general, later studies seem to have found more of an effect of commercial 
communications. The evidence would thus show that there is a need to specify the 
extent to which alcohol advertising in certain categories of media and publications 
is allowed, and it would suggest that, as is the case with tobacco, consideration 
should be given to the prohibition of advertising of alcohol products on television 
and radio and in specified certain print media. 

There is no available scientific evidence which shows that the non-statutory regulation 
of commercial communications impacts on the content or volume of advertisements

There is no scientific evidence available that tests the effectiveness of non-
statutory regulation or shows that it works in regulating the content of commercial 
commnications or in reducing the volume of commercial commiunications. 
On the other hand, there is documentation and experience that shows that self-
regulation does not prevent the kind of marketing which can have an impact on 
younger people. It could be argued that self-regulation could work to the extent 
that there is a current and credible threat of regulation by government. Further, it 
could be considered that, unless industry processes related to alcohol advertising 
standards come under a legal framework, and are monitored and reviewed by a 
government agency, governments may find that allowing industry self-regulation 
results in a loss of policy control of the marketing of a product that impacts heavily 
on public health.

Educational approaches cannot be considered as alternative alcohol policy options to 
the regulation of the marketing of alcohol, including advertising

Although educational approaches to reduce the harm done by alcohol to young 
people are intuitively appealing, theoretical evidence would suggest that they 
are unlikely to achieve sustained behavioural change in an environment in 
which many competing messages are received in the form of marketing and 
social norms supporting drinking, and in which alcohol is readily available. This 
is confirmed by a substantial body of evidence, which shows that educational 
approaches are largely ineffective in reducing the harm done by alcohol to young 
people. Thus, educational approaches cannot be considered as alternative alcohol 
policy options to the regulation of the marketing of alcohol, including price, 
availability and advertising.
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Three quarters of European citizens approve the banning of alcohol advertising 
targeting young people throughout Europe 

Experience from other sectors and directives demonstrate that it is quite possible 
to regulate commercial communications in both traditional and non-traditional 
media. The European Union 2003 tobacco directive has shown that it is quite 
possible to ban the advertising of tobacco products in the broadcast and print 
media, and to ban relevant sport sponsorship. Were such a ban to be introduced 
for alcohol products, the adjustment costs to the media sector would be non-
existent or very small. Along with taxation and restricted sales, an advertising ban 
would be one of the most cost effective options in reducing alcohol-related ill-
health and premature death in the European Union. Three quarters of European 
citizens approve the banning of alcohol advertising targeting young people 
throughout Europe 

Urgent attention needs to be given to the creation of the European equivalent of the 
US Centre on Alcohol Marketing and Youth to monitor youth exposure to commercial 
communications

Using industry-standard data sources and methods that are available 
to advertisement agencies and advertisers, the volume of commercial 
communications as measured by expenditure and youth exposure to commercial 
communications need to be monitored, tracked and reported for all Member 
States and the European Union as a whole, annually. Youth exposure should 
be related to youth audience composition. Using governmental and non-
governmental data sources, the prevalence, content and adherence to regulations 
of commercial communications need to be documented, tracked and reported on 
an annual basis. The ELSA project has provided the baseline for this work. There 
needs to be a considerable investment in funding additional longitudinal studies 
to assess the impact of commercial communications in a range of media on youth 
drinking in a variety of European cultures.

Summary and conclusions
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1 Introduction

Alcohol is a ubiquitous toxin that can harm almost any system or organ of the 
body. Beverages which contain alcohol are in essence marketed products, whose 
identities are built with a complex mix of marketing technologies, including 
traditional advertising as well as sponsorships, sweepstakes, couponing, 
product placement, new product development, point-of-purchase materials 
and promotions, person-to-person and viral marketing, distribution and sale of 
branded merchandise, and the use of more recent technologies such as mobile 
phones and the Internet. Commercial communications can be defined as all 
forms of advertising, direct marketing, sponsorship, sales promotions and public 
relations promoting products and services, and these are currently regulated 
by both statutory and non-statutory means. Traditional global advertising 
expenditures of the top nine alcohol beverage companies totalled more than € 2.5 
billion in 2004, but this is probably only one third of the total communications 
expenditure of these companies, if non-traditional advertising is also included. 
Data on the expenditure of non-traditional advertising needs to be made available, 
and research on the effects of non-traditional marketing strategies needs to keep 
pace with the technological innovations that are occurring. 

Alcohol is not an ordinary commodity (Babor et al. 2003), but rather a ubiquitous 
toxin that can harm almost any system or organ of the body, exacerbating pre-
existing mental and physical disorders, and adversely interacting with other 
illicit drugs (Anderson and Baumberg 2006). Following consumption of a given 
amount, alcohol shows wide individual variation in its toxic effects, with no 
threshold below which it can be regarded as entirely risk free. Alcohol can produce 
a state of dependence and depression and stimulation of the central nervous 
system, with no means of identifying whether or not an individual is at risk, or not 
at risk, of becoming dependent. 

Beverage alcohol is prominent among the many branded consumer goods that 
young people, in particular, increasingly use as a way of signalling their identity 
and place in the world. The producers and marketers of beverage alcohol, many of 
whom are global players, use sophisticated promotional practices to target specific 
groups such as those starting to drink, regular young drinkers and established 
young drinkers. This marketing utilizes multiple channels (youth radio, television, 
events, websites, mobile phones) and diverse modalities (advertising, sponsorship, 
branding). Such marketing of alcohol to young people is at the forefront of 
what is termed post-modern marketing. Advertising and branding are crafted 
to mirror and express dominant representations of youth culture and lifestyles. 
Promotion is never static, even in established markets, as new cohorts of young 
people become available as targets for marketing activity on a continual basis as 
they mature. Market segmentation and targeting is used by the alcohol industry 
to ensure that significant amounts of advertising are placed where youth are 
more likely to be exposed to it than adults. Paid placements of products in films, 
television, books, and video games is another way to embed alcoholic beverages in 
the daily lives of young people. 

Introduction
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1.1 Commercial communications and their regulation

Commercial communications

A total marketing strategy has five steps: product development, pricing, physical 
availability, market segmentation and targeting, and advertising and promotion 
campaigns (Cowan and Mosher 1985; Kotler 1992). In the Green paper from 
the Commission on Commercial Communications in the Internal Market, 
Commercial Communications is defined as “all forms of advertising, direct 
marketing, sponsorship, sales promotions and public relations promoting products and 
services”.

Commercial communications can include:
• advertising of alcoholic beverages on TV, radio, Internet, billboards, and any 

other media visible to the public;
• labelling or packaging of alcoholic beverages (regarding promotional aspects);
• sales promotion of alcoholic beverages;
• advertising of lower prices of alcoholic beverages;
• advertising of volume discounts of alcoholic beverages;
• sponsoring of events (sport or cultural or else) by promoting of alcoholic 

beverages;
• sampling or interpersonal promotion of alcoholic beverages; 
• placement and presentation of alcoholic beverages at selling points;
• advertising through mobile phone use (e.g. sms-advertising);
• visible sponsoring (of e.g. TV programmes or events); and
• paid product placement.

The review will only briefly mention the impact of pricing and availability, since 
these issues have been discussed in detail elsewhere (Anderson & Baumberg 
2006).

Regulating commercial communications

Regulation has three components: legislation (defining appropriate rules); 
enforcement (initiating actions against violators); and adjudication (deciding 
whether a violation has taken place and imposing an appropriate sanction) (Swire 
1997). Statutory regulation means regulation imbedded in law and issued by the 
national government. Non-statutory regulation means voluntary codes of practice, 
statutes or guidelines. The term ‘self-regulation’ means that the industry rather 
than the government is doing the regulation. However, it is not necessarily the 
case that government involvement is entirely lacking. Instead of taking over all 
three components of regulation, industry may be involved in only one or two. For 
example, an industry may be involved at the legislation stage by developing a code 
of practice, while leaving enforcement to the government, or the government may 
establish regulations, but delegate enforcement to the private sector. Sometimes 
government will mandate that an industry adopt and enforce a code of self-
regulation. Frequently an industry will engage in self-regulation in an attempt to 
stave off government regulation. Alternatively, self-regulation may be undertaken 
to implement or supplement legislation (Kuitenbrower 1997). The term ‘co-
regulation’ is sometimes used when the rules are developed, administered and 
enforced by a combination of government agencies and industry bodies (see 
Caswell and Maxwell 2005). In the United Kingdom, for example, broadcast 
advertising is co-regulated by Ofcom, the statutory body overseeing content and 
structure of the communications sector with responsibility for auditing, and the 
industry body, the Advertising Standards Authority, which has become a ‘‘one-stop 
shop’’ for all advertising standards and consumer complaints.

Introduction
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1.2 Investment in commercial communications

Within the global beer and spirits industries, a small number of companies 
dominate (Impact Databank 2005). As of 2004, 60 percent of global branded 
spirits were marketed by the ten largest companies. This level of concentration 
has remained stable over the past 15 years, through multiple waves of mergers 
that have increased the size of the top five companies (now with a market share 
nearing 50%) relative to the rest of the market. The majority of the market share 
for globally-branded beer, in contrast, has only recently concentrated in the hands 
of the ten largest brewers, with the leading five brewers directly control nearly half 
of the global market. 

Six of the top 20 alcoholic beverage producers are among the world’s 100 largest 
advertisers, with spending heavily concentrated in the United States and Europe. 
(Endicott 2005) Global advertising expenditures of the top nine alcohol beverage 
companies alone totalled more than € 2.5 billion in 2004. If “unmeasured” 
marketing activities such as sponsorships, product placements, campus 
promotions, and point-of-purchase advertising are included, the figure is probably 
three times as large. 

The advertising spending figures above are for traditional or “measured” 
advertising activity alone. In this arena, alcohol marketing gains enormous 
exposure to the population, both those of legal drinking ages and those below 
those ages. Alcohol companies typically employ a mix of unmeasured activities, 
tailored to the brand as well as to the cultural, religious and regulatory context. For 
example, sponsorship is a huge area of activity, including sponsorship of sporting 
events, fashion shows and beauty contests on university campuses, university 
sporting events, musical segments of radio programs, radio call-in shows, and 
end of year carnivals at beaches or in parks (Jernigan and Obot 2006). Faced with 
marketing restrictions, alcohol producers have also carried their alcohol brand 
names into other areas, including merchandise such as comic books, sports 
trading cards and compact disks. 

Product placement in film and television is another means to increase the 
visibility of alcohol brands. According to Anheuser-Busch’s website, in the past 
20 years it has placed its products in Wedding Crashers, Batman Begins, Seabiscuit, 
Spider Man, Oceans Eleven, Terminator 3, Dodgeball, Collateral, Good Will Hunting, 
As Good As It Gets, Jerry Maguire, Children of a Lesser God, Mission Impossible, 
Ace Ventura: Pet Detective, Forrest Gump, The Silence of the Lambs, Platoon, Dirty 
Dancing, Working Girl, Top Gun, Rain Man, Erin Brockovich and Close Encounters 
of the Third Kind. Product placement has also become common in popular music, 
particularly rap and hip-hop. 

Alcohol marketing on the web easily transcends national boundaries (and 
regulations). Research in the U.S. has found large numbers of underage persons 
making in-depth visits (i.e. visits beyond the age verification screens at the front 
end of many alcohol web sites) to branded alcohol web sites (Center on Alcohol 
Marketing and Youth 2004). According to a survey of alcohol web sites in 2003, 
the sites were filled with “sticky content” that may be attractive in particular to 
youth: video games, downloadable audio and video files and screensavers, make-
your-own-music-video features, opportunities to create an on-line avatar and 
interact with others, practical joke post-cards and humorous customizable e-mail 
features that have the advantage of turning users into marketers, engaging in 
“viral” marketing that makes them inadvertent promoters of the brand to their 
friends by sending branded e-cards and the like.

Introduction
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1.3 Method of preparing the report

Due to resource limitations and limitations of the published literature, this report 
is not a series of new meta-analyses or formal syntheses based on systematic 
reviews, but rather a comprehensive review based on systematic searches for 
published reviews, systematic reviews, meta-analyses and individual papers. 
Surprisingly, and different to the tobacco field, no formal systematic syntheses 
or meta-analyses of the impact of commercial communication on youth drinking 
were identified.

To begin with, source materials were identified from Anderson & Baumberg 
(2006), with additional source material to update the evidence base identified 
through literature searches using PubMed

1
, MEDLINE

2
 and PsychINFO

3
, with 

the following search terms:

Alcohol drinking + adolescent + motion pictures
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + films
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + radio
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + newspapers
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + magazines
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + posters
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + billboards
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + television
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + promotion
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + advertising
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + communication
Alcohol drinking + adolescent + telecommunication
Alcohol drinking + youth + motion pictures
Alcohol drinking + youth + films
Alcohol drinking + youth + radio
Alcohol drinking + youth + newspapers
Alcohol drinking + youth + magazines
Alcohol drinking + youth + posters
Alcohol drinking + youth + billboards
Alcohol drinking + youth + television
Alcohol drinking + youth + promotion
Alcohol drinking + youth + advertising
Alcohol drinking + youth + communication
Alcohol drinking + youth + telecommunication
Alcohol advertising
Alcohol advertisements 
Alcohol promotion

The titles and abstracts for the references identified with the search strategy were 
screened for relevance for the report, and obtained and classified under each of 
the chapter titles of the report. The report is dependent on the available published 
literature, which is not always representative of all countries, cultures and 
population groups. Although the literature base is growing throughout Europe 
(Sanchez-Carbonell et al. 2005), it is still heavily dominated by North American 
literature.

The report has followed the definitions of evidence-based medicine modified for 
the purpose of alcohol policy. This can be defined as ‘the conscientious, explicit 
and judicious use of current best evidence in informing decisions about alcohol 
policy through an approach that promotes the collection, interpretation, and 
integration of valid, important and applicable research-derived evidence that can 
support alcohol policy. In adopting an evidence-based approach, it is relevant to 

1   http://www.pubmedcentral.

nih.gov/

2   http://medline.cos.com/

3  http://www.psycinfo.com/
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note the importance of doing this pragmatically and realistically. As Gray (Gray 
2001) states, “The absence of excellent evidence does not make evidence-based decision 
making impossible; what is required is the best evidence available, not the best evidence 
possible”. 

It should be noted that a large proportion of the literature in chapters 5 and 6, 
which describes the impact of adverting on youth attitudes and expectancies and 
on youth behaviour is cross-sectional studies, some of which attempt to overcome 
problems of causality in their design. Nevertheless, cross-sectional data sets open 
the possibility for different models that equally well fit the data, and cannot give 
conclusive evidence for causality. Extra weight is given to longitudinal studies 
which include base line scores of the dependent variables as well as other relevant 
confounders (for example Robinson et al. 1998; Wingood et al. 2003; Stacy et al. 
2004; Ellickson et al. 2005; Sargent et al. 2006; Snyder et al. 2006; and McClure 
et al. 2006, Table 8, Chapter 6). These longitudinal studies provide strong 
evidence for the impact of advertising and media exposure on youth drinking 
behaviour. 

The rapid rise of information technology and, in particular, the Internet has given 
manufacturers a new promotional opportunity. Commercial alcohol web sites are 
easily accessible to youth, and are often accessed from search engines through 
non-related key word searches for games, entertainment, music, contests, and 
free screensavers. Content analyses of web sites that are registered to large alcohol 
companies reveal that young drinkers are targeted through a glorification of 
youth culture that offers humour, hip language, interactive games and contests, 
audio downloads of rock music, and community-building chat rooms and 
message boards. Research on the effects of these marketing strategies on alcohol 
consumption and harm has largely failed to keep pace with the technological 
innovations occurring in the marketplace. 

1.4 Structure of the report

Chapter 2 of the report will describe the current state of regulation of commercial 
communications at the European level and at the country level. The country 
descriptions will be based on the ELSA Report on existing regulation on 
advertising and marketing of alcohol (ELSA 2007a).

Chapter 3 will describe young people and alcohol consumption, discussing the 
extent to which young people are at risk of alcohol-related harm, the availability of 
alcohol products specifically produced for young people, and the impact of price 
and availability on young people’s consumption and alcohol-related harm. 

Chapter 4 will discuss whether or not young people are vulnerable to commercial 
communications, what types of media are used to promote alcoholic products to 
young people, and whether or not commercial communications are targeted to 
young people. 

Chapter 5 will describe the evidence for the impact of commercial 
communications in influencing young people’s attitudes to alcohol and their 
desires to drink alcohol, and Chapter 6 will describe the evidence for the impact of 
commercial communications on young people’s drinking behaviour.

Chapter 7 will discuss the non-statutory regulation of the content and volume of 
commercial communications, and Chapter 8 will review the evidence of whether 
or not other alcohol related policy measures, such as education and persuasion, 
are an effective alternative to regulation of commercial communications. 

Introduction



ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising 18 µ Content 19

Chapter 9 will discuss options for regulating commercial communications and 
how their potential impact compares with other alcohol policy measures. Finally, 
Chapter 10 will propose recommendations on how commercial communications 
can be monitored and evaluated. 

Introduction
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2 Regulation of commercial 
communications in Europe

The only European statutory regulation is the Television without Frontiers 
Directive, which is currently being reviewed and which includes articles that 
cover the content of alcohol advertisements, but no requirements in relation to 
the volume of advertisements. There is no body of information which tells us the 
extent to which this Directive is implemented. Also at the European level, the 
Council Recommendation on the drinking of alcohol by young people, includes a 
number of recommendations on the content of alcohol advertisements, and one 
recommendation that deals partly with volume (advertising in media targeted 
at children and adolescents or reaching a significant number of children and 
adolescents). The Recommendation is not legally binding, and, again, there is 
no body of information which tells us the extent to which it is implemented. All 
European countries have at least one regulation that covers alcohol marketing and 
advertising, with 49 statutory and 27 non-statutory regulations in 24 countries. 
Most countries cover almost all the elements of the Council Recommendation, 
with the volume restricting element more likely to be covered through statutory 
regulation than through non-statutory regulation. All countries, with the exception 
of the United Kingdom, have a ban of one form or another of one or more types 
of advertising. The most common bans are watershed time bans for specific 
beverages and media that are usually regulated through statutory as opposed 
to non-statutory regulation. All countries have procedures for monitoring 
commercial communications, but this is most commonly the possibility to 
complain. Systematic searching for violations is implemented through statutory 
regulations in a higher percentage of countries than through non-statutory 
regulations. As with the European level, there is no body of information which 
tells us the extent to which the country level regulations are implemented. There 
are strong arguments that the differences in the regulations between countries 
should be eliminated and, to this end, the rules relating to the advertising of 
alcoholic products be approximated, and the extent to which alcohol advertising in 
certain categories of media and publications is allowed should be specified. 

2.1 Regulations at the European level

The only European statutory regulation is the Television without Frontiers 
Directive, which is currently being reviewed. Article 15 in the directive states that 
advertising for alcoholic beverages shall comply with the following criteria: 
a it may not be aimed specifically at minors or, in particular, depict minors 

consuming these beverages;
b it shall not link the consumption of alcohol to enhanced physical performance 

or to driving;
c it shall not create the impression that the consumption of alcohol contributes 

towards social or sexual success;
d it shall not claim that alcohol has therapeutic qualities or that it is a stimulant, 

a sedative or a means of resolving personal conflicts;
e it shall not encourage immoderate consumption of alcohol or present 

abstinence or moderation in a negative light; and
f it shall not place emphasis on high alcoholic content as being a positive quality 

of the beverages.

Regulation of commercial communications 
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There is no body of information which tells us the extent to which this Directive is 
implemented. 

At the European level, there is also a Council Recommendation of 5 June 2001 on 
the drinking of alcohol by young people, in particular children and adolescents 
(2001/458/EC) which states that Member States should: 

1 encourage, in cooperation with the producers and the retailers of alcoholic 
beverages and relevant non-governmental organisations, the establishment of 
effective mechanisms in the fields of promotion, marketing and retailing;

a to ensure that producers do not produce alcoholic beverages specifically 
targeted at children and adolescents;

b to ensure that alcoholic beverages are not designed or promoted to appeal 
to children and adolescents, and paying particular attention inter alia, to the 
following elements:
- the use of styles (such as characters, motifs or colours) associated with 

youth culture,
- featuring children, adolescents, or other young looking models, in 

promotion campaigns,
- allusions to, or images associated with, the consumption of drugs and of 

other harmful substances, such as tobacco,
- links with violence or antisocial behaviour,
- implications of social, sexual or sporting success,
- encouragement of children and adolescents to drink, including low-price 

selling to adolescents of alcoholic drinks,
- advertising during, or sponsorship of, sporting, musical or other special 

events which a significant number of children and adolescents attend as 
actors or spectators,

- advertising in media targeted at children and adolescents or reaching a 
significant number of children and adolescents,

- free distribution of alcoholic drinks to children and adolescents, as well as 
sale or free distribution of products which are used to promote alcoholic 
drinks and which may appeal in particular to children and adolescents;

[…]
d to allow manufacturers to get pre-launch advice, in advance of marketing a 

product or investing in a product, as well as on marketing campaigns before 
their actual launch;

e to ensure that complaints against products which are not being promoted, 
marketed or retailed in accordance with the principles set out in points (a) and 
(b) can be effectively handled, and that, if appropriate, such products can be 
removed from sale and the relevant inappropriate marketing or promotional 
practices can be brought to an end;

2 urge the representative producer and trade organisations of alcoholic 
beverages to commit themselves to observe the principles described above.

Again, there is no body of information which tells us the extent to which this 
Directive is implemented. 

At the end of 2006, the Commission launched its Communication, an EU 
strategy to support Member States in reducing alcohol related harm (European 
Commission 2006). It noted that worrying drinking trends among young people 
can be effectively addressed through public policy, including enforcement of 
restrictions on marketing likely to influence young people. However, with regard 
to Commercial communications, the Communication took the view that, whilst 
noting that Community law already regulates certain aspects of commercial 
communications, and some instruments are currently being reviewed and 
updated, there was increasing clarity regarding the kinds of self-regulatory best 

Regulation of commercial communications 



ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising 21 µ Content

practices that will help create effective parameters of behaviour for advertisers, 
and thus align advertising practice with social expectations. The Commission 
took the view that its main aim will be to support the European Union (EU) 
and national/local Government actions to prevent irresponsible marketing of 
alcoholic beverages, and to regularly examine trends in advertising and issues 
of concern relating to advertising, for example on alcohol. One aim of this joint 
effort will be to reach an agreement with representatives from a range of sectors 
(hospitality, retail, producers, and media/advertising) on a code of commercial 
communications, with benchmarks, implemented at national and EU level. As 
part of this approach, the Commission stated that the impact of self-regulatory 
codes on young people’s drinking and industry compliance with such codes will 
be monitored, with independent parties invited to verify the performance and 
outcomes of self-regulatory codes against the agreed benchmarks, thus allowing 
alcohol industry organizations to adjust objectives accordingly. 

2.2 Regulations at the country level

The ELSA project has documented the prevalence and types of regulations that 
deal with commercial communications and the results are summarized below 
(ELSA 2007a). 

Prevalence of regulations 

A review of 24 European countries found that all countries had at least one 
regulation on alcohol marketing and advertising, with most countries having 
several. In total 79 regulations were reported (49 statutory and 27 non-statutory), 
Table 1. 23 countries had one or more forms of statutory regulation, and 17 one 
or more forms of non-statutory regulation. In one country (UK), co-regulation 
existed due to a contract between the statutory body and the non-statutory body 
on advertising. Six countries had only statutory regulation, and two countries 
had in practice no statutory regulation: the UK (non-statutory and co-regulation) 
and the Netherlands (the existing statutory regulation is not enacted and needs a 
ministerial decision to change this).

Coverage of the Council Recommendation

Of the 24 countries, all of them covered at least 4 of the elements of the Council 
Recommendation in their national regulations or codes, with most countries 
covering almost all of them, Table 2. Countries varied in whether or not the 
different elements are included in statutory or in non-statutory regulations, Table 
3. The volume restricting element ‘media’ is more likely to be covered through 
statutory regulation than through non-statutory regulation, and the content 
restricting elements ‘styles’ and ‘violence’ are more likely to be covered through 
non-statutory regulation than through statutory regulation.

Prevalence of bans

All of the 24 countries have at least one ban in their national regulation, with the 
exception of the UK, Table 4. Bans covering specific locations and specific times 
are the most common, whereas bans covering specific advertisers are the least 
common. Bans covering specific times are largely regulated through statutory 
as opposed to non-statutory regulation, Table 5. The time bans are usually a 
watershed for specific beverages and media, and usually restrict alcohol marketing 
for the whole day or the afternoon until somewhere between 18.00 and 22:30 
hours. 

Regulation of commercial communications 
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Procedures to check violations 

All of the 24 countries have at least 2 procedures for monitoring regulations, with 
the exception of Portugal, which has none, Table 6. The possibility to complain is 
the most common procedure (23 countries), and the possibility to get pre-launch 
advice is the least common (15 countries). Pre-launch advice is implemented 
in a higher percentage of countries through non-statutory regulations than 
it is through statutory regulations, and systematic searching for violations is 
implemented through statutory regulations in a higher percentage of countries 
than through non-statutory regulations, Table 7. Sanctions connected to the 
violations vary widely, and include fines, warnings and reprimands, the temporary 
or complete cessation of marketing activity or the hindering of the trade of the 
advertised product. Fines vary from € 2.50 to up to € 600,000. It is not known 
how often sanctions are enforced. 

Table 1  Number of regulations for alcohol marketing by country. 

Country Statutory
Non-

statutory
Co-

regulation*
Total

Austria 3 1 0 4

Belgium 6 1 0 7

Bulgaria 2 0 0 2

Czech Republic 3 2 0 5

Denmark 2 1 0 3

Estonia 1 1 0 2

Finland 1 0 0 1

France 1 3 0 4

Germany 2 1 0 3

Hungary 2 2 0 4

Ireland 1 3 0 4

Italy 4 2 0 6

Latvia 3 0 0 3

Lithuania 1 0 0 1

Netherlands 1 2 0 3

Norway* 2 0 0 2

Poland 1 1 0 2

Portugal 1 1 0 2

Romania 5 0 0 5

Slovak Republic 2 1 0 3

Slovenia 1 0 0 1

Spain 3 2 0 5

Sweden 1 1 0 2

United Kingdom 0 2 3 5

Total 49 27 3 79

Number of countries with this type of regulation 23 17 1 24

* In Norway there is a total ban on the advertising of alcohol.

Regulation of commercial communications 
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Table 2 Elements of Council Recommendation mentioned in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes. 

Country
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co
ve
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Austria g g g g g g g g g g g 8

Belgium g g g g g g g g g g g 10

Bulgaria g g g g g g g g g g g 6

Czech Republic g g g g g g g g g g g 9

Denmark g g g g g g g g g g g 7

Estonia g g g g g g g g g g g 10

Finland g g g g g g g g g g g 8

France g g g g g g g g g g g 11

Germany g g g g g g g g g g g 9

Hungary g g g g g g g g g g g 10

Ireland g g g g g g g g g g g 11

Italy g g g g g g g g g g g 7

Latvia g g g g g g g g g g g 7

Lithuania g g g g g g g g g g g 7

Netherlands g g g g g g g g g g g 9

Norway* – – – – – – – – – – – 0

Poland g g g g g g g g g g g 6

Portugal g g g g g g g g g g g 10

Romania g g g g g g g g g g g 6

Slovak Republic g g g g g g g g g g g 4

Slovenia g g g g g g g g g g g 7

Spain g g g g g g g g g g g 9

Sweden g g g g g g g g g g g 8

United Kingdom g g g g g g g g g g g 9

Number of  countries yes ( g ) 9 17 22 12 21 23 19 17 22 14 12  

* In Norway none of the elements are mentioned because there is a total ban on the advertising of alcohol.
** This element particularly is also reflected in the TWF directive, article 15.

Table 3 Elements of Council Recommendation mentioned in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes by 
statutory status. 

Statutory 
(S) / Non-
statutory 

(NS)

Pr
od

uc
tio

n
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yl

es

Ch
ild

re
n
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ug

s

Vi
ol

en
ce

Su
cc

es
s

En
co

ur
ag

em
en

t

Ev
en

ts

M
ed

ia

Fr
ee

Number of countries 
with this element in 
statutory regulation

S 5 8 20 9 12 20 14 12 20 10

S 23% 36% 91% 41% 55% 91% 64% 55% 91% 45%
Number of countries 
with this element in non-
statutory regulation

NS 6 14 15 5 16 15 11 6 11 7

NS 35% 82% 88% 29% 94% 88% 65% 35% 65% 41%
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Table 4  Type of bans in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes

Country i Location ii Time 
iii Media 
Channel

iv Type of 
product 

vi Advertiser
Number of 

bans covered

Austria g g g g g 3

Belgium g g g g g 4

Bulgaria g g g g g 3

Czech Republic g g g g g 1

Denmark g g g g g 1

Estonia g g g g g 4

Finland g g g g g 1

France g g g g g 3

Germany g g g g g 1

Hungary g g g g g 4

Ireland g g g g g 4

Italy g g g g g 4

Latvia g g g g g 2

Lithuania g g g g g 3

Netherlands g g g g g 4

Norway* – – – – – 0

Poland g g g g g 5

Portugal g g g g g 3

Romania g g g g g 3

Slovak Republic g g g g g 2

Slovenia g g g g g 4

Spain g g g g g 4

Sweden g g g g g 2

United Kingdom g g g g g 0

Number of  countries yes ( g ) 17 17 14 15 2  

* In Norway none of the ban types are mentioned because there is a total ban on the advertising of alcohol.

g = yes       g = no

Table 5  Type of bans in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes by statutory status

Country

Statutory 
(S) / Non-
statutory 

(NS)

i Location ii Time 
iii Media 
Channel

iv Type of 
product 

vi Advertiser

Number of  
countries 
with this ban 
in statutory 
regulation

S 14 15 12 14 2

S 64% 68% 55% 64% 9%

Number of 
countries with 
this ban in 
non-statutory 
regulation

NS 7 5 6 5 0

NS 41% 29% 35% 29% 0%

Regulation of commercial communications 
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Table 6  Type of procedures in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes

Country
Pre-launche 

advice

Systematically 
searching for 

violations

Possibility to 
complain

Sanctions 
connected to 

violations

Procedures 
covered

Austria g g g g 4

Belgium g g g g 4

Bulgaria g g g g 3

Czech Republic g g g g 3

Denmark g g g g 3

Estonia g g g g 3

Finland g g g g 4

France g g g g 4

Germany g g g g 4

Hungary g g g g 4

Ireland g g g g 3

Italy g g g g 4

Latvia g g g g 3

Lithuania g g g g 2

Netherlands g g g g 4

Norway g g g g 3

Poland g g g g 4

Portugal g g g g 0

Romania g g g g 3

Slovak Republic g g g g 4

Slovenia g g g g 3

Spain g g g g 3

Sweden g g g g 4

United Kingdom g g g g 4

Number of countries yes ( g ) 15 19 23 23

Table 7  Type of procedures in at least one of a country’s regulations or codes by statutory status

Country

Statutory 

(S) / Non-

statutory 
(NS)

Prelaunch advice
Systematically 

searching
Complain Sanctions

Number of 
countries with 
this procedure 
in statutory 
regulation

S 9 17 22 21

S 39% 74% 96% 91%

Number of 
countries with 
this procedure 
in non-statutory 
regulation

NS 13 8 16 14

NS 76% 47% 94% 82%
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Adherence to the regulatory system

Systematic searches find very little documentation and hardly any scientific 
studies that test the impact of the adherence to marketing regulations, meaning 
that it is not possible to draw any conclusions on whether or not marketing 
regulations are adhered to (ELSA 2007b). Although there are complaints 
concerning marketing targeted at minors, in general it seems that sanctions have 
low punitive power and sometimes adverse effects. In Austria, publicly known 
sanctions were found to double the impact of the advertising effects instead of 
reducing them (Berka et al. 2006). Adolescents may be particularly attracted 
to products that are criticised and sanctioned by established sources. However, 
making the sanctions private does not seems to be a solution, since this decreases 
the transparency of the adherence to the regulations. There is still no pre-launch 
advice system in many EU Member States and in countries with a pre-launch 
advice system there is a general lack of transparency. In some countries (e.g. 
in the UK) pre-launch advice is even confidential. Thus, overall, there is a lack 
of structured and independent evaluation systems with regard to adherence to 
regulations, and therefore it is hard to draw any conclusions on the functioning 
of and adherence to regulations. There is a need for a comprehensive structural 
system for evaluating the adherence to national alcohol marketing regulations, 
which is independent and based on agreed standards and methods. Most ideally 
this system should be compatible and transparent EU wide, since alcohol 
marketing is operating across national borders. This is in accordance with an 
important part of the Communication on alcohol which proposes independent 
parties to verify the adherence to existing codes and the discussion on establishing 
common benchmarks (European Commission 2006). 

2.2 Conclusions

There is no body of information which tells us the extent to which European 
or country level codes that cover the content of alcohol advertisements have 
been adhered to. Statutory regulations seem to be stronger than non-statutory 
regulations in that there are more are more likely to include systematic checks 
on violations of codes and are more likely to cover volume restrictions than non-
statutory regulations. There are clear differences between European countries’ 
laws, regulations and administrative provisions on the advertising of alcohol 
products. Such advertising commonly crosses country borders or involves events 
organized on an international level. As has been the case with tobacco products, 
the differences in national legislation are likely to give rise to increasing barriers 
to the free movement between countries of the products or services that serve as 
the support for such advertising. There is a strong argument that these barriers 
should be eliminated and, to this end, the rules relating to the advertising of 
alcoholic products should in specific cases be approximated across Europe. 
In particular, there is a need to specify the extent to which alcohol advertising 
in certain categories of media and publications is allowed. It has been noted 
in European case law that it is in fact undeniable that advertising acts as an 
encouragement to consumption, that restrictions on the volume of advertising are 
appropriate to ensure their aim of protecting public health, and do not go beyond 
what is necessary to achieve such an objective (European Court of Justice 2004).

Regulation of commercial communications 
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3 Young people and 
alcohol consumption

Young people are at particular risk of alcohol-related harm, showing greater 
vulnerability due to their smaller body size and lack of experience with alcohol. 
Adolescents are particularly vulnerable due to the brain development that takes 
place at this time, which is particularly sensitive to the impact of alcohol. The 
greater the amount of alcohol consumed during adolescence, the greater the risk 
of problems as a young adult, including an increased risk of becoming dependent 
on alcohol. Although trends over the last 10 years do not suggest that young 
people are drinking more alcohol, there is evidence that they are starting to drink 
at a younger age, and are drinking in a more risky pattern, concentrating their 
alcohol consumption into a fewer number of days. Young people bear the brunt 
of alcohol related harm, including an increased risk of accidents and injuries 
and premature death. There is considerable evidence that particular beverage 
alcohol brands that appeal to young people are both manufactured and targeted to 
young people. Young people are particularly responsive to the price of alcohol and 
availability of alcohol. The more affordable alcohol is, and the more available it is, 
the greater the risk of heavier alcohol consumption and alcohol-related harm.

3.1 Are young people at risk of alcohol-related harm?

Greater vulnerability of young people

Children have greater vulnerability to alcohol than adults. As well as usually 
being physically smaller, they lack experience of drinking and its effects. They 
have no context or reference point for assessing or regulating their drinking, 
and, furthermore, they have built no tolerance to alcohol. From mid-adolescence 
to early adulthood there are major increases in the amount and frequency of 
alcohol consumption and alcohol-related problems (Wells et al. 2004; Bonomo 
et al. 2004). Those with heavier consumption in their mid-teens tend to be 
those with heavier consumption, alcohol dependence and alcohol related harm, 
including poorer mental health, poorer education outcome and increased risk of 
crime in early adulthood (Jefferis et al. 2005). During adolescence, alcohol can 
lead to structural changes in the hippocampus (a part of the brain involved in the 
learning process) (De Bellis et al. 2000) and at high levels can permanently impair 
brain development (Spear 2002).

Binge drinking amongst young people

Nearly all 15-16 year old European students (>90%) have drunk alcohol at some 
point in their life, on average beginning to drink at 12 1/2 years of age, and getting 
drunk for the first time at 14 years. The most common place for them to have 
drunk alcohol is at their own or someone else’s home, although sizeable numbers 
also drink in outdoor public spaces and bars. The average amount drunk on the 
last occasion by 15-16 year olds is over 60g of alcohol, and reaches nearly 40g 
even in the lower-consuming 15-16 year old southern Europeans. Over 1 in 8 (13%) 
of 15-16 year olds have been drunk more than 20 times in their life, and more 
than 1 in 6 (18%) have ‘binged’ (5+ drinks on a single occasion) three or more 
times in the last month. Although two countries saw more drunkenness on some 
measures in girls than boys for the first time in 2003, boys continue to drink 
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more and get drunk more often than girls, with little reduction in the absolute gap 
between them overall. 

Most countries show a rise in binge-drinking for boys from 1995/9 to 2003, 
and nearly all countries show this for girls, Figure 1. This is due to a rise in 
binge-drinking and drunkenness across most of the EU during 1995-9, with a 
more mixed trend between 1999 and 2003. A narrowed gap between eastern 
and western Europe is also visible for binge-drinking and drunkenness, due to 
both the size of the changes and a continued rise in parts of eastern Europe, 
particularly for girls, and accompanied by rises in other aspects of consumption 
(e.g. last occasion consumption). Trends are more ambivalent for many other 
aspects of drinking, however, such as frequency of drinking and estimated total 
consumption. While there is, therefore, no evidence that young people’s use 
of alcohol has increased in the last decade, it does appear that there is a trend 
towards increased risky use, particularly in eastern Europe. 

Figure 1  Trends in binge-drinking in 15-16 year old girls and boys, 1995-2003
 5+ drinks on a single occasion 3+ times in last 30 days. Source: ESPAD surveys (Hibell et al. 1996; 

2000; 2004) A point above the dashed line means that binge-drinking has increased. Countries 
in red have seen more than a 2% increase; countries in blue have seen more than a 2% decrease. 
Countries in black have seen less than a 2% change.

The harm done by alcohol amongst young people

The burden of ill-health due to alcohol is disproportionally shouldered by young 
men in Europe, 13,000 of who die from an alcohol-related condition in the EU 
each year. This represents 1 in every 4 deaths of young men, rising to nearly 1 in 
3 in the newer EU10 countries. Alcohol is responsible for a slightly smaller but 
still substantial death toll in young women, with the 2,000 deaths corresponding 
to 11% of female mortality at this age across the EU. The extent to which this is 
a greater burden than at any other age is shown by Figure 2, illustrating how the 
proportion of deaths due to alcohol is greatest on those aged 15-29 for both men 
and women. The high level of harms to young people is due to the importance of 
intentional and unintentional injury as primary causes of death in young people.
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Figure 2 The share of deaths attributable to alcohol in EU citizens younger than age 70 years (year 2000). 
Source: GBD data (Rehm 2005).

Alcohol-related crime and disorder is also considerable among young people, 
with the only comparison to adults (from Estonia) suggesting that alcohol plays 
a greater part in assaults committed by juveniles than adults. A third of a million 
15-16 year old students in the European Union report fights due to their own 
drinking (8% of boys and 4% of girls), although less in the South of the EU15 
and, for girls, less in the EU10 (Hibell et al. 2004). Similarly, 220,000 students 
report getting into trouble with the police due to their drinking (4%), with higher 
rates for central European students and northern European girls than elsewhere. 
These figures are likely to be even higher for older young adults (17-30 year olds), 
as shown in Danish and Polish research. Young people also seem to see alcohol as 
an important cause of aggressive behaviour (in research from the Netherlands, the 
most important cause; KPMG 2001).

Other results from the ESPAD survey suggest that over 5% of 15-16 year old 
students have regretted sex they had due to alcohol. Worryingly from a public 
health perspective, 200,000 students (3.6%) report unprotected sex due to 
drinking – with girls in some countries being substantially more likely than boys 
to report this (UK, Sweden, Iceland, Finland). To a lesser extent, students also 
report having problems at work/school (2.4%) or with their teachers (1.2%) due 
to their drinking. Drinking by adolescents and young adults is associated with 
automobile crash injury and death, suicide and depression, missed classes and 
decreased academic performance, loss of memory, blackouts, fighting, property 
damage, peer criticism and broken friendships, date rape, unprotected sexual 
intercourse that places people at risk for sexually transmitted diseases, HIV 
infection and unplanned pregnancy (Williams and Knox 1987). 

3.2 Are there categories of products that are developed, targeted or appealing  

to young people? 

New development of alcoholic beverages has been particularly active since 
the 1990s (Jackson et al. 2000; Mosher and Johnsson 2005), and started with 
designer drinks characterised by brightly coloured and innovative packaging, 
delivering the product benefits of strength, flavour and portability, such as bottled 
ciders and fortified fruit wines. The boom in designer drinks lasted until the 
mid-1990s, when a new range of alcoholic soft drinks, which became known 
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as ‘alcopops’, emerged. Alcopops were then superseded by ‘pre-mix cocktails’ 
(blends of spirits, soft drinks and other unique flavourings that are not readily 
concocted by consumers themselves), and a trend towards mixing high energy 
soft drinks (such as Red Bull) with spirits (such as vodka). A development of this 
trend has been the introduction of ‘ready-to-drink’ alcoholic energy drinks that 
are sold on the basis of their stimulant properties. These drinks contain a blend 
of vodka, caffeine, glucose and taurine and have an average alcohol content of 
5.4%. Another type of product – strong spirits designed to be consumed in one 
mouthful from small ‘shot’ glasses - is becoming increasingly popular. Brands 
include ‘Aftershock’ and ‘Goldshlager’, and are chosen by young drinkers because 
their strength gives an immediate hit, and their strong flavours (for example 
cinnamon), brand names and packaging have created associations with daring 
behaviour (see Hastings et al. 2005).

Whether they be wine coolers, (Goldberg et al. 1994), designer drinks (McKeganey 
et al. 1996), or alcopops (Barnard and Forsyth 1998), studies of young people’s 
attitudes and behaviour in several countries have documented that such new 
products are the drinks of choice of young people and can contribute both to 
heavier drinking and to lowering the age of onset of drinking. In some instances, 
these products seem to be competing directly with the youth market for illegal 
drugs (Jackson et al. 2000). 

The brand imagery of designer drinks - in contrast to that of more mainstream 
drinks - matched many 14 and 15 year olds’ perceptions and expectations of 
drinking, with consumption of designer drinks tending to be in less controlled 
circumstances and associated with heavier alcohol intake and greater drunkenness 
(Hughes et al. 1997). Data from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 
study found that in Wales, alcopops consumption matched the entire increase in 
weekly drinking of alcohol between 1994 and 1996 among 11 and 12 year olds, 
half the increase for 13 and 14 year-olds, and most of the increase for 15 and 16 
year old girls (Roberts et al. 1999). Swedish surveys have found that alcopops 
and sweet ciders accounted for more than half the recorded increase in alcohol 
consumption among 15 and 16 year old boys between 1996 and 1999, and 
two-thirds of the increase in consumption among girls, at a time when alcohol 
consumption among Swedish adults remained stable (Romanus 2000). 

Industry representatives do not deny the importance of new products designed to 
reach ‘‘new drinkers’’ or ‘‘entry-level drinkers’’ or some similar term: ‘‘No matter 
where in the world they are drunk, and at what kind of occasion, there is no doubt 
that FABs (flavoured alcoholic beverages) are consumed by younger drinkers. The 
combination of packaging, taste and alcoholic content gives them little appeal to 
older drinkers’’ (Euromonitor 2004; 6, Section 22.15). 

Young people and alcohol consumption



ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising 31 µ Content

3.3 Do the price of alcohol and sales promotion influence the age of first drink, 

alcohol consumption and alcohol-related harm? 

Studies have found that increases in the price of alcohol reduce the alcohol 
consumption of young people, with a greater impact on more frequent and 
heavier drinkers than on less frequent and lighter drinkers (Grossman et al. 
1987; Coate and Grossman 1988; Laixuthai and Chaloupka 1993; Chaloupka and 
Wechsler 1996; Cook and Moore 2002). Beyond levels of drinking, price has 
also been found to influence drinking to intoxication. One large survey in the US 
found that a 10% increase in price would decrease the number of intoxication 
episodes per month by 8% (defined as consuming 5+ drinks on one occasion; 
Sloan et al. 1995). The impact of alcohol taxes differs with age, with the impact of 
increasing age in youth possibly swamping the impact of price (Gius 2005). 

Although alcoholic beverages appear to behave in the market like most other 
consumer goods, the demand for alcoholic beverages in some consumers may 
differ from other products because of the addictive nature of alcohol. The addictive 
nature of alcohol implies that an increase in the past consumption of alcohol 
would raise the current consumption; and thus the price elasticity in the short-
term, which holds past consumption constant, would be smaller in absolute value 
than the price elasticity in the long-term, which allows past consumption to vary. 
For example, a price increase in 2004 would reduce consumption in 2004, with 
consumption in previous years held constant. Because of the addictive nature of 
alcohol, it would be expected that consumption in 2005 and in all future years 
would also fall. Consequently, the reduction in consumption, observed over several 
years (i.e., in the long term) after the price increase, would exceed the reduction 
observed in 2004 (i.e., in the short term). Studying the relationship between 
price and alcohol consumption by young adults ages 17 to 29 has found this to 
be the case (Grossman et al. 1998). Ignoring previous years’ consumption (and 
thus the addictive aspects of alcohol) the price elasticity of demand for alcohol 
was -0.29. However, when previous years’ consumption (and thus the addictive 
aspects of alcohol) was taken into account, the estimated long-term price elasticity 
of demand was more than twice as high at -0.65, indicating that price had a much 
greater influence on alcohol consumption. This also means that about one half of 
the reason that heavy drinking young adults do not reduce their consumption is 
the difficulty (costs) of overcoming the addictive nature of alcohol. 

A wide range of studies have found that increasing the price of alcohol and beer 
reduces road traffic accidents and fatalities particularly for younger drivers (Saffer 
and Grossman 1987a,b; Kenkel 1993; Ruhm 1996; Dee 1999; Mast et al. 1999; 
Dee and Evans 2001; Chaloupka et al. 2002 Saffer and Chaloupka 1989; Evans et 
al. 1991; Chaloupka et al. 1993; Sloan et al. 1994a; Mullahy and Sindelar 1994a). 

Increases in alcohol prices reduce intentional and unintentional injuries (Sloan et 
al. 1994; Grossman and Markowitz 1999). Higher beer prices have been shown 
to lead to reductions in rapes and robberies (Cook and Moore 1993), homicides 
(Sloan et al. 1994), crime (Saffer 2001), violence at universities (Grossman and 
Markowitz 2001), and violence-related injuries (Matthews et al. 2005). 

Further, special taxes for spirit based sweet pre-mixed drinks lead to reductions in 
sales and consumption of the specific drinks, Figure 3.
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Figure 3 Impact of specific tax introduced in 2004 on spirits based alcpops on 12-17 year olds weekly 
consumption, Germany. Source: Ministry of Health, Germany (2006). 

There has been a considerable trend towards popular drinking venues offering 
promotional deals and ‘happy hours’ (temporary price-cuts) on products regularly 
consumed by young drinkers (see Hastings et al. 2005). Examples include: a never 
ending vodka glass (purchase one glass of vodka and refill it as often as you like); 
buy-one-drink and get-one-free happy hours, and cheap deals on popular drinks 
on particular nights of the week. Alcohol price promotions are associated with 
increased binge drinking (Kuo et al. 2003).

3.4 Does the availability of alcohol influence the age of first drink, alcohol 

consumption and alcohol-related harm? 

For young people, laws that raise the minimum legal drinking age reduce alcohol 
sales and problems among young drinkers (Grube and Nygaard 2001; Babor 
et al. 2003). Although legal restrictions on the age at which young people may 
purchase alcohol vary widely from country to country, ranging typically from 
16 to 21 years of age, almost all countries legally restrict these sales. A review of 
132 studies published between 1960 and 1999 found very strong evidence that 
changes in minimum drinking age laws can have substantial effects on youth 
drinking and alcohol-related harm, particularly road traffic accidents, often for 
well after young people reached the legal drinking age (Waagenar and Toomey 
2000). Many studies have found that raising the minimum legal drinking age 
from 18 to 21 years decreased single vehicle night time crashes involving young 
drivers by 11% to 16% at all levels of crash severity (Klepp et al. 1996; Saffer and 
Grossman 1987a,b; Wagenaar 1981 1986; Wagenaar and Maybee 1986; O’Malley 
and Wagenaar 1991; Voas and Tippett 1999). Changes in the minimum drinking 
age are related to changes in other alcohol-related injury admissions to hospitals 
(Smith 1988) and injury fatalities (Jones et al. 1992). One study from Denmark, 
where a minimum 15-year age limit was introduced for off-premise purchases, 
found that there was an effect in reducing teenagers’ drinking, but that the 
drinking of those above as well as below the age limit was affected (Møller 2002). 
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The full benefits of a higher drinking age are only realized if the law is enforced. 
Despite higher minimum drinking age laws, young people do succeed in 
purchasing alcohol (e.g. Forster et al. 1994, 1995; Preusser and Williams 1992; 
Grube 1997). In most EU countries in the ESPAD study, a majority of 15-16 year 
old students thought that getting any type of alcoholic beverage was fairly easy or 
very easy, rising to 70%-95% for beer and wine (Hibell et al. 2004). Such sales 
result from low and inconsistent levels of enforcement, especially when there is 
little community support for underage alcohol sales enforcement (Wagenaar and 
Wolfson 1994 1995). Even moderate increases in enforcement can reduce sales 
to minors by as much as 35% to 40%, especially when combined with media and 
other community activities (Grube 1997; Wagenaar et al. 2000). 

Research has examined the associations between outlet density and measures 
of student and underage drinking. Outlet density has been found to be closely 
related to heavy drinking and drinking-related problems among college students 
(Weitzman et al. 2003); other associations were found for the number of 
commercial sources of alcohol and binge drinking and drinking in inappropriate 
places for students age 16 to 17 years (Dent et al. 2005). 

Alcohol advertising can also take place at the point of purchase, including exterior 
and interior advertisements for alcoholic beverages; alcohol-branded functional 
objects provided free to retailers (e.g., counter change mats with an alcohol 
company logo); beer placement (e.g., single cans or bottles chilled in buckets 
near checkout locations); and the presence of low-height advertisements (i.e., 
advertisements placed in the sight line of children and adolescents as opposed to 
adults) (CDC 2003). For non-drinkers aged 12-13 years, exposure to in-store beer 
displays are predictive of drinking onset by age 14-15 years (Ellickson et al. 2005) 
(see Chapter 6). 

3.5 Conclusions

Young people are at particular risk of alcohol-related harm, including accidents 
and injuries and untimely death. There is evidence that over the last 10 years that 
young people all over Europe have been increasingly consuming alcohol in a more 
risky fashion. What is particularly worrying is that the earlier the age young people 
start to drink, and the more they drink at a young age, the more likely they are to 
suffer alcohol related harm and to become dependent on alcohol as a young adult. 
Young people are influenced by the availability of targeted products, but are also 
particularly responsive to increased prices and reduced availability of alcohol. To 
reduce the harm done by alcohol to young people, there are strong arguments 
for restricting the production of alcoholic beverages that are specifically produced 
and targeted at children and adolescents, and strong arguments for ensuring that 
alcoholic beverages do not become more affordable for young people, and that 
restrictions on the availability of alcohol to young people are widely enforced. 
As shall be seen in Chapter 9, these policy measures are complimentary to 
regulations and restrictions on alcohol advertising and, as shall be seen in Chapter 
8, educational approaches are not an effective alternative to them. 
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4 Young people and 
commercial communications

The adolescent brain undergoes major development, which makes them more 
vulnerable to impulsivity and greater sensitivity to pleasure and reward. Young 
people who already have problems related to alcohol are likely to be particularly 
vulnerable to alcohol advertising, with the vulnerability increasing with increasing 
alcohol consumption. Alcohol advertising manipulates adolescents’ vulnerability 
by shaping their attitudes, perceptions and particularly expectancies about alcohol 
use, which then influence youth decisions to drink. All types of media are used for 
commercial communications, including television, music and music videos, films, 
paid placements in films and TV shows, the Internet, grass roots word of mouth, 
and sports sponsorship. Some of these media are easy to regulate (for example 
television and sports sponsorship), whereas others are more difficult to regulate, 
including the Internet, which appears to be increasing as a medium for alcohol 
commercial communications. There is considerable evidence, although mostly 
from the United States, that commercial communications for alcohol are targeted 
to young people. 

4.1 Are young people vulnerable to alcohol advertising?

Adolescents have three distinctive vulnerabilities: impulsivity, linked to a 
temporal gap between the onset of hormonal and environmental stimuli into 
the amygdala and the more gradual development of inhibitory control through 
the executive planning and decision-making functions of the pre-frontal cortex; 
self-consciousness and self-doubt, attributable at least in part to the emergence of 
abstract thinking, but evident in the greater frequency and intensity of negative 
mood states during adolescence; and elevated risk from product use, including 
impulsive behaviour such as drinking and driving, but also greater susceptibility 
to toxins because of the plasticity of the developing brain as well as greater 
sensitivity to the brain’s “stamping” functions identifying pleasure and reward 
(Pechmann et al. 2005). 

Adolescents aged 14 to 17 years with alcohol use disorders showed substantially 
greater brain activation to alcoholic beverage pictures than control youths, 
predominantly in brain areas linked to reward, desire, and positive affect (Tapert 
et al. 2003). The degree of brain response to the alcohol pictures was highest in 
youths who consumed more drinks per month and reported greater desires to 
drink, Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 Blood oxygen level-dependent response signal contrast in the right precuneus/posterior 
cingulated region during exposure to alcoholic beverage pictures relative to non-alcoholic 
beverage pictures plotted as a function of drinks consumed per month for adolescents with 
alcohol use disorders. Source: Tapert et al. (2003)

Early work on alcohol advertising and youth tended to rest on a simple theoretical 
basis: exposure to alcohol advertising influences youth drinking behaviour. 
However, more recent studies have pointed to the importance of alcohol 
advertising in shaping youth attitudes, perceptions and particularly expectancies 
about alcohol use, which then influence youth decisions to drink (Grube and 
Waiters 2005). There seems to be a cognitive progression from liking of alcohol 
advertisements (an affective response associated with the desirability of portrayals 
in the advertisements and a resulting identification with characters in the 
advertisements) to positive expectancies about alcohol use, to intentions to drink 
or actual drinking among young people (Austin and Knaus 2000; Austin et al. 
2000). What young people appear to like in alcohol advertising is elements of 
humour and story, with somewhat less appreciation of music, animal characters 
and people characters. Liking of these elements significantly contributes to the 
overall likeability of specific advertisements, and then to greater likelihood of 
intent to purchase the brand and product advertised (Chen et al. 2005). 

Cross-sectional analysis of an American study found that adolescents progressively 
internalized messages about alcohol, and that these messages affected their 
drinking behaviours. Young people who watched more primetime television found 
portrayals of alcohol in alcohol advertising more desirable, and showed greater 
desire to emulate the persons in the advertisements. These were associated with 
more positive expectancies about alcohol use, which then positively predicted 
liking beer brands as well as alcohol use (Austin 2006). Further analysis found 
a positive relationship between liking of alcohol advertisements at baseline and 
alcohol consumption over a follow-up period of three years, among a cohort of 
9- to 16-year-olds from nine counties in the San Francisco Bay Area. The effects of 
liking the advertisements were mediated through expectancies about alcohol use, 
as well as through normative effects of the exposure to alcohol advertising. Young 
people who liked alcohol advertising not only believed that positive consequences 
of drinking were more likely, but also were more likely to believe that their peers 
drank more frequently, and that their peers approved more of drinking. All these 
beliefs interacted to produce a greater likelihood of drinking, or of intention to 
drink within the next year (Chen and Grube 2004). 
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4.2 What types of media are used for commercial communications?

Television portrayal of alcohol use has been given a lot of attention. When people 
are seen drinking on television they seem to be drinking alcohol most of the time 
(Brown and Witherspoon 2002). Pendleton et al. (1991), for example, found that 
every 6.5 min a reference to alcohol was made in their sample of 50 programmes 
on British television. Especially in fictional series the consumption of alcohol 
was prominently present. Furnham et al. (1997) concentrated on the portrayal 
of alcohol and drinking in six British soap operas and concluded that 86% of 
all programmes contained visual or verbal references to alcoholic beverages. 
More alcohol was consumed than any other kind of drink, but the sample of 
programmes almost never referred to the hazards of alcohol consumption. 

Content analyses of portrayals of alcohol use on television suggest that incidenc-
es of drinking occur frequently and that these portrayals present drinking as 
a relatively consequence-free activity (Christenson et al. 2000; Grube 1993; 
Mathios et al. 1998; Wallack et al. 1990). Television characters who drink tend 
to be “high status” characters who are wealthy, successful, attractive, and in 
senior-level occupations. Their drinking is often associated with happiness, social 
achievement, relaxation, and camaraderie (Hundley 1995; Wallack et al. 1990). 

Content analyses of the appeals used in alcohol advertisements suggest that 
drinking is portrayed as being an important part of sociability, physical attrac-
tiveness, masculinity, romance, relaxation and adventure (Grube 1993; Finn and 
Strickland 1982; Madden and Grube 1994). Many alcohol advertisements use rock 
music, animation, image appeals, and celebrity endorsers, which increase their 
popularity with underage television viewers (Aitken 1989; Grube 1993; Jones and 
Donovan 2001; Martin et al. 2002; Waiters et al. 2001). Not surprisingly, then, 
alcohol commercials are among the most likely to be remembered by teenagers 
and the most frequently mentioned as their favourites (Aitken 1989; Aitken et al. 
1988; Aitken et al. 1988; Grube 1993). 

Music and music videos An analysis of music that is popular with youth found that 17% 
of lyrics across all of the genres contained references to alcohol (Roberts et al. 
1999). Alcohol was mentioned more frequently in rap music (47%) than in other 
genres, such as country-western (13%), top 40 (12%), alternative rock (10%), and 
heavy metal (3%). A common theme is getting intoxicated or high, although 
drinking also is associated with wealth and luxury, sexual activity, and crime or 
violence. As with television and film, consequences of drinking are mentioned 
in few songs and anti-use messages occur rarely. Product placements or brand 
name mentions occurred in approximately 30% of songs with alcohol mentions 
and are especially common in rap music (48%). From 1979 to 1997, rap music 
song lyrics with references to alcohol increased fivefold (from 8% to 44%); those 
exhibiting positive attitudes rose from 43% to 73%; and brand name mentions 
increased from 46% to 71% (Herd 2005). There were also significant increases in 
songs mentioning champagne and liquor (mainly expensive brand names) when 
comparing songs released after 1994 with those from previous years. In addition, 
there were significant increases in references to alcohol to signify glamour and 
wealth, and using alcohol with drugs and for recreational purposes. The findings 
also showed that alcohol use in rap music was much more likely to result in 
positive than negative consequences. 

A similar pattern is found for music videos. DuRant et al. (1997) found that 
rap music videos contained the highest percentage of depictions of alcohol use, 
whereas rhythm and blues videos showed the least alcohol use. Additionally, 
alcohol use was found in a higher proportion of music videos that had any sexual 
content than in videos that had no sexual content. Both the content, which has 
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been shown to glamorize the use of alcohol, and the advertisements surrounding 
the music videos have a potential to make drinking alcohol more enticing to 
young viewers.

Films  Content analyses indicate that alcohol is shown or consumed in most films. 
Thus, 92% (185) of the 200 most popular US movies for 1996–1997 contained 
images of drinking (Roberts et al. 1999). Underage use of alcohol occurred in 
approximately 9% of these films. In general, drinking was associated with wealth 
or luxury in 34% of films that contained alcohol references and pro-use statements 
or overt advocacy of use occurred in 20% of these films. Statements that advocated 
against drinking appeared in only 9% of the films with alcohol references. In all, 
57% of films with alcohol references portrayed no consequences to the user at all. 
Similar findings have emerged from other content analyses (Everett et al. 1998). 
Surprisingly, an analysis of children’s animated feature films found that 47% of 
them depicted alcohol or drinking (Thompson and Yokota 2001). None of these 
animated films contained an overt health warning about alcohol use and good or 
neutral characters accounted for most of the drinking portrayals. 

In terms of images of drinkers, a content analysis of 100 films from 1940 
to 1989 compared drinkers with non-drinkers; drinkers were depicted more 
positively than non-drinkers (McIntosh et al. 1999). Specifically, drinkers were 
rated as having a higher socio-economic status, being more attractive, having 
more romantic and sexual involvements, and being more aggressive than non-
drinkers. These films, however, presented negative consequences associated 
with drinking, such as death and loss of loved ones, on an equal basis with 
positive consequences, such as wealth and romance. A similar analysis of films 
produced from 1906 to 2001 found alcohol use to be portrayed predominantly in 
a normalized fashion, compared with demonized portrayals of illicit drugs, such 
as cannabis (Cape 2003). 

Paid placements Paid placements of products in films, television, books, and video games 
is another way to embed alcoholic beverages in the daily lives of young people. 
Media placement decisions are the result of extensive market research and the use 
of standard market research databases to assess the demographic profiles of the 
audiences for various media vehicles, as well as the effectiveness of such vehicles 
in delivering target audiences to firms interested in placing advertising in them 
(Jernigan and O’Hara 2005). 

Internet The rapid rise of information technology and, in particular, the Internet has 
given manufacturers a new promotional opportunity. Sophisticated web sites 
have been created using technology to produce interactive arenas with impressive 
graphics and eye-catching animation. Research on alcohol portrayals on the 
Internet has focused on youth access, exposure to alcohol marketing, and the 
potential attractiveness of commercial alcohol web sites to youth. Research has not 
addressed the content of non-commercial web sites that focus on alcohol products 
or drinking cultures. Similarly, no study has addressed the potential effects on 
consumption by youth of exposure to alcohol portrayals and promotion on the 
Internet. The Center for Media Education (quoted in Grube and Waiters (2005)) 
found that commercial alcohol web sites are easily accessible to youth, and are 
often accessed from search engines through non-related key word searches for 
games, entertainment, music, contests, and free screensavers. Content analyses 
of web sites that are registered to large alcohol companies revealed that young 
drinkers are targeted through a glorification of youth culture that offers humour, 
hip language, interactive games and contests, audio downloads of rock music, and 
community-building chat rooms and message boards. Overall, these sites were 
found to promote alcohol use. Only a handful of them included any information 
on the harm done by alcohol. 
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Grass roots and viral Grass-roots level marketing has also increased during the 1990s 
through the use of technologies such as the Internet, the adoption of racial, ethnic, 
and other holidays and celebrations and the expansion of sponsorship from 
sporting events to popular music concerts as alcohol marketing opportunities 
(McBride and Mosher 1985:143; Alaniz and Wilkes 1998), to events in which 
alcohol is often a central part of the activities, thereby embedding products in 
young people’s lifestyles and daily practices (Aaker 1996; Fleming and Zwiebach 
1999). Viral marketing techniques are also popular to encourage users to bring 
their friends to Internet sites, including features that permit users to send e-mail 
and mobile phone text messages to friends (Cooke et al. 2002). Little research has 
been done to date on the impact of such marketing on young people.

Sports sponsorship Commercial sponsorship has expanded greatly since the 1980’s, led by 
the tobacco industry, but with the alcohol industry in second place (Meenaghan 
1991, Meerabeau et al. 1991; Cooke et al. 2002). As a result, alcohol sponsorship 
has become common across Europe in all the key areas of youth culture: music, 
sport, dance, film and television. 

Sponsorship brings a number of potential benefits to the sponsor. It can provide 
a means of avoiding regulations on direct advertising (Meerabeau et al. 1991). 
It is an inexpensive form of advertising which can easily reach favoured market 
segments (young males are both the keenest sports fans and the heaviest 
drinkers), and these consumers are less critical of it than traditional forms of 
advertising. Further, sponsorship of large international sports events can allow a 
company’s brand to cross borders into countries where direct alcohol marketing 
may be severely restricted or even banned.

4.3 Are commercial communications targeted to young people?

Research in the United States shows that alcohol companies have placed 
significant amounts of advertising where youth are more likely per capita to be 
exposed to it than adults (Jernigan et al. 2005). In 2002 in the US, underage youth 
saw 45% more beer and ale advertising, 12% more distilled spirits advertising, 
65% more low-alcohol refresher advertising, and 69% less advertising for wine 
than persons 21 years and older (Jernigan et al. 2004). Girls aged 12 to 20 years 
were more likely to be exposed to beer, ale, and low-alcohol refresher advertising 
than women in the group aged 21 to 34. Girls’ exposure to low-alcohol refresher 
advertising increased by 216% from 2001 to 2002, while boys’ exposure increased 
by 46%. 

Magazines are the most tightly targeted of the measured media. Two studies to 
date have looked at alcohol advertising in this medium. Following on research 
suggesting that cigarette brands popular among youth ages 12 to 17 were more 
likely than other brands to be advertised in magazines (King et al. 1998), Sanchez 
et al. (2000) selected a convenience sample of 15 magazines, 11 with the highest 
youth readership (greater than 1.9 million readers) and 4 with the lowest youth 
readership (less than 0.8 million), and assessed the volume of influence by 
counting advertising pages for alcohol and tobacco in each magazine. The authors 
found a relationship between the size of youth readership and alcohol and tobacco 
advertisements, with magazines with more youth readers containing more 
alcohol and tobacco advertisements. Similar findings were made by Garfield et 
al. (2003), who found that after adjustment for other magazine characteristics, 
the advertisement rate ratio was 1.6 more times for beer and spirits for every 
additional one million adolescent readers. Wine industry advertising was not 
associated with adolescent readership, Figure 5.

Young people and commercial communications



ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising 39 µ Content

Figure 5 Magazine readership and alcohol advertisements. The advertisement rate ratio for every 
additional 1 million adolescent readers. For example, a US magazine that has 1 million more 
readers aged 12-19 years than another US magazine will have 1.6 times the number of beer and 
spirits advertisements. Source: Garfield et al. (2003).

4.4 Conclusions

Due to the biological changes of adolescence, young people are particularly 
vulnerable to alcohol advertisements, which manipulate adolescents’ vulnerability 
by shaping their attitudes, perceptions and expectancies about alcohol use. 
This vulnerability is exacerbated by the enormous exposure to commercial 
communications, not only through traditional media, which are highly targeted 
to young people, but also through mobile phones and the Internet, which have 
particular appeal to young people. Article 95(3) of the Treaty of the European 
Union requires the Commission, in its proposals for the establishment and 
functioning of the Internal Market concerning health, to take as a base a high 
level of protection. An approximation of the European countries’ advertising laws, 
including statutory regulations and a ban in certain media would protect young 
people, by regulating the promotion of alcohol, an addictive product responsible 
for over 25% of young male deaths and over 11% of young female deaths, and 
avoid a situation where young people begin using alcohol at an early age and in a 
risky fashion as a result of promotion and thereby become dependent. 
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5 Commercial communications and 
youth attitudes and desires to drink

There is an enormous wealth of evidence that alcohol advertisements are related 
to positive attitudes and beliefs about alcohol amongst young people. In addition, 
the content of advertisements is related to expectancies about the use of alcohol 
amongst young people and the role of alcohol in their lives. Young people are 
particularly drawn to elements of music, characters, story and humour. Young 
people who like advertisements believe that positive consequences of drinking 
are more likely, their peers drink more frequently, and their peers approve more 
of drinking. These beliefs interact to produce a greater likelihood of drinking, or 
of intention to drink in the near future. These results are not surprising, given 
that increased desires to drink must be one of the main aims of commercial 
communications. 

5.1 Do commercial communications change young people’s attitudes and 

desires to drink? 

Social norms reflect one’s beliefs about both the normality and appropriateness 
of particular beliefs and behaviours and, as a result, often create pressure to 
conform and behave in a particular way (Aas and Klepp 1992; Austin and Johnson 
1997a; 1997b; Austin and Knaus 2000; Austin and Meili 1994; Austin and 
Nach-Ferguson 1995; Thomsen and Rekve 2004). In most cases, this pressure 
is internal and reflects what we think others will expect of us in particular 
situations. As suggested by social cognitive theory, social norms are often learned 
through observation and various experiences. Teenagers, for example, who 
see other teenagers drink – on television or in a real-life setting – may come 
to believe that all teenagers drink, in turn creating pressure to conform to this 
normative standard (Aas and Klepp 1992). The problem is that teenagers tend to 
overestimate the frequency of drinking by other teenagers, thus creating beliefs 
and related pressures that are not consistent with reality (Aas and Klepp 1992). 

For children and adolescents who have not yet begun to drink, expectancies 
(i.e., expectant or accepting of the reality of future drinking) are influenced by 
normative assumptions about teenage drinking as well as through the observation 
of drinking by parents, peers, and models in the mass media (Aas 1993; Ary 
et al. 1993; Cumsille et al. 2000; Curran et al. 1997; Grube and Wallack 1994; 
Jackson et al. 1999; Webb et al. 1996). A growing body of research has linked 
exposure to portrayals of alcohol use in the mass media with the development of 
positive drinking expectancies by children and adolescents (Andsager et al. 2002; 
Austin and Johnson 1997a; 1997b; Austin and Knaus 2000; Austin and Meili 
1994; Aitken 1989; Aitken et al. 1988; Austin and Meili 1994; Austin and Nach-
Ferguson 1995; Austin et al. 2000; Dunn and Yniguez 1999; Grube and Wallack 
1994; Kelly and Edwards 1988; Kotch et al. 1986; Martin et al. 2002; Hill and 
Caswell 2001). 

Many studies suggest that portrayals of incidental drinking in entertainment 
media and messages and images in advertising influence beliefs and behaviours 
in those who are under the legal drinking age (Aitken 1989; Atkin 1990; Connol-
ly et al. 1994; Jones and Donovan 2001; Martin et al. 2002; Waiters et al. 2001; 
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Wyllie et al. 1998). Positive alcohol expectancies, in turn, have also been linked to 
current adolescent alcohol use (Aas 1993; Aas et al. 1995; Aas et al. 1998; Austin 
and Johnson 1997a; 1997b; Brown et al. 1987; Connelly et al. 1994; Grube and 
Wallack 1994; Kotch et al. 1986). Some of these studies, however, have been criti-
cized in that they have not provided sufficient empirical support to assert a causal 
link between media exposure and attitudes and behaviours (Kohn and Smart 
1984; Smart 1988), and also because some have reported very small effect sizes 
(Beccaria 2001; Grimm 2002; Nelson 1999; Strickland 1983). 

Content analysis suggests that many alcohol advertisements link drinking with 
valued personal attributes (e.g., sociability, elegance, physical attractiveness) and 
with desirable outcomes (e.g., success, relaxation, romance, adventure) (Strickland 
et al. 1982). In general, children and adolescents find alcohol advertising with 
celebrity endorsers, humour, animation, and popular music to be particularly 
appealing (Chen and Grube 2002; Atkin and Block 1983). Adolescent boys are 
especially attracted to alcohol advertisements that depict sports (Slater et al. 1996; 
1997). 

One relatively large study looked into connections between children’s awareness 
of alcohol advertising and their knowledge and beliefs about drinking (Grube 
1995; Grube and Wallack 1994). The students’ awareness of alcohol advertising 
was ascertained through presentations of a series of still photographs taken 
from television commercials for beer, with all references to the product or brand 
deleted. The children were asked if they had seen each advertisement and, if 
so, to identify the product being advertised. Children who were more aware of 
advertising had increased knowledge of beer brands and slogans as well as more 
positive beliefs about drinking. Although attempts were made to account for the 
possibility that prior beliefs and knowledge could affect the children’s awareness 
of the advertising, it is still possible that the relationship is due to children who 
hold more positive beliefs about drinking being those who are more aware of 
advertising. 

Another study found that young people with more positive affective responses to 
alcohol advertising held more favourable drinking expectancies, perceived greater 
social approval for drinking, believed drinking was more common among peers 
and adults, intended to drink more as adults, and drank with higher frequency 
and in greater quantities (Chen and Grube 2002). Again, although an attempt 
was made to control for the reciprocal effects of alcohol consumption, intentions, 
and beliefs on positive effect toward alcohol advertising, it remains possible that 
the relationship is due to children who drink alcohol and in larger quantities hold 
more positive responses to alcohol advertisements.

A number of studies have attempted to find out whether children and adolescents 
who like alcohol advertisements have different drinking behaviours from those 
who do not like the advertisements. In one study of 213 children aged 7 to 12 
years, the more the children liked alcohol advertisements, the more likely they 
were to have experimented with alcohol (Austin and Nach-Ferguson 1995). 

A study of 500 New Zealand children aged between 10 and 17 years found that 
the degree to which the children liked a set of beer advertisements influenced 
how much they expected to drink at age 20 years (Wyllie et al. 1998a). Statistical 
analysis concluded that, while liking alcohol advertising influences current 
drinking status and intentions, the reverse does not seem to be true. In a similar 
study of an older age group, stronger results were reported in 1,012 randomly-
selected 18- to 29-year-olds (Wyllie et al. 1998b). In this case, the more the 
respondents liked the alcohol advertisements, the more likely they were to drink 
at greater rates and to agree with positive belief statements such as “Drinking is a 
good way to escape from the hassles of everyday life.” Most important, the more 
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they liked the advertisements, the more they reported drinking problems such as 
getting into a physical fight because of drinking. Statistical modelling was used 
to propose that alcohol advertising and responses to alcohol advertising influence 
drinking beliefs, behaviours, and problems rather than the other way around. 

Amongst 15 to 20 year olds, alcohol advertising is influential in shaping 
young people’s attitudes and perceptions about alcohol advertising messages, 
which are in turn predictive of both positive expectancies and intentions to 
drink, suggesting that the effects of alcohol advertising on intentions to drink 
are mediated by cognitive responses to advertising messages and positive 
expectancies (Fleming et al. 2004). Fourteen year olds with greater exposure to 
advertisements in magazines, at sporting and music events and on television 
are more advertisement-aware than those with less exposure, as are teens who 
watch more TV, pay attention to beer advertisements and know adults who drink 
(Collins et al. 2003). Amongst 10-17 year olds, the perceived likeability of beer 
advertisements is a function of the positive affective responses evoked by the 
specific elements featured in the advertisements. Liking of specific elements 
featured in beer advertisements significantly contributed to the overall likeability 
of these advertisements and subsequently to advertising effectiveness indicated by 
purchase intent of product and brand promoted by these advertisements (Chen et 
al. 2005).

A number of studies have attempted to understand the process by which exposure 
to alcohol advertising and incidental portrayals of drinking on television and 
music videos (DuRant et al. 1997; Robinson et al. 1998) influence alcohol-related 
beliefs and behaviours in children and adolescents. Aas and Klepp (1992), Atkin 
(1990), and Austin and Meili (1994) have argued that alcohol use is a learned 
behaviour, part of the adolescent socialization process. They contend that 
adolescents, particularly those who have not yet begun to experiment personally 
with alcohol, actively and deliberately seek information about alcohol from cul-
tural sources as well as family and peers. One of the primary sources is television, 
which may present only a distorted view of the realities of alcohol use (Atkin 1990; 
Austin and Nach-Ferguson 1995; Christenson et al. 2000; Grube 1993; Kelly and 
Donohew 1999; Mirazee et al. 1989; Wallack et al. 1990). Heavier viewers are 
more likely than lighter viewers to agree that ‘‘people who drink are happy’’ and 
‘‘you have to drink to have fun at a sporting event’’ (Neuendorf 1985).

Studies of the effects of exposure to depictions of drinking in films on youth are 
rare (Thompson 2005). In one study, college students were exposed to one of two 
versions of A Star is Born; one depicted the negative consequences of drinking 
for the lead character, whereas the other version had the negative consequences 
deleted (Bahk 1997; 2001). Viewing the version that had deleted scenes led to 
more favourable attitudes toward drinking and to stronger intentions to drink. In 
a similar study, college students were exposed to a series of film clips that depicted 
negative consequences of spirits consumption, positive consequences, or a control 
condition with no drinking (Kulick and Rosenberg 2001). Results indicated that 
participants who viewed the clips that showed positive consequences of drinking 
had significantly higher positive alcohol expectancies compared with controls. 
The control group and the group that viewed the clips that showed negative 
consequences did not differ in their intentions to drink spirits in the next week.
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5.2 Conclusions

There can be little doubt that alcohol advertisements are related to positive 
attitudes and beliefs about alcohol amongst young people, and that the content 
of advertisements are related to expectancies about the use of alcohol amongst 
young people and the role of alcohol in their lives. As was presented in Chapter 
2, there are clear differences between European countries’ laws, regulations and 
administrative provisions on the advertising of alcohol products, and there is no 
body of evidence that reports on the adherence of alcohol advertisements to codes 
of content. Since the differences in national legislation are likely to give rise to 
increasing barriers to the free movement between countries of the products or 
services that serve as the support for such advertising, there are strong arguments 
to approximate the laws that deal with content across Europe. One example of 
such a law is the French Loi Evin, which limits the messages and images of 
alcohol advertisements to only refer to the quality of the product. 
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6 Commercial communications and 
youth drinking behaviour

6.1 Do commercial communications change young people’s behaviour?

Six US-based well designed longitudinal studies and one Belgian well designed 
longitudinal study show that the volume of advertisements and media exspoure 
increase the likelihood of young people starting to drink, the amount they drink, 
and the amount they drink on any one occasion (see Table 8). There have been no 
published longitudinal studies that do not find such an effect. These findings are 
similar to the impact of advertising on smoking and eating behaviour, and are not 
surprising, given that increased drinking must be the main hoped for outcome 
of commercial communications. It is difficult to study the relationship between 
expenditure on commercial communications, or whether or not there are bans on 
alcohol advertisements in a jurisdiction and drinking by young people. Where this 
has been done, some studies have found that increased expenditure on advertising 
is associated with increased alcohol-related harm amongst young people, and 
that total bans have reduced alcohol-related harm, whereas others have not. 
In general, later studies seem to have found more of an effect of commercial 
communications. 

Smoking

The impact that advertising can have on young people’s behaviour is well 
illustrated by smoking, where it has been accepted that advertising is associated 
with cigarette use. A systematic review of nine longitudinal studies that followed 
up a total of over 12,000 baseline non-smokers found that exposure to tobacco 
advertising and promotion was associated with the likelihood that adolescents will 
start to smoke (Lovato et al. 2003). Based on the strength of this association, the 
consistency of findings across numerous observational studies, the temporality of 
exposure and smoking behaviours observed, as well as the theoretical plausibility 
regarding the impact of advertising, the review concluded that tobacco advertising 
and promotion increases the likelihood that adolescents will start to smoke.

Food preferences 

Similar results have been found for food preferences, where a systematic review 
found: reasonably strong evidence, from 14 studies, that exposure to food 
promotion influences children’s food preferences; strong and consistent evidence, 
from 7 studies, that exposure to food promotion influences children’s purchasing 
and purchase-related behaviour; modest evidence, from 11 studies, that exposure 
to food promotion influences children’s food consumption behaviour; evidence 
from 6 studies of a significant relationship between television viewing and diet, 
obesity and cholesterol; evidence from one study that greater exposure to food 
adverts was associated with higher snacking and calorific consumption; evidence, 
from 8 studies, that food promotion exerts an influence on children’s food 
behaviour and diet independently of other influences such as parents’ behaviour 
or price; and, importantly, evidence, from 13 studies that food promotion 
influences children’s brand preferences and their category preferences (Hastings 
et al. 2003). 
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Drinking alcohol

Early survey research of children and adolescents provided some evidence of links 
between alcohol advertising and a greater likelihood of drinking (Aitken et al. 
1988; Atkin and Block 1980; Atkin et al. 1983 1984; Austin and Meili 1994; Austin 
and Nach-Ferguson 1995; Grube 1995; Grube and Wallack 1994; Wyllie et al. 
1998a,b). The effects were small, however, and a few studies found no significant 
relationships (Adlaf and Kohn 1989; Strickland 1982 1983). Further, the survey 
study designs were unable to establish whether, for example, the advertisements 
caused the behaviours, or whether pre-existing behaviours led to an increased 
awareness of the advertisements. 

High school boys who are heavier television viewers drink more than lighter 
viewers (Tucker 1985; Atkin 1990), although this is not the case for all programme 
viewing (Klein et al. 1993). More recently, it was found that television viewing was 
related to initiation of drinking over an 18-month period (Robinson et al. 1998) 
Each 1-hour increase in television viewing at baseline was associated with a 9% 
increased risk for initiating drinking during the following 18 months. 

One New Zealand study that tracked a random sample of 677 teenagers over 
several years found that young men who, at age 15 years, could recall more alcohol 
commercials (mostly beer advertisements) drank greater quantities of beer 
when they were 18 than did those who could recall fewer commercials at age 15 
(Connolly et al. 1994). However, opposite results were found for women. 

Use of alcohol by adolescents has been associated with higher levels of music 
video exposure (Robinson et al. 1998; Durant et al. 1997; Brown and Witherspoon 
2002). Robinson et al. (1998) found a 31% increased risk of drinking initiation 
over 18 months for each 1-hour increase in watching music videos. Another 
study of the effects of popular music videos on adolescent risk behaviour found 
a positive association between exposure to rap music videos and an increased 
likelihood of alcohol use among African American female adolescents (Wingood 
et al. 2003). Results of a 12-month follow-up showed that adolescents with a 
greater exposure to rap music videos were 1.5 times more likely to have used 
alcohol than were adolescents with less exposure to rap music videos. A Belgian 
study examined the association between music video viewing and the amount of 
drinking in adolescents (Van Den Bulck and Beullens 2005). The results showed 
that the quantity of alcohol consumed while going out in February 2004 was 
related to the adolescents’ overall TV viewing and their music video exposure a 
year earlier. Even after controlling for gender, school year, and drinking in 2003, 
these results remained significant. 

Other research showed a positive correlation between parental restrictions on 
non-childhood movies and a decreased likelihood of adolescent drinking. Dalton 
et al. (2002), for example, found that the prevalence of drinking among middle 
school students decreased as parental restrictions that were placed on viewing 
films increased. The prevalence of having tried alcohol was 46% for youth with no 
parental viewing restrictions, 16% for youth with partial restrictions, and 4% for 
those with complete restrictions. These prevalence rates held constant, even after 
controlling for other variables, such as student and parenting characteristics. 

In the United States, Ellickson et al. (2005) followed over 3,000 13–15-year-olds 
for three years. Comparing drinkers and non-drinkers at baseline, they found 
that exposure to in-store beer displays predicted drinking onset for non-drinkers 
after 2 years, and exposure to advertising in magazines and beer concession 
stands at sports or music events predicted frequency of drinking after two years. 
They found no significant predictive effect of exposure to television advertising 
for either drinkers or non-drinkers. However, Stacy et al. (2004) did find effects 
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for television advertising. They began with a cohort of 2,250 12–13-year-olds and, 
using a combination of exposure and recall variables, found that, if a 11-12 year 
old, compared with the average, watched 60% more alcohol advertisements on 
TV, one year later, they were 44% more likely to have used beer, 34% more likely 
to have ever used wine/liquor, and 26% more likely to have had 3 or more drinks 
on one occasion. 

Table 8  Results of longitudinal studies on impact of media and advertising exposure on alcohol use

Study Country Age group 
(years)

Follow-up 
(months)

Outcome at follow-up

Robinson et al (1998) US 14-15 18 

Each 1-hour increase in television viewing 
associated with a 9% increased risk for 
initiating drinking. Each 1-hour increase in 
watching music videos associated with a 31% 
increased risk for initiating drinking.

Wingood et al 2003 US 14-18 12 
High exposure to rap music leads to 1.5 times 
greater likelihood to use alcohol over 12 
month period compared with low exposure. 

Stacy et al. (2004) US 11-12 12

Those who watched 60% more alcohol 
advertisements on TV were 44% more likely to 
have used beer, 34% more likely to have ever 
used wine/liquor, and 26% more likely to have 
had 3 or more drinks on one occasion. 

Van Den Bluck & 
Beullens (2005)

Belgium 13 + 16 12 
Quantity of alcohol consumed while going out 
related to overall TV viewing and their music 
video exposure. 

Ellickson et al. (2005) US 13-15 36

Exposure to in-store beer displays, 
advertising in magazines and beer concession 
stands at sports or music events predicted 
drinking onset for non-drinkers after 2 years. 

Snyder et al. (2006) US 15-26 21 

For every 4% more alcohol advertisements 
seen on TV, radio, billboards and in magazines 
drank 1% more drinks per month, and for every 
15% more exposure in their media market on 
alcohol advertising, drank 3% more drinks per 
month.

Sargent et al (2006) US 10-14 12-24

Significant linear and quadratic relationship 
between movie alcohol exposure and 
initiation of drinking, with a higher dose-effect 
relationship at lower movie alcohol exposure 
levels compared to higher levels.

McClure et al. (2006) 
[Same study as Sargent 
et al (2006)]

US 10-14 12-24
Owners of alcohol branded merchandise 
had higher rates of alcohol initiation (25%) 
compared with non-owners (13.1%). 

Sargent and colleagues (2006) combined a school-based cross-sectional survey 
of 4655 adolescents between the ages of 10 and 14 from New Hampshire and 
Vermont with longitudinal follow-up of the 2406 respondents who reported 
never drinking to assess the impact of exposure to alcohol use in motion pictures 
on early onset of teen drinking. The researchers found alcohol use in 92% of a 
sample of 601 contemporary films, with median screen time for such use of 2.5 
minutes. After controlling for sociodemographics, personality characteristics, 
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school performance, parenting style, and smoking experimentation, they found a 
direct linear relationship in the cross-sectional survey between exposure to movie 
alcohol use and prevalence of early-onset drinking. This linear relationship held 
for the longitudinal analysis as well, with the effect strongest at the lower levels of 
exposure. According to the authors, this strengthened the case for an independent 
effect of exposure to alcohol use in films on early-onset drinking, as opposed to 
the observed relationship being simply an artefact of the frequent movie-watching 
of poorly supervised or academically disengaged young people. The same survey 
also looked at ownership of alcohol-branded merchandise and its relationship 
to early-onset drinking. Alcohol producers distribute branded clothing, toys, 
game equipment and so on as part of embedding their brands in daily life. After 
adjusting for the confounders described above, young people who owned alcohol-
branded merchandise were significantly more likely to have started to drink 
alcohol compared with students who did not own any such merchandise (McClure 
et al. 2006). 

Research on the effects of sponsorship is limited, and much more is needed. 
Sponsorship produces higher levels of awareness than advertising amongst both 
users and non-users of the brand being examined (Hoek et al. 1997). For non-
drinkers aged 12-13 years, exposure to beer concession stands at sporting events 
displays is predictive of drinking onset by age 14-15 years (Ellickson et al. 2005). 
Further, attendance at family entertainment venues associated with sporting 
events is predictive of alcohol consumption amongst 12-13 year olds (Thomsen et 
al. 2004). 

6.2 Commercial communications and population level effects

Another way to study the impact of commercial communications on alcohol is to 
consider the relationship between expenditure on commercial communications, 
or whether or not there are bans on alcohol advertisements in a jurisdiction 
and drinking by young people. There have been different findings from such 
studies, Table 9 (see Calfee and Scheraga 1994; Saffer 1995 1996). A UK study 
suggested that a 1-percent decrease in alcohol advertising would be associated, at 
most, with a 0.1-percent decrease in consumption (Godfrey 1994). U.S. data from 
1970 through 1990 has also been analyzed to investigate changes in per capita 
consumption as a function of changes in advertising. Although the years with 
higher total wine and spirits advertising had higher relative levels of consumption, 
a model that accounted for changes over time found no evidence that changes in 
advertising were related to changes in consumption (Fisher and Cook 1995). The 
results did indicate that increased advertising of spirits was linked to a drop in the 
market share for wine, suggesting that such advertising may realign market share. 
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Table 9 Results of econometric studies of advertising on alcohol use and harm variables 1

TIME SERIES STUDIES Jurisdiction Time period Effect

Blake and Nied (1997) UK 1952-1991 
Small positive effect of 
advertising

Bourgeois and Barnes (1979) Canada 1951-1974 No effect of advertising

Calfee and Scheraga (1994) 
France Germany, 
Netherlands Sweden 

No effect of advertising

Duffy (1987) UK 1963-1983 No effect of advertising

Duffy (1991) UK 1963-1985 quarterly No effect of advertising

Duffy (1995) UK 1963-1988 quarterly No effect of advertising

Duffy (2001) UK 1964-1996 quarterly No effect of advertising

Franke and Wilcox (1987) US 1964-1984 quarterly 
Small positive effect of 
beer and wine advertising

Grabowski (1976) US 1956-1972 No effect of advertising

Lee and Trembley (1992) US 1953- 1983 No effect of advertising

McGuiness (1980) UK 1956-1975 
Small positive effect of 
spirits advertising

McGuiness (1983) UK 1956-1979 
Small positive effect of 
beer advertising

Nelson (1999) US quarterly No effect of advertising

Nelson and Moran (1995) US 1964-1990 No effect of advertising

Selvanathan (1989) UK 1955-1975 
Small positive effect of 
beer advertising

CROSS-SECTIONAL STUDIES Jurisdiction Time period Effect

Goel and Morey (1995) US 1959-1982 
Positive effect of 
advertising

Saffer (1997) US 1986-1989 quarterly 
Positive effect of 
advertising

BAN STUDIES Jurisdiction Time period Effect

Interrupted Time Series

Makowsky and Whitehead (1991) Saskatchewan No effect of advertising

Ogborne and Smart (1980) Manitoba No effect of advertising

Smart and Cutler (1976) British Columbia No effect of advertising

Multivariate

Ornstein and Hanssens (1985) US 1974-1978 
Positive effect of price 
advertising

Saffer (1991) OECD 1970-1990 Negative effect of bans

Young (1993) OECD 1970-1990 Mixed results

Nelson and Young (2001) OECD 1970-1990 Positive effect of bans

Saffer and Dave (2002) OECD 1970-1995 Negative effect of bans

1 Taken from Saffer and Dave (2003).
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Later studies have suggested significant effects of alcohol advertising on alcohol  
consumption and alcohol-related problems (Saffer 1991 1997; Saffer and Dave 
2004), although the effects may be small (Saffer & Dave 2006). Countries 
with partial restrictions had 16% lower alcohol consumption rates and 10% 
lower motor vehicle fatality rates than did countries with no restrictions, and 
countries with complete bans on television alcohol advertisements had 11% lower 
consumption rates and 23% lower motor vehicle fatalities rates than did countries 
with partial restrictions (Saffer 1991 1993b). After accounting for regional price 
differences and population variables such as income and religion, increases in 
alcohol advertising were found to be significantly related to increases in total and 
night time vehicle fatalities across US states (Saffer 1997). It was estimated that a 
total ban on alcohol advertising might reduce motor vehicle fatalities by as much 
as 5,000 to 10,000 lives per year. 

One US study that used longitudinal data showed that market-level alcohol 
advertising expenditures were related positively to self-reported exposure to 
alcohol advertising and to individual-level alcohol consumption among youth 
and young adults, although the effects were small (Snyder et al. 2006). Amongst 
American 15-26 year olds (who at baseline, on average, saw 23 advertisements per 
month, were exposed to $3.4 per adult worth of advertisements per year, and who 
consumed 38.5 drinks per month), 21 months after baseline, for every 4% more 
alcohol advertisements seen on TV, radio, billboards and in magazines at baseline, 
they drank 1% more drinks per month, and for every 15% more exposure in their 
media market on alcohol advertising, they drank 3% more drinks per month 
(Snyder et al 2006). In the US, it has been estimated that an advertsing ban would 
reduce deaths from harmful drinking by over 7,000, and result in a 16% decrease 
in alcohol-related life-years lost (Hollingworh et al 2006). 

Amongst US 12 to 16 year-olds, the elasticity of advertising expenditure with 
respect to past month alcohol use was estimated at about 0.08 and with respect 
to past month binge participation at about 0.14 (Saffer and Dave 2003; Saffer 
and Dave 2006). The data suggested that the compete elimination of alcohol 
advertising could reduce adolescent monthly alcohol use by about 24% and binge 
participation by about 42%. The size of the effect was similar to a doubling of the 
price of alcohol, which was estimated to reduce adolescent monthly alcohol use by 
28%, and binge drinking by 51%. 

Econometric studies of the impact of advertising have a number of weaknesses 
that stem from the fact that they are dependent on the construction of complex 
equations to model an extremely sophisticated social phenomenon (Smart 1988; 
Godfrey 1989; Harrison and Godfrey 1989; Saffer 1996); data on key variables, 
most notably advertising expenditure, are often missing; advertising spending is 
assumed to be an accurate marker of advertising effectiveness, whereas content 
is also important (Strickland 1982); models do not account for consumers’ active 
involvement in the communication process (Casswell 1995), leading to more 
effective advertisements (Casswell and Zhang 1998); complications such as 
feedback, the potential reciprocity of advertising and consumption levels, and 
advertising wear-out are frequently ignored; and they focus on advertising and 
ignore the integrated nature of marketing. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, other studies have concluded that a total ban on 
broadcast alcohol advertising has no measurable effects on alcohol consumption, 
probably and largely due to substitution effects (Nelson 2003). 
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6.3 Conclusions

As with the impact of advertising on smoking and eating behaviour, there is now 
a body of evidence from six good quality longitudinal studies which shows that the 
volume of advertisements and media exposure increase the likelihood of young 
people starting to drink, the amount they drink, and the amount they drink on 
any one occasion. Chapter 2 concluded that the rules relating to the advertising of 
alcoholic products should in specific cases be approximated across Europe, and 
that, in particular there is a need to specify the extent to which alcohol advertising 
in certain categories of media and publications is allowed. The evidence 
presented in the present chapter would suggest, as is the case with tobacco, that 
consideration should be given to the prohibition of advertising of alcohol products 
on television and radio and in specified certain print media. 
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7 Non-statutory regulation of 
commercial communications

Although there is a reliance on ‘self-regulation’ of alcohol marketing in many 
countries, there is no scientific evidence available that tests the effectiveness 
of self-regulation or shows that it works in regulating the content of 
advertisements. There is evidence that codes of content do not deal with the 
elements of advertisements that young people find particularly appealing, such 
as humour. There are discrepancies between the views of marketing experts 
and self-regulatory bodies in the interpretation of codes, with experts tending 
to consider that a larger number of alcohol advertisements breach codes than 
self-regulatory bodies. More importantly, young people’s interpretation of 
commercial communications goes well beyond what can be captured in codes 
of content. There is no scientific evidence available that tests the effectiveness of 
self-regulation or shows that it works in regulating the volume of advertisements. 
There is evidence that where they have been in place, codes of volume have been 
repealed. 

The claimed advantages of self-regulation over governmental regulation include efficiency, 
increased flexibility, increased incentives for compliance, and reduced cost. 
For example, it is argued that industry participants are likely to have superior 
knowledge of the subject compared to a government agency (Michael 1995). This 
factor may be particularly important where technical knowledge is needed to 
develop appropriate rules and determine whether they have been violated. Second, 
it is argued that self-regulation is more flexible than government regulation 
(Michael 1995). It is easier for a trade association to modify rules in response 
to changing circumstances than for a government agency to amend its rules. 
Moreover, self-regulation can be more tailored to the particular industry than 
government regulation. Another argument in support of self-regulation is that it 
provides greater incentives for compliance (Swire 1997). It is thought that if rules 
are developed by the industry, industry participants are more likely to perceive 
them as reasonable. Companies may be more willing to comply with rules 
developed by their peers rather than those coming from the outside. Fourth, it is 
argued that self-regulation is less costly to the government because it shifts the 
cost of developing and enforcing rules to the industry (Campbell 1999). 

Critics of self-regulation question the basis for the arguments in favour of self-regulation. 
For example, while acknowledging that industry may possess greater technical 
expertise than government, it has been questioned whether companies will 
use that expertise to the benefit of the public, suggesting instead that they are 
more likely to employ their expertise to maximize the industry’s profits (Swire 
1997). Similarly, the idea that industry will comply more willingly with its own 
regulations than those imposed from the outside might seem somewhat weak 
where industry is actively involved in developing regulations. Leaving regulation 
to the industry can create the possibility that industry may subvert regulatory goals 
to its own business goals (Baker and Miller 1997). Self-regulatory groups may 
be more subject to industry pressure than government agencies. Moreover, the 
private nature of self-regulation may fail to give adequate attention to the needs 
of the public or the views of affected parties outside the industry. Many question 
the adequacy of enforcement in self-regulatory regimes, recognizing that industry 
may be unwilling to commit the resources needed for vigorous self-enforcement 
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(Balkam 1997). It is also unclear whether industry has the power to enforce 
adequate sanctions. At most, a trade association may punish non-compliance 
with expulsion. Whether expulsion is an effective deterrent depends on whether 
the benefits of membership are important (Perrit 1997). Where a company can 
make greater profit by ignoring self-regulation than complying, it is likely to do so, 
especially where non-compliance is not easily detected by the consumer or likely 
to harm the particular company’s reputation (Swire 1997).

7.1 Does non-statutory regulation regulate the content of commercial 

communications?

Codes of content typically include commitments not to couple alcohol with social 
and sexual success, and not to show intoxication or link alcohol with younger 
people or with driving. Research has consistently shown that the interpretation 
of these provisions varies depending on whether the review is being conducted 
by an industry appointed body, representatives of the public or the specific target 
audience involved. For example, an Australian study reported that representatives 
of the general public found a large sample of advertisements in violation of the 
relevant voluntary code, while the industry review board did not (Saunders and 
Yap 1991). As noted above, the content of contemporary marketing is increasingly 
sophisticated, subtle and interactive. This presents an increased challenge for 
monitoring and control of content. Brown (1995) identifies increasing use of 
post-modern elements in modern advertising – scepticism, subversiveness, irony, 
anarchy, playfulness and paradox. The fact that viewers are ‘‘active recipients’’ of 
advertising creates another major difficulty for the application of codes of content. 
Advertising messages are received and understood in the context of the recipients’ 
lived experience. For example, advertisements that contain cues to indicate 
intoxication, without expressly showing it, can reinforce the norms supportive 
of heavy drinking. Research has documented that young people interpret 
advertisements as indicating drinking to intoxication (Wyllie et al. 1997; 1998) but 
these advertisements would not necessarily be perceived as such by all viewers. 
Similarly, while many codes restrict the use of young people in advertisements, 
having them present is not necessary for an advertisement to be appealing to 
under-age drinkers – it is enough to show the lifestyles to which young adults 
aspire (Hill and Caswell 2001). Thus, much alcohol marketing is likely to be 
effective in appealing to underage young people without violating the codes. 

In the United Sates, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) (1999) questioned in 
the past the efficacy of self-regulatory provisions. In August 1998, the FTC began 
an inquiry into the advertising practices of eight of the nation’s top marketers 
of beer, wine, and spirits. It specifically sought information about how the 
companies had implemented Code provisions that prohibited advertising intended 
to appeal to or reach persons below the legal drinking age. At the same time, the 
FTC (1998) filed a complaint against a beer advertisement that depicted young 
adults partying and drinking beer on a sail boat. The complaint noted that the 
advertisements were inconsistent with the Beer Institute’s Code because they 
portrayed boating passengers drinking beer “while engaged in activities that 
require a high degree of alertness and coordination to avoid falling overboard.” 
These actions by the FTC suggested that the self-regulatory codes of the alcoholic 
beverages industry were not being effectively enforced. 

In 2003, the Federal Trade Commission commented that self-regulation practices 
had improved since the 1999 Report, although it expressed concern “that unless 
care is taken, alcohol advertisements targeted to young legal drinkers also may 
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appeal to those under the legal age”. However, the reliability of its conclusions 
have been questioned (Mosher and Johnsson 2005). 

In its 2003 report, the National Committee for the Review of Alcohol Advertising 
(NCRAA) in Australia found that approximately 5% of all complaints received 
by the Advertising Standards Board (ASB) related to alcohol advertising. None 
of the 361 complaints about a total of 48 different alcohol advertisements 
were upheld. The alcohol advertising code, the Alcohol Beverages Advertising 
Code (ABAC), was established by the alcohol beverage industry and dealt with 
alcohol-specific advertising issues, such as appeal to young people and alcohol 
consumption being linked to sporting or sexual success. The industry established 
an Adjudication Panel to hear complaints which fall under the ABAC Code. Since 
its establishment in 1998, the ABAC Adjudication Panel had heard a total of 20 
complaints. Of this total, five were upheld and thirteen were dismissed. Between 
May 1998 and April 1999, 11 alcohol advertising complaints (relating to 9 separate 
advertisements) were lodged with the Advertising Standards Board (ASB) by 
members of the general public. Marketing experts and advertising students were 
asked, without knowing the ASB’s rulings, to judge whether the advertisement(s) 
breached any of the clauses of the Australian Association of National Advertisers’ 
Code of Ethics or Alcoholic Beverages Advertising Code (Jones and Donovan 
2002). A majority of the expert judges perceived breaches of the Codes for seven 
of the nine advertisements. For all nine of the advertisements, a majority of the 
university students felt that each of the advertisements was in breach of one or 
more of the Codes of Practice. The ASB had ruled that none of the advertisements 
breached any of the Codes. During its review, NCRAA concluded that the current 
system did not address public health concerns about alcohol advertising and use: 
the general public was largely unaware of the complaint resolution system and, 
in particular, how to make complaints; there was insufficient reporting of how 
complaints were adjudicated and the outcomes of those complaints; the current 
system did not apply to all forms of advertising, for example, internet advertising 
and promotions; and the effectiveness of the current system was compromised by 
the amount of time taken to resolve complaints. 

The importance of how young people perceive advertisements is illustrated by 
a study in which three groups of US college students (two-thirds of whom were 
aged 20 years or below) were exposed to the same set of two beer advertisements 
(Proctor et al. 2005). In these advertisements, the codes stipulated that the actors 
were not to be younger than 25 years of age and were not supposed to appear to 
be younger than 21 years of age. The results showed that while all actors were 
perceived to be, on average, older than the legal purchase age (21 years), the actors 
in one of the advertisements appeared younger than the minimum (real) age 
requirement of 25 years. All characters in the advertisements were perceived as 
attractive, with the female character being rated the highest. Although neither 
of the commercials depicted the physical act of drinking, the student raters 
nevertheless perceived the characters to be binge drinkers, in one advertisement 
perceived as consuming more than 5 drinks on normal occasions and more than 
10 drinks on celebratory occasions. These data suggest that the information 
content of some advertisements, reflected perhaps in the actors’ behaviour, 
appearance, language and situational context, conveys the message that the 
characters are heavy episodic drinkers, something that is not easily captured by 
advertising codes.
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7.2 Does non-statutory regulation reduce the volume of commercial 

communications?

There is no scientific evidence available to determine whether or not non-statutory 
regulations reduce the volume of commercial communications. On the other 
hand, an example of the fragility of self-regulatory systems that have attempted 
to deal with the volume of advertisements comes from the advertising of spirits 
on US television, as reported by Campbell (1999): “The broadcast advertising 
of spirits was prohibited by the “Code of Good Practice” of the Distilled Spirits 
Council of the United States (DISCUS 1995), the national trade association of 
producers and marketers of distilled spirits. In March 1996, Seagram, the second 
largest marketer of distilled spirits, violated the Code of Practice by airing a spirits 
advertisement on a small sports cable network. A few months later, it violated 
the ban again by airing an advertisement on an ABC affiliate in Corpus Christi, 
Texas. Instead of imposing sanctions, however, DISCUS voted in November 1996 
to repeal the voluntary prohibition (see Campbell 1999). According to DISCUS’s 
President, the association saw no basis for allowing the broadcast advertising of 
beer and wine and not other alcoholic beverages. The members of DISCUS were 
undoubtedly aware of the Supreme Court’s decision in 44 Liquormart, Inc. v. 
Rhode Island announced in May 1996, which struck down a state law prohibiting 
the advertisement of spirits prices. This decision effectively removed the credible 
threat of government regulation. Although DISCUS repealed the ban on broadcast 
advertising, other provisions of the DISCUS Code of Practice remained in effect. 
For example, the Code cautioned that distilled spirits should be portrayed ‘in a 
responsible manner’ and ‘should not be advertised or marketed in any manner 
directed or primarily intended to appeal to persons below the legal purchase age.’” 

7.3 Conclusions

There is no scientific evidence available that tests the effectiveness of non-
statutory regulation or shows that it works in regulating the content of commercial 
commnications or in reducing the volume of commercial commiunications. 
On the other hand, there is documentation and experience that shows that self-
regulation does not prevent the kind of marketing which can have an impact on 
younger people. It could be argued that self-regulation could work to the extent 
that there is a current and credible threat of regulation by government. Further, it 
could be considered that, unless industry processes related to alcohol advertising 
standards come under a legal framework, and are monitored and reviewed by a 
government agency, governments may find that allowing industry self-regulation 
results in a loss of policy control of the marketing of a product that impacts heavily 
on public health.
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8 Commercial communications and 
other related alcohol policy measures

8.1 Are other communication-related approaches, such as education, an 

effective antidote to commercial communications?

A variety of educational approaches have been used in an attempt to reduce the 
harm done by alcohol, including: education of younger people in classroom 
settings; information campaigns using mass media, including the use of drinking 
guidelines; school based activity carried out as part of school plus family initiatives 
and as part of community action projects; and community initiatives aimed 
to challenge norms around alcohol consumption and distribution. Whilst the 
provision of information and persuasion to reduce alcohol related harm might 
seem appealing, particularly in relation to younger people, theoretical evidence 
would suggest that it is unlikely to achieve sustained behavioural change in an 
environment in which many competing messages are received in the form of 
marketing and social norms supporting drinking, and in which alcohol is readily 
available. Many careful systematic reviews have failed to detect an impact of such 
educational approaches, and thus they are not an alternative to effective regulation 
of commercial communications. On the other hand, there is some evidence to 
support combining school and community interventions, in part because the 
community interventions may be successful in restricting access to alcohol by 
young people. 

Although most media portrayals of alcohol are in the form of commercial 
advertisements, public health and safety perspectives are also portrayed in the 
mass media. Public service announcements on television or radio, paid counter-
advertisements, billboards, magazine articles, newspaper pieces, and news or 
feature stories on television and radio all attempt to provide information about the 
risks and complications associated with drinking. 

Public service announcements (PSAs) are messages prepared by non-governmental 
organizations, health agencies or by media organizations for the purposes 
of providing important information for the benefit of a particular audience. 
In contrast to paid advertising, PSAs depend upon donated time or space for 
distribution to the public. When applied to alcohol, PSAs usually deal with 
“responsible drinking,” the hazards of driving under the influence of alcohol, and 
related topics. Despite their good intentions, PSAs are considered an ineffective 
antidote to the high-quality pro-drinking messages that appear much more 
frequently as paid advertisements in the mass media (see Ludwig 1994; Murray et 
al. 1996). 

In many cases the messages in PSAs are intended to be particularly relevant 
to drinking by youth (Connolly et al. 1994; Holder 1994). Reviews point to the 
limited impact on alcohol use and alcohol-related problems from mass media 
interventions that use a universal strategy (Gorman 1995). Nevertheless, a 
Canadian study (Casiro et al. 1994) found that after a TV campaign on the dangers 
of alcohol consumption during pregnancy, more women concluded that drinking 
would put their baby at risk, and attributed this information to television. In 
general, there is a need for more research to find out what audiences perceive 
and understand from mass media campaigns (Martin 1995). Looking at how 
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media set the public policy agenda is potentially more fruitful (Casswell 1997). 
For example, portrayal of alcohol issues in the news media (print, TV and radio) 
tends to be simplistic, sensational and dramatic (Gusfield 1995), and focuses on 
stories about individual people rather than alcohol in its social perspective. These 
portrayals raise interesting questions about the way news reporting may shape 
public attitudes and policy about alcohol, but this area has not been extensively 
researched. 
  

Counter-advertising involves disseminating information about a product, its effects, or the 
industry that promotes it, in order to decrease its appeal and use. It is distinct 
from other types of informational campaigns in that it directly addresses the fact 
that the particular commodity is promoted through advertising (Stewart 1997). 
Tactics include health warning labels on product packaging and media literacy 
efforts to raise public awareness of the advertising tactics of an industry, as well 
as prevention messages in magazines and on television. Counter-advertising may 
also be a module in community or school prevention programs (e.g. Giesbrecht et 
al. 1990; Greenfield and Zimmerman 1993), and be used as part of the multiple 
agenda of government spirits board retail systems (Goodstadt and Flynn 1993).

In most countries, the number of public service announcements and counter-
advertisements on alcohol issues are at best a small fraction of the volume of 
alcohol advertisements (see Fedler et al. 1994; Wyllie et al. 1996) and are rarely 
seen on television. Moreover, the quality of counter-advertising is often poor. A 
study of high school students in the Moselle region in France (Pissochet et al. 
1999) found that respondents considered alcohol risk prevention advertising to be 
less effective than alcohol advertising, and daily drinkers were more critical than 
intermittent and non-drinkers. 

Media advocacy However, mass media marketing can be used to reinforce community 
awareness of the problems created by alcohol use and to prepare the ground for 
specific interventions (Casswell et al. 1990; Holder and Treno 1997). Education 
and public information approaches can be used not just to seek to persuade 
the individual drinker to change his or her behaviour, but also to mobilise 
public support for prevention approaches that have demonstrated effectiveness 
(Casswell and Gilmore 1989), including limiting the availability of alcohol, 
drinking and driving counter measures, and regulation and harm reduction in 
and around drinking environments. Media advocacy can also be used to support 
a shift in public opinion for policy changes (Wallack et al. 1993), for example, 
the introduction of standard drinks labelling on all Australian alcohol containers 
(Stockwell and Single 1997). 

Warning labels Warning labels on beverage containers that are required in Canada and 
the United States typically emphasize the potential for birth defects when alcohol 
is consumed during pregnancy and the danger of alcohol impairment when 
drinking and driving or operating machinery. Health risks are also mentioned. 
Some states require posted warnings of alcohol risks in establishments that serve 
or sell alcohol. 

A fairly extensive amount of research has been conducted in connection with 
mandated warning labels on alcoholic beverage containers in the United 
States, (Kaskutas 1995). Studies have found that a significant proportion of 
the population report having seen warning labels (Hilton 1993; Graves 1993; 
Greenfield et al. 1993; Kaskutas and Greenfield 1992), and there is some evidence 
that warning labels may increase knowledge regarding the risks of drinking 
and driving and drinking during pregnancy (Kaskutas and Greenfield 1992; 
Greenfield 1997; Greenfield and Kaskutas 1998; Greenfield et al. 1999; Kaskutas 
and Greenfield 1997), with some evidence for a dose-response relationship 
between pregnancy-related conversations about drinking while pregnant and the 
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number of types of messages seen (Kaskutas et al. 1998). No direct impacts of 
warning labels on consumption or alcohol-related problems have been reported 
(MacKinnon et al. 1993; Grube and Nygaard 2001; Agostinali and Grube 2002). 
However, where there is a risk to health in consuming alcoholic beverages, and, 
in particular, during pregnancy, when taking medication or when driving or 
operating machinery, consumers should be informed about the risks, even if the 
evidence is limited for the impact of warning labels. 

These findings contrasts to evidence from tobacco where there is evidence of 
impact but this may reflect the nature of the warning labels. Recent research 
suggests that the introduction of more graphic and larger warnings for cigarettes 
has impacted on behaviour (Hammond et al. 2003) and is a source of information 
for consumers (Hammond et al. 2006).

School-based education While the provision of information and persuasion to reduce 
alcohol related harm might seem appealing, particularly in relation to younger 
people, it is unlikely to achieve sustained behavioural change in an environment 
in which many competing messages are received in the form of marketing and 
social norms supporting drinking, and in which alcohol is readily available. Many 
careful systematic reviews have evaluated school based education which aimed to 
reduce alcohol related harm, and found that classroom based education is not an  
effective intervention to reduce alcohol related harm; although there is evidence of 
positive effects on increased knowledge about alcohol and in improved attitudes, 
there is no evidence for a sustained effect on behaviour (see Anderson and 
Baumberg 2006). 

A good example of a well-designed study is the School Health and Alcohol Harm 
Reduction Project (SHAHRP study) from Australia, which aimed to reduce 
alcohol-related harm in secondary school students. The study found that the 
intervention group (which received eight to ten 40 to 60 minute lessons on skill-
based activities to minimize harm at age 13 years, and twelve further skills based 
activities delivered over 5-7 weeks at age 14 years) consumed significantly less 
alcohol at 8-month follow-up (31% difference), and were less likely to consume to 
risky levels (26% difference), by 17 months after the intervention, the total amount 
of alcohol consumed by intervention and comparison groups had lessened to a 
9% difference and the difference in risky drinking to 4%.

Public education campaigns In general, public information campaigns are also an 
ineffective antidote to the high quality, pro-drinking messages that appear far 
more frequently in the media (see Anderson and Baumberg 2006). The exception 
to these rather negative effects is the evidence for the impact of mass media 
campaigns to reduce drinking and driving, particularly in jurisdictions with strong 
policies in place concerning drinking and driving. 

Drinking guidelines Whilst drinking guidelines have been used in a number of countries, 
there have been no evaluations that find an impact of these guidelines on alcohol 
related harm (see Anderson and Baumberg 2006). The United Kingdom’s 
‘sensible drinking guidelines’ when relied upon as a key prevention strategy in a 
liberalizing policy environment failed to deter increases in alcohol consumption. 

Industry responsible advertising While most alcohol advertising on television is for alcohol 
products, alcohol companies also place substantial amounts of what are dubbed 
“responsibility” advertisements, which may discourage drinking-driving or 
underage drinking, or otherwise encourage people to use alcohol responsibly and 
in moderation. According to the Center on Alcohol Marketing and Youth, from 
2001 to 2003 alcohol companies placed 21,461 such advertisements, compared 
with 761,347 product advertisdements. Youth were substantially more likely to 
be exposed to product than to responsibility advertisements: in 2003, they were 

Other related alcohol policy measures



ELSA The Impact of Alcohol Advertising 58 µ Content 59

96 times more likely to see a product advertisement than an industry-funded 
advertisement about underage drinking, and 43 times more likely to see a 
product advertisement than an industry advertisement about drinking-driving 
(Center on Alcohol Marketing and Youth 2005). A recent study attempted to 
assess the impact of these messages on young people, and concluded that the 
advertisements were examples of strategic ambiguity, defined as “the strategic 
and purposeful use of messages with high levels of abstraction to simultaneously 
accomplish multiple, and often conflicting, organizational goals” (Smith et al. 
2006, 2). More so with teens (age 16 to 18 years in the study’s sample) than with 
young adults (age 19 to 22 years), young people drew diverse messages from the 
advertisements. In the context of little evidence that such advertising is effective 
in encouraging responsible drinking behaviour (DeJong et al. 1992), the study 
found that young people’s evaluative responses about the brewers who placed the 
advertisements were predominantly favourable, while interpretations taken from 
the advertisements were mostly pro-drinking.

School and community approaches In contrast to the rather negative picture of the impact 
of educational approaches, there is evidence that supports combining school and 
community interventions, in part because the community interventions may be 
successful in restricting access to alcohol by young people (see Anderson and 
Baumberg 2006). An important component of community action programmes 
which has been shown to impact on young peoples’ drinking and alcohol related 
harm such as traffic crashes and violence is media advocacy, which can educate 
the public and key stakeholders within the community by increasing the status of 
alcohol on the political and public agenda and reframing the solution to alcohol 
related problems to include a co-ordinated approach by relevant sectors such as 
health, enforcement, non-governmental organizations, and municipal authorities. 
Thus, education and public information approaches can be used to mobilise 
public support for prevention approaches that have demonstrated effectiveness 
and media advocacy can also be used to support a shift in public opinion for policy 
changes. 

8.2 Conclusions 

Although educational approaches to reduce the harm done by alcohol to young 
people are intuitively appealing, theoretical evidence would suggest that they 
are unlikely to achieve sustained behavioural change in an environment in 
which many competing messages are received in the form of marketing and 
social norms supporting drinking, and in which alcohol is readily available. This 
is confirmed by a substantial body of evidence, which shows that educational 
approaches are largely ineffective in reducing the harm done by alcohol to young 
people. Thus, educational approaches cannot be considered as alternative alcohol 
policy options to the regulation of the marketing of alcohol, including price, 
availability and advertising.
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9 Regulating commercial communications 
and other policy measures

The vast majority of European citizens agree with the statement that alcohol 
advertising targeting young people should be banned throughout Europe. It is 
possible to regulate commercial communications, including those in magazines, 
advertising and promotion campaigns, television portrayal, music and music 
videos, films, paid placements, Internet, grass roots and viral, and sponsorship. 
Even the most definitive regulation of commercial communications, an 
advertising ban would have no noticeable or very small adjustment costs in the 
advertising sector as a whole. Comparing five different policy options, brief advice 
to hazardous and harmful consumers, drink driving measures, taxation, restricted 
sales and an advertising ban, a World Health Organization model concluded 
that taxation, restricted sales and an advertising ban were the most cost effective 
options in reducing alcohol-related ill-health and premature death in the European 
Union. 

9.1 Public Opinion and commercial communications

A 2006 Eurobarometer survey found that 76% of the European Union population 
would approve the banning of alcohol advertising targeting young people in all 
Member States (Eurobarometer 2007), Figure 6. Every second respondent (50%) 
said that they “agree totally” with this idea.  

Figure 6  The extent to which European citizens agree with the statement that alcohol advertising 
targeting young people should be banned in all Member States. Source: Eurobarometer (2007).

A country-by-country analysis shows that in all polled countries the majority of 
respondents would favour such a ban, Figure 7. Respondents from Slovakia are 
the strongest supporters (93% (“totally agree” 68%)), while respondents from 
Luxembourgers (58% (“totally agree” 41%)) and Denmark (59% (“totally agree” 
37%)) seem to be the least committed in this respect. 
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Figure 7  The extent to which European citizens agree with the statement that alcohol advertising 
targeting young people should be banned in all Member States. Source: Eurobarometer (2007).

9.2 Regulating commercial communications

Regulating commercial communications 

There is considerable experience and precedence in regulating commercial 
communications at European and country levels, for both traditional and more 
modern media. 

For example, the 2003 advertising and sponsorship of tobacco products Directive
1
 

places bans related to advertising of tobacco products in printed media and 
information society services, radio advertising and sponsorship, and sponsorship 
of events, with a requirement of countries to bring into force the laws, regulations 
and administrative provisions necessary to comply with the Directive, as well as 
communicating to the Commission the text of the main provisions of national law 
which they adopt in the field covered by the Directive. 

Information society services, including the Internet, mobile phones and viral 
marketing are subject to a wide range of existing Directives, Recommendations 
and Consultations on the improvement of technologies, including a year 2000 
Directive on information society services

2
 and a 2002 Directive on the protection 

of privacy in the electronic communications sector
3
 that both deal with unsolicited 

communications for purposes of direct marketing, a 2003 Directive on Privacy 
and Electronic Communications

4
 that deals with marketing by electronic means, 

including telephone marketing, fax marketing, marketing by electronic mail, text, 
picture and video messaging, and viral marketing, a 2006 Recommendation that 
deals with the protection of minors within the audiovisual and on-line information 
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services industry through regulatory, self-regulatory and co-regulatory means
5
, 

and a 2006 Consultation Paper on child safety and mobile phone services that 
considers techniques to protect children ranging from light approaches through 
to content rating, opt out, opt-in, and total banning, relying on procedures like age 
verification, filtering, blocking, notice and take down

6
.

Impacts of regulations

The advertising policy option that would have the most impact on young people’s 
alcohol consumption is a complete ban on advertising. In the long-run, most 
economists would expect the effect on employment overall to be effectively zero 
(see Baumberg 2006). If people spend less money on alcohol then they will spend 
more money on other goods, which will create jobs elsewhere in the economy. The 
costs that therefore should be considered are the adjustment costs in the short-
run. 

Adjustment costs in the alcohol production sector will depend on the situation 
within a given country, and will be much lower for slow consumption declines 
than fast ones. A greater number of jobs are linked with alcohol in other sectors, 
particularly retail and the hotels, restaurants and catering (Horeca) sector. But, 
here, adjustment costs will be much lower in these sectors than for drinks 
production (Baumberg 2006). 

Service sectors such as the media and advertising sector where only a small 
minority of turnover is related to alcohol are likely to have very low adjustment 
costs. Such considerations in the tobacco field have led to one consulting firm to 
state that “it cannot accurately be concluded that a job in which only a small percentage 
of time is devoted to tobacco, and from which only a small percentage of income is 
derived from tobacco, is actually dependent upon the industry for existence in any real 
sense” (Arthur Andersen Economic Consulting 1993, page 4). 

Advertising expenditure typically fluctuates both overall and between advertising 
media and sectors; the Global Marketing Report shows that advertising 
expenditure in the 3 largest telecommunications companies rose by 33% between 
2003 and 2004, while the lowest rise was in the six biggest alcoholic drinks 
companies at only 4% (Advertising Age Global Marketing Report 2005). The 
combination of the trend towards increasing advertising expenditures, the 
significant typical year-on-year fluctuations, and the low reliance on alcohol 
advertising within the sector means that while the adjustment costs for particular 
firms may be noticeable, the adjustment costs of alcohol policies in the advertising sector 
as a whole will be very small.

9.3 Comparison with other alcohol policy measures

The World Health Organization’s CHOICE project (Chisholm et al. 2004) 
modelled five policy options: drink-driving laws, adjusted for the current level of 
implementation and enforcement via random breath testing; the impact of a tax 
on alcohol set at the current level increased by 25%, compared with no tax at all, 
and adjusted for the observed or expected level of unrecorded use; reduced access 
to and availability of alcohol through estimating what would happen if alcohol 
could not be purchased for a 24-hour period at the week-end; brief interventions 
such as physician advice provided in primary health care to 50% of the at risk 
population (adjusted to 25% for the present calculations); and the impact of 
advertising controls based on a 2%-4% reduction in the incidence of hazardous 
alcohol use, derived from international time-series analyses of the impact of an 
advertising ban (Grube and Agostinelli 2000; Saffer 2000; Saffer and Dave 2002). 

5   http://europa.eu/scadplus/

leg/en/lvb/l24030b.htm

6   http://ec.europa.

eu/information_society/

activities/sip/public_

consultation/index_

en.htm
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A summary of the estimated impact of the five different interventions, (DALYs
1
 

prevented per million people per year) compared to a Europe with none of these 
policies is shown in Figure 8, and the estimated costs (Euro per 100 people per 
year) in Figure 9, for the three regions of the European Union, based on the WHO 
classification, Table 10. 

Figure 8  The impact of different policy options (DALYs prevented per million people per year) in the three 
sub-regions of European Union. Source: Chisholm et al. (2004), adapted. 

 

Figure 9  The cost of different policy options (per 100 people per year (€)) in the three sub-regions of 
European Union. Source: Chisholm et al. (2004), adapted.

1  A DALY (Disability-Adjusted 
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Table 10 WHO classification of European Union countries based on mortality rates.

Europe A 

Very low child and very low adult mortality

Europe B

Low child and low adult 
mortality

Europe C

Low child and high adult 
mortality

Austria
Belgium
Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Ireland

Italy
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Portugal
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
United Kingdom

Cyprus
Poland
Slovakia

Estonia
Hungary
Latvia
Lithuania

Were an advertising ban to be implemented throughout the Union, the model 
estimated that it can prevent between 300 (EuroB countries) and 616 (EuroC 
countries) DALYs per million people per year, at a cost of between € 12 (EuroC 
countries) and € 23 (EuroA countries) per 100 people per year. The model 
estimated than a ban on advertising implemented throughout the Union, could 
prevent 202,000 years of disability and premature death, at an estimated cost of 
€ 95 million each year. 

In all three regions of the European Union, taxation (current tax levels with a 
25% increase in tax, compared to no tax) has the greatest impact in reducing the 
harm done by alcohol, followed by brief interventions delivered by primary health 
care providers to 25% of the at risk population. The three regulatory measures, 
(taxation, restricted sales and advertising controls) are the cheapest in terms of 
cost to implement, with drink driving measures and brief interventions being the 
most expensive. 

Figures 10 to 12 show the cost effectiveness of the different interventions, singly 
and in combination. The vertical axis (log scale) is the cost (€ ) per 100m people 
per year and the horizontal axis (log scale) is the number of DALYs prevented per 
million people per year. The blue diagonal lines (also on a log scale moving from 
right to left) show the cost effectiveness in Euros per DALY prevented, ranging 
from € 100 per DALY (bottom right) to € 10,000 per DALY (top left). So, for 
example, in Figure 10, it is estimated that a ban on advertising at a cost of € 23 per 
100 people per year could prevent 440 DALYs per million people per year with a 
cost effectiveness ratio of € 500 per DALY prevented. 
 

Regulating commercial communications 
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Figure 10  Cost effectiveness of different policy options for EU A countries (log scales). Diagonal lines show 
cost effectiveness in € per DALY prevented. (Legend, see below). Source: Chisholm et al. (2004) 
(adapted).
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Figure 11  Cost effectiveness of different policy options for EU B countries (log scales). Diagonal lines show 
cost effectiveness in € per DALY prevented. (Legend, see Figure 10). Source: Chisholm et al. 
(2004) (adapted).

Figure 12  Cost effectiveness of different policy options for EU C countries (log scales). Diagonal lines show 
cost effectiveness in € per DALY prevented. (Legend, see Figure 10). Source: Chisholm et al. 
(2004) (adapted).
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9.4 Conclusions 

Experience from other sectors and directives demonstrate that it is quite possible 
to regulate commercial communications in both traditional and non-traditional 
media. The European Union 2003 tobacco directive has shown that it is quite 
possible to ban the advertising of tobacco products in the broadcast and print 
media, and to ban relevant sport sponsorship. Were such a ban to be introduced 
for alcohol products, the adjustment costs to the media sector would be non-
existent or very small. Along with taxation and restricted sales an advertising ban 
would be one of the most cost effective options in reducing alcohol-related ill-
health and premature death in the European Union. Three quarters of European 
citizens approve the banning of alcohol advertising targeting young people 
throughout Europe. 

Recommendations for monitoring and evaluating
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10  Recommendations for monitoring 
and evaluating commercial 
communications 

It is clear from previous chapters that there is a deficiency in standardized systems 
that can monitor and evaluate commercial communications for alcohol. This 
chapter makes a number of recommendations to rectify this deficiency which 
should in turn better inform policy making. Using industry-standard data sources 
and methods that are available to advertisement agencies and advertisers, the 
volume of commercial communications as measured by expenditure and youth 
exposure to commercial communications needs to be monitored, tracked and 
reported for all Member States and the European Union as a whole annually. 
Youth exposure should be related to youth audience composition. Using 
governmental and non-governmental data sources, the prevalence, content and 
adherence to regulations of commercial communications need to be documented, 
tracked and reported on an annual basis. There needs to be a considerable 
investment in funding longitudinal studies to assess the impact of commercial 
communications in a range of media on youth drinking in a variety of European 
cultures.

10.1 Monitoring the volume of commercial communications

Expenditure as a measure of volume of commercial communications

As shown in Chapter 7, the volume of advertising expenditure is related to 
youth drinking. Many commercial companies track expenditure on alcohol 
advertisements. Advertising expenditures should be regularly published for the 
traditional media of broadcast, print and bill-boards, and the non-traditional 
media, including sponsorships, product placements, promotions, point-of-
purchase advertising, and communications through the Internet and mobile 
phones.

Youth exposure in traditional media

As shown in Chapters 6 and 7, exposure to alcohol advertisements increases 
alcohol expectancies and increases youth drinking. There should be monitoring 
of underage exposure to alcohol advertising on a continuing basis, with regular 
reports to governments and the public. 

Monitoring can be based on industry-standard data sources and methods that 
are available to advertisement agencies and advertisers as they make their 
decisions about where to place their advertising. “Reach” refers to the number or 
percentage of a target population that has the opportunity to see an advertisement 
or a campaign through exposure to selected media. “Frequency” indicates the 
number of times individuals are exposed to an advertisement or campaign and is 
most often expressed as an average number of exposures. “Gross rating points,” 
or “GRPs,” measure how much advertising exposure is going to a particular 
population on a per capita basis. For example, the measure of 100 GRPs indicates 
that the population received an average of one exposure per person (although this 
could have come from 50% of the population seeing the advertising two times). 

Recommendations for monitoring and evaluating
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GRPs are the mathematical product of reach and frequency: if the reach is 80% 
and the average frequency is 2.5, then the GRPs total 200. GRPs thus provide 
a comparative measure of per capita advertising exposure. They incorporate 
both how many advertisements the average viewer saw (frequency), and what 
percentage of a particular population was likely to have viewed the advertising 
(reach). 

Monitoring and reporting should include information on the underage percentage 
of the exposed audience and estimated number of underage viewers for print and 
broadcasting alcohol advertising in national markets and, for television and radio 
broadcasting, in a selection of large local or regional markets. Monitoring should 
be based on different levels of youth audience composition, including those in 
which the proportion of the audience aged 12-17 years exceeded its proportion in 
the general population of a given local market, those in which the youth market 
exceeds its exact proportion of the general population of the audience, and double 
that proportion.

Alcohol Web sites 

Alcohol Web sites should be tracked monitoring the number of in-depth visits 
from underage youth. The content of alcohol web sites should be monitored, 
including the presence of interactive games and sports, slot machines, customized 
music and instant-messaging accessories, high-tech e-mail features and 
downloadable screensavers and wallpapers. 

Description of marketing practices 

Including the product itself, the design or form of a marketing practice, sport 
sponsoring, price advertising, events with youth audiences, such as music events, 
and newer trends in marketing practices, such as integrated marketing, viral 
marketing, branding, and underground marketing, such as design competitions, 
fun quizzes, semi-spontaneous street parties, and broadcasting networks should 
all be described, monitored, and tracked over time.

10.2 Monitoring the regulation of commercial communications

Prevalence of regulations 

The prevalence of regulations at different jurisdictional levels (European, country, 
regional, and municipal) should be documented, analyzed and tracked over time, 
with the regulations classified as statutory, non-statutory and co-regulatory; the 
type of media covered (broadcast, print, bill-boards, internet, mobile phone, 
and sponsorship); and implementation of European Union Directives and 
Recommendations that deal with Broadcast media and Information society 
services, including the Internet, mobile phones and viral marketing. 
 
The articles of the regulations should be described, including those that deal with 
the volume of advertisements, including bans related to location, time, media, type 
of product or advertiser, and those that deal with the content of advertisements 
including humour, styles, involvement of children, drugs, violence, success, sexual 
success, and encouragement to drink.

Procedures to check violations 

The prevalence of procedures to check violations of regulations at different 
jurisdictional levels (European, country, regional, and municipal) should be 
documented, analyzed and tracked over time, including such procedures as 
pre-launch checks, systematic checks, possibilities to complain, together with a 
description of the sanctions related to the violations, with the procedures classified 
as statutory and non-statutory.

Recommendations for monitoring and evaluating
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Adherence to regulations

It is clear from Chapter 2 that there is no body of information which tells us 
the extent to which existing regulations at European and country levels are 
implemented and adhered to. Systematic monitoring systems need to be 
instigated to prepare regular reports on the implementation and adherence to 
regulations and numbers of violations.

Rating of advertisements

It is clear from Chapter 8, that there can be considerable discrepancies between 
the views of marketing experts and self-regulatory bodies in the interpretation 
of codes, with experts tending to consider that a larger number of alcohol 
advertisements breach codes than self-regulatory bodies. More importantly, young 
people’s interpretation of commercial communications goes well beyond what 
can be captured in codes of content. Thus, there should be systems to perform 
regular rating of alcohol advertisements in relation to existing content regulations 
with panels of advertising experts and young people. The rating should measure 
the perceptions of experts and young people about marketing practices complying 
with existing regulations.

10.3 Promoting European research

A Chapter 6 noted, with few exceptions, a large part of the body of evidence 
demonstrating the impact of the volume of advertisements on youth drinking 
comes from the United States. The lack of evidence was corrected in the United 
States following a 1999 U.S. Federal Trade Commission report and a special 
report to the U.S. Congress in 2000. The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 
and Alcoholism (NIAAA) funded four longitudinal studies on this topic, which 
have been referred to in Chapter 6. There is an urgent need for similar European 
funding to continue to build up the body of evidence, notwithstanding the fact 
that the existing evidence strongly supports the conclusion that the volume of 
advertising does impact on youth drinking.

10.4 Conclusions

Given the estimates for the size of the expenditure on marketing of alcoholic 
products in Europe (see Chapter 1), and given the importance of the impact of 
commercial communications on youth expectancies and drinking, it is perhaps 
surprising the limited availability of European knowledge in this field. There 
are no obvious publicly available sources that track the volume of commercial 
communications and youth exposure, despite the possibilities of so doing. 
The work of the Centre on Alcohol Marketing and Youth of the United States 
provides one model of tracking and reporting on youth exposure (www.camy.
org). Although the ELSA project has documented the current regulation of 
commercial communications throughout Europe (http://www.elsa-europe.org), 
one of the surprising conclusions of the project has been the compelling lack of 
a body of knowledge which assesses the adherence, let alone the impact of the 
current regulatory systems at European and country level, including a number of 
European Directives and Recommendations which call for routine monitoring. 
Urgent attention needs to be given to correcting this poor state of affairs, with 
the creation of the European equivalent of the Centre on Alcohol Marketing and 
Youth.  
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