The themes of debate around alcohol and alcohol advertising are as international as some of the alcohol brand names.  This shared public discourse allows us to draw on research and experiences from overseas as well as from New Zealand in identifying policies which can help reduce alcohol related harm (Casswell 1997).  








Brand choice or an incitement to drink?


Alcohol is a legal product, and a longstanding argument of New Zealand’s major liquor com-panies is that alcohol advertising is aimed at increasing market share for individual brands.  They say this does not increase total consump-tion which, they point out, has been falling since the early 1970s.  It is likely that the decline in aggregate consumption has been influenced mainly by the government’s excise tax policy which had adjusted the real price of alcohol and also by GST.  Without advertising the decline may have been larger.


Research has indicated a 1% growth in spirit and wine sales for each 1% rise in advertising expenditure (Conaror & Wilson 1974) in some circumstances and there are many comments in liquor trade journals that brand advertising by competitors helps overall business (Norris 1984). 


Research in New Zealand suggests that television advertising for alcohol brands also helps to recruit new young drinkers, increases consumption among existing drinkers, and makes it difficult for problem drinkers to abstain (Casswell 1995; Holibar et al. 1994; Thomson et al. 1994).  It also serves a broader function: confirming people in their current behaviour (Casswell & Martin 1986).








Marketing brands, selling alcohol


An executive of Domecq, perhaps the world’s largest spirits merchant, advocates greater clarity on ‘moderation’ in industry communications and that the wine, beer and spirits segments of the US market jointly promote ‘one master brand known as beverage alcohol’ with the goal of ‘normalising consumption’.  He sees this as a way of overcoming negative associations with alcohol which are blocking industry growth (The Globe Nov.1997). 


Psychological research also suggests that brand ads sell alcohol as a general product.  One way advertising works is by making us more positive about things we see more often (Zajonc 1980, Eagly & Chaiken 1993).  Drinking is portrayed as part of attractive lifestyles which appear within the reach of normal aspirations, and are designed to appeal to particular person-ality types (Casswell & Martin 1986).  The current Lion Red ads demonstrate how this can be done without even showing the product.  As a con-sultant psychologist to the alcohol industry (Nathanson-Moog 1984) has noted:





“More and more, it seems, the liquor industry has awakened to the truth.  It isn’t selling bottles or glasses or even liquor.  It’s selling fantasies.”





In New Zealand, research has shown that, without infringing the ASA’s code on portrayal of  minors, alcohol advertisements are well designed to meet important needs among young people (Wyllie 1997). 








Alcohol is a psycho-active drug 


The current public health perspective on alcohol, held by researchers, health promoters and many policy makers in countries comparable to New Zealand, is that alcohol is a drug, a mind-altering substance. In opposing liberalisation of alcohol advertising in California, US researchers Mosher and Wallack (1979) strongly opposed ‘the vigor-ous and enthusiastic promotion’ of a psycho-active drug through:





appeals to desires and needs that are irrelevant to the product; 


omission of accurate information in market- ing a product with serious public heath consequences. 





Having such advertisements on television is in itself a statement about society’s view of alcohol and level of concern with alcohol related problems  (Postman et al. 1988).








Public concern over alcohol advertising


on television and radio


Having specific rules about advertising on radio and television recognises what powerful tools these are, both for marketing and for influencing the behaviour of individuals.


A public opinion survey in 1990 showed 58% of people were opposed to alcohol advertising on television and radio (Wyllie & Casswell 1991).  In a 1994 survey 63% could suggest no positive influence from alcohol ads on radio and tele-vision and 71% believed they had negative influ-ences on young people, such as encouraging them to drink or giving them inappropriate messages about alcohol (Maskill et al. 1994).�
A ban on television ads was supported by 38%; 46% supported restricting them till after 9 pm; and only 11% thought they should be allowed at anytime. 


Heylen conducted four surveys of public attitudes to alcohol advertising for Television New Zealand before and after the 1992 changes.  By December 1993, fewer people felt neutral about the issue, and negative responses were given by 46% of respondents, who wanted controls, more restrictions or a total ban on alcohol advertising on television (Heylen 1994).  








An independent body


Liquor advertising comes under a voluntary code established by an industry body, the Advertising Standards Authority.  That is, standards are to be maintained by industry self-regulation.  The ASA also conducts its own three yearly reviews.


In the 1994 public opinion survey 77% thought a group with a public health focus would be an acceptable body to make decisions about the continuation of alcohol advertising on television and radio.  Only 33% thought the Advertising Standards Authority was acceptable (Maskill et al. 1994).








Alcohol industry self-regulation


The voluntary Code on Liquor Advertising relies on liquor and advertising firms designing their advertising to comply with the Code.  There is a process for pre-vetting liquor ads.  Media members agree not to broadcast or publish any advertisement which the Complaints Board rules to be in breach of the Code, but there is no other sanction.  Essentially, ‘industry self-regulation’ is based on the Board reacting to complaints from the public.  


In Australia studies of the media and advertising and of a code on liquor advertising have concluded that self-regulation did not serve the public interest (Blakeney & Barnes 1982; Saunders & Yap 1991).  Studies of self-regulation in health and safety (Lamm 1994; Genn 1993), in pharmaceuticals (Lexchin & Kawachi 1996) and other industries show that voluntary codes are routinely violated, because ‘vested interests are frequently tempted to under-regulate and under-enforce their own rules’ (Baggott 1989).  A common alternative is a ‘hybrid’ system, involving requirements by law as well as industry organisation.


Changes to the voluntary code on  


ad content


Since 1995 the Code includes a preamble about complying with the spirit of the Code. 


The Code excludes portrayal of certain age groups, persons and drinking behaviours, and most alcohol ads do comply with the code as it stands. 


However, a consideration of ads since 1993 in light of the current Code (see video and commentary) shows the centrality of elements (eg masculinity, sport) which make the ads and drinking attractive to young males (Trotman et al. 1994) and to those most likely to drink to intoxication and to experience or cause alcohol related problems. 


Even the less macho ads present a one-sided view of alcohol - the pleasures, never the problems.








Alcohol advertising expenditure


Expenditure on broadcast alcohol advertising has increased dramatically in line with policy changes and there has been an overall increase in expenditure in all media in real terms since 1986. 


After brand advertising was allowed in 1992, expenditure went up 42% (1991-93), with tele-vision ads quadrupling.  In 1993, 65% of alcohol advertising was on television (Casswell 1994).


By 1995 the ratio of alcohol ads to moder-ation ads seen by 10-17 years olds had improved from 12:1 in 1992-93 to 4:1.  The average 5-14 year old saw almost 300 alcohol ads per year and 10 to 17 year olds saw almost 400.  The after 9 pm  restriction was only partially limiting the exposure of children and adolescents to alcohol advertising (Wyllie et al. 1996).


In 1997 the value of liquor industry advert-ising on television, radio and print was estimated at $43.7 million, with similar amounts in the previous two years (Hunter 1997).  This figure does not include ad production costs.


From 1992 alcohol brand advertising was to be balanced by alcohol health promotion advertising; the Broadcasting Corporation allows the Alcohol Advisory Council $3 million in free broadcasting time per year.  Hunter estimated the all-media value of ALAC advertising in 1997 at $4.7 million.  In addition, the Land Transport Authority’s campaign against drink-driving in 1997 was worth around $6.5 million. 








Effects of alcohol advertising


Evidence on the relationship between alcohol advertising and alcohol consumption has frequently been described as inconclusive.  However an international review concluded that research has been strengthened in recent years by careful, conceptual and methodological critiques.  Cross-national analysis of advertising bans, several correlational analyses of exposure to advertising, methodologically sound experimental studies, and a longitudinal study all suggest some impact. Evidence that advertising has a small but contributory impact on drinking behaviour is now stronger (Edwards 1994).








Alcohol related harm


A recent study in the US has linked alcohol advertising with measures of alcohol related harm, the primary concern for public health policy.  Econometric techniques were used to show that alcohol advertising is a contributing factor in the high level of motor vehicle fatalities (although less important than price).  A ban on all broadcast ads (spirits were not advertised before 1996) could reduce US road deaths by 2000-3000 a year (Saffer 1997).  


Earlier US research had noted that a 46.5% drop in alcohol advertising expenditure between 1986 and 1993 was paralleled by a decline in per capita consumption of just 10%, but a 27% drop in alcohol related vehicle fatalities, with notable decreases of fatal crashes involving young drivers.  Reported binge drinking by high school students also dropped by a quarter, although some ads continued to target young people and ethnic populations at high risk (Hacker & Stuart 1995).  In the US 1986-93 was a time of high profile (but unsuccessful) public campaigns for legislation to regulate alcohol advertising. 
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