


In February 1992 a major change in alcohol advertising policy was introduced which allowed alcohol advertisers much greater access to radio and television.








Advertising Pre-1992


Until 1991, the advertising of alcohol on television and radio was prohibited, but rules did not cover other advertising by liquor companies.  In moves towards greater liberalisation in the 1980s there was a growing number of corporate advertise-ments by the major breweries and advertisements focused on their sponsorship of sport.


However, there was clear evidence that corporate and sponsorship advertising was perceived by male children as advertising alcohol.  In 1989 302 boys aged 9 to14 were asked about their perception of the Dominion Breweries ad featuring a wagon taking barrels of beer to a logging camp.  Of those who recalled the ad, 82% thought beer or alcohol was being advertised; 62% felt the ad would encourage people to drink beer (Wyllie, Casswell & Stewart 1989).








Advertising curfew


The 1992 policy change allowed alcohol brand advertising on television after 9 pm, so that alcohol would not be marketed to minors.  (There is no curfew on radio ads, or on corporate or sponsorship television ads).


However, research after the policy change showed that the typical boy aged between 10 and 13 years watched television for about two hours after 9 pm every week.  Boys aged 14 to 17 watched for 6 hours (Wyllie et al 1994a).








Exposure of young people to new alcohol ads


Television alcohol ads quadrupled between 1991 and 1993.  McNair survey data showed 10 to 17 year olds were exposed to an alcohol ad almost every day during 1992-93.  Among children aged 5 to 14, there had been a 50% increase in exposure. They were exposed to 300 alcohol advertisements on television during 1996 (Wyllie 1996).








Comparison with health promotion ads


As part of the new policy on alcohol advertising, 





broadcasters must provide some time free for ‘moderation’ advertising.


But during 1992-93 10 to 17 year olds were exposed to 12 advertisements promoting alcohol 


use for every one advertisement they saw promoting moderation and caution in its use (Wyllie et al. 1994a).








How did young people respond to the ads?


When asked about the several alcohol ads on show  in New Zealand, youngsters aged 10-17 said they liked the ‘Lion Red - Blood Brothers’ pub scene best, in which most thought people would be ‘drinking heavily or getting drunk’ (Holibar et al. 1994). 


Among the 14-17 year olds, those who liked the ads best were more likely to be drinkers.  Among 10 to 13 year old boys, half said that they knew more about drinking from watching alcohol ads. 








What did media experts think?


After viewing the same television ads, experts in media studies and professionals from the advertising and film industries perceived their main themes to be:





the link between drinking alcohol and acceptance by same sex peers 


aggressive macho behaviour


changes in perception/state of consciousness


pride in the role of alcohol in NZ history 


natural/wholesome/healthy


association between alcohol, sport and fitness


links with heroes of the young.





In their view, women were portrayed as inferior, and Maori and Pacific Islands men appeared only in ads featuring sport or with a high level of macho behaviour (Trotman et al 1994: Thomson et al 1994).








Problem drinkers response


In-depth interviews about these ads were conducted with people who were currently in treatment for problem drinking or had been in treatment in last 12 months. 


They reported that alcohol advertisements made it more difficult for them to abstain. �
particularly television ads which intruded into their home.  Some felt alcohol advertisements were responsible for their relapse.  The sight of their favourite drink or the sound of it being opened or poured was particularly difficult, while seeing drinking settings such as pubs made them feel left out and isolated.


Many expressed concern at the effect of television ads on young people and problem drinkers.  They felt the ads were one-sided; they normalised unsafe drinking and did not show the negative side of alcohol use (Thomson et al. 1994; 1997).








Does advertising affect drinking?


Many things affect young people’s drinking including their families, friends, ease of access and the price.  Advertising can also have an effect.  


Research in New Zealand has suggested that advertising may be particularly important in shaping younger people’s views of alcohol (Holibar et al 1994) and for those already encountering problems with drinking (Thomson 1994; Thomson et al. 1997).


A longitudinal study of teenagers in New Zealand has found that those who recalled more of the alcohol ads when aged 15 years drank larger quantities of beer when they were aged 18 (Connolly et al. 1994). 


How much the same young people liked alcohol advertising when they were aged 18 also had an effect on how much they were drinking at age 21. Those who liked the advertising the most drank more later.  This effect was regardless of how much they were drinking earlier (Casswell & Zhang, in press).








How does advertising work?


It produces a positive emotional response and over time can increase positive beliefs about alcohol simply by association. 


The ads also illustrate that drinking can provide positive benefits such as making sure you will have mates and are a ‘real man’. These are key goals for young people as they become adults.








Children who don’t yet drink are affected


by the advertising


Research has indicated that alcohol advertising is noticed by children in their formative years when their attitudes towards the use of alcohol are developing (Wyllie, Casswell & Stewart 1989). 


In a sample of New Zealand children aged 10 to 17 years, those who liked the television advertising more than the others were more likely to say that they would be drinking at least weekly when aged 20 (Wyllie et al. 1998).  These expectancy measures are good indicators of likely future behaviour.








Teenagers already drinking


Among 14 to 17 year olds, those who expressed the greatest liking for the advertising were also the heaviest drinkers.  Part of this effect was because liking the ads was linked with feeling that ‘drinking makes life more fun and exciting’ and ‘people get on better together when they’ve had a few drinks’ (Wyllie et al. 1998).








Trends in NZ drinking


It is often pointed out that overall drinking in New Zealand has declined from a high point in the 1970s.  Incidence of some problems, eg cirrhosis of the liver, have declined as we would expect when consumption declines.  This decline in aggregate consumption has been influenced in large part by government’s tax policy, which has indexed the price of alcohol to inflation and, during the 1990s, the loss of disposable income which lower income groups have experienced. This has led to a decline in the proportion of drinkers particularly among the lower income groups. Drink driving measures, including CBT, have also had an impact. The greatly increased broadcast advertising of alcohol, and increased expenditure overall, has not had sufficient impact to halt this decline during these years but there have nevertheless been measurable impacts on some sectors of the population.








Drinking trends among the young 


Telephone surveys conducted every year 1990-1996 in Auckland have found an increase in the quantities young people have been drinking since the time of the new alcohol advertising policy.


The 14-19 year old drinkers have shown increases in the amount consumed on a typical occasion, and more report drunkenness and alcohol-related problems.  These increases are greater than those found in the adult population (Wyllie et al. 1998).


It is likely that increased alcohol advertising on radio and television has contributed to young people drinking disproportionately more.


What harm can it do?


Although overall drinking in New Zealand has been declining from a high point in the 1970’s, within the aggregate picture different patterns emerge.  Trends over the seven Auckland surveys show an increased number of abstainers but increased quantities consumed on a drinking occasion among drinkers, especially young drinkers and lower income drinkers (Wyllie et al 1998). 


This pattern of binge drinking contributes to unacceptable levels of harm.  Despite some improvements alcohol still contributed to 28% of road deaths in 1996.  In its 1996 drug policy, the Ministry of Health identified alcohol as an important factor in fatal falls, death from drowning, suicide, unsafe sex, and it is a significant aggravator of violence - street violence and disorder, family violence, crime and anti-social behaviour.


A Treasury economist has ‘conservatively’ estimated the annual net ‘externality’ costs of alcohol at $423-$713 million a year (Hall 1996).  Another economist using an international methodology puts the net annual cost of alcohol misuse at $16.1 billion a year (Easton 1997). 
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What can New Zealand research tell us about alcohol advertising?
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