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Key points

= Effective alcohol marketing regulations are
an essential control measure in a
comprehensive alcohol policy that aims to
decrease alcohol-related harm and to
protect young people.

= Effective alcohol marketing regulations are
recommended to restrict the volume of
alcohol marketing practices to protect
young people from harmful exposure to
alcohol advertising.

= When alcohol marketing practices are
allowed, it is recommended to apply
content restrictions which allow alcohol
advertisements that contain solely product
information.

= Volume and content restrictions are only
effective when a strong regulatory system
supports the enforcement of the
regulation.

= Alcohol marketing regulations in France
and Norway can be seen as the best
practices in Europe: here, strong volume
or content restrictions go together with a
strong supportive regulation system.

» Legislation is significantly more effective
than self-regulation systems are in
ensuring the combination between strong
restrictions and an effective supporting
system.

Introduction

Alcohol is no ordinary commodity, and its use
has been associated with significant harm to
both individuals and society (1, 2). Scientific
proof suggesting that alcohol marketing may
play an important role in these issues is
mounting (3-6). To prevent alcohol-related
harm, an effective alcohol policy is necessary.
Effective regulations on alcohol marketing
can contribute substantially to such a policy
(1). Moreover, the most recent draft of the
European Action Plan on Alcohol by the WHO
(7) recommends installing a total ban on
alcohol advertising.

In practice, regulations can be embedded by
law, by voluntary codes of conduct of a
company or a sector (self-regulation), or by a
combination of state and non-state regulation
(co-regulation). At the moment, a large
variety of both content and volume
restrictions on alcohol marketing are in place

in European countries. These regulations
have many variations in terms of content and

administrative requirements regarding the
advertising of alcoholic beverages (8).

Developing a tool to measure
the effectiveness of regulations

There is hardly any systematic research
available on the effectiveness of existing
alcohol marketing regulations in Europe (9).
Recently, De Bruijn et al. (10) made a first
attempt to create a theoretical framework in
which criteria to evaluate the effectiveness of
existing alcohol marketing regulations can be
formulated. They have created a tool to
examine interventions by identifying
evidence-based criteria to evaluate the
potential effectiveness of alcohol marketing
regulations. The key point of departure for
this evaluation was the degree to which the
regulations were expected to protect minors
against harmful exposure to alcohol
marketing..

To identify evidence-based criteria, the
researchers conducted a comprehensive
literature review, and studied 110 articles.
From this, de Bruijn and Van den Broeck (11)
concluded that to be effective, an alcohol
marketing policy should at least consist of the
effective implementations of volume
restrictions, content restrictions, and a
supporting regulatory system.

Volume restrictions

Volume restrictions concern the quantity or
location of alcohol advertisements and
therefore protect against the cumulative
effect of marketing campaigns that often
reach consumers through several channels
(12). There are different ways in which the
volume of alcohol marketing can be —partly-
restricted. Examples of this are bans on the
marketing of certain products (e.g.
prohibition of advertising spirits), media
restrictions (e.g. no print advertising), time-
period restrictions (e.g. no television
advertising between 6am and 9pm), and
location as well as target group restrictions
(e.g. no alcohol advertising allowed when
more than 25% of the audience are expected
to be minors).

The enforcement of volume restrictions is
expected to decrease the total volume of
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alcohol advertisements that young people are
exposed to, and is consequently expected to
decrease  alcohol consumption among
adolescents. This only occurs when the
proposed bans are not merely symbolic
policies but contribute substantially to the
reduction of the total volume of alcohol
advertising to which adolescents are exposed
(12, 13), and no significant substitution
effects arise (14). To ensure the effectiveness
and prevent certain disadvantages, De Bruijn
and Van den Broeck advise to implement an
overall ban on alcohol advertising (11).
However, they also point to possible side
effects such as a price decrease in alcoholic
beverages, which in turn could increase total
alcohol consumption (9).

Content restrictions

Exposure to alcohol marketing that young
people perceive as appealing increases
adolescents’ intention of alcohol consumption
and affects the actual drinking behaviour of
youngsters (15, 16). Therefore, limiting
exposure to attractive advertisements is an
important alcohol marketing restriction.
Critics believe that the present guidelines on
advertising of harmful products such as
alcohol are too vague to be useful, and
generally ineffective (8, 12).

The enforcement of content restrictions may
lead to certain problems. For example, all
elements that are appealing to young people
should be banned, but what exactly are these
elements (12, 17-19)? What if these
elements are also attractive to adults (20)?
To overcome such discussions, the
enforcement should only allow alcohol
advertisements that solely contain product
information (21).

The supporting regulatory system

While volume and content restrictions can
protect young people against the harmful
effects of alcohol advertising, these measures
on their own are not sufficient. The
effectiveness of alcohol marketing regulations
depends as much on the system that
supports these restrictions as on the
restrictions themselves.

Criteria for an effective regulation system
are:

-A supporting legal context on a national and
supra-national level, which prevents
conflicting regulations (22-25), and a legal
backstop to support the enforcement of the
restrictions (12) should be present.
-Commitment of all relevant stakeholders is
needed to increase the support of and
adherence to the restrictions (26-30). This
includes policymakers, civil society, public

health advocates, and consumer
representatives, as well as industry related
stakeholders.

-An effective complaint system should be
easily accessible to the public (26).
-Evaluation of advertisements should be
conducted by an independent advertising
committee (26, 28) which aims to protect
both consumers and public health (31). This
committee has to consist of parties who are
independent from commercial interests (32,
33).

-A mandatory pre-screening system for ads is
needed. A binding pre-screening system
leads to increased adherence to existing
regulations, since it reduces the chance that
a clearly misleading, or deceptive marketing
practice that is targeting children will ever be
seen (12, 32).

-Sanctions should be effective (28, 29, 34).
Sanctions that are expected to be most
effective are withdrawing broadcasting rights,
and substantial financial penalties (29).
Sanctions that are expected to be less
effective are negative publicity or voluntary
action (26).

-Alcohol advertisements should be monitored
systematically and routinely by a body
independent from commercial interests (32,
35, 36). Furthermore, monitoring should
cover volume as well as content aspects of
alcohol marketing, and traditional as well as
new media (30).

-An alcohol marketing code should include all
types of marketing tools (12, 29), including
traditional and new media. Alcohol marketing
regulations should be flexible and are to be
updated frequently to make it possible to
respond to the latest developments (37).

Evaluation of the regulations

With the abovementioned criteria in mind,
regulations from 21 countries have been
analysed through the use of a questionnaire
about national alcohol marketing regulations,
which was filled in by experts from the 21
countries. The questionnaire included
questions about the original text of the
articles mentioned in the regulations,
questions about the coverage of marketing
channels that are addressed in the
regulations, and questions about the
supporting regulatory system. All aspects
were weighed equally, which led to an overall
score for each regulation on the three
identified dimensions (effectiveness content
restrictions, volume restrictions and
supporting regulatory system).

A total of 68 alcohol marketing regulations
has been evaluated in the 21 European
countries sampled. From these 68
regulations, a majority of 42 regulations were



embedded by law. The other 26 regulations
consisted of self-regulation codes.

The analysis by De Bruijn and Van den
Broeck shows that when testing the
effectiveness of content restrictions
embedded by law versus those found in self
regulation codes, content restrictions
embedded by law have significantly more

evidence-based aspects than content
restrictions in self-regulation. Supporting
systems embedded by law also have

significantly more evidence-based aspects
than self-regulated supportive systems.
When testing the effectiveness of volume
aspects in both regulatory systems, no
significant  difference  between  volume
restrictions in law and self-regulation codes
was found. However, 13 codes deal with
volume restriction, stipulating that:
“Marketing communications must not be
directed at people under 18 through the
selection of media or the context in which
they appear. No medium should be used to
advertise alcoholic drinks if more than 25%
of its audience is under 18 years of age.”

Because this 25% criterion weighed relatively
heavily in their initial analyses compared to
its actual effectiveness, the analyses were
rerun without it. Without the 25% element,
the volume restrictions by law contained
significantly more effective aspects than the
volume restrictions in self-regulation.

A broad variety has been found in expected
effectiveness of content and volume
restrictions, and strength of the existing
supporting systems in Europe. Content
restrictions are often found to be embedded
in self-regulation, while volume restrictions
are mostly regulated by Ilaw. Alcohol
marketing regulations with more evidence-

based aspects are considered to reflect
stronger restrictions and/or  supporting
systems. These stronger regulations are

expected to be more effective in protecting
young people against harmful exposure to
alcohol marketing.

Figure 1 shows the mean strength of the
content restrictions in relation to the strength
of the supporting system. The most effective
supporting systems are found in countries
with the strongest volume and content
restrictions. This implies that when policy
makers create stringent restrictions on
alcohol marketing, they do not only pay
attention to the restrictions themselves but
also to the possibilities for compliance and
enforcement. Moreover, figure 1 shows that
in those ‘strong’ regulations, the supporting

system of
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law embedded regulations is

clearly better than those regulated by self -
regulation. However, not much difference is
found between legislation and self-regulation
with ‘weak’ content restrictions.
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Figure 1. The blue line shows the mean
strength of self-regulation codes on each
dimension, whereas the red line shows the
mean strength of alcohol marketing laws for
all sampled European countries.
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Figure 2. The blue line shows the mean
strength of self-regulation codes on each
dimension, whereas the red line shows the
mean strength of alcohol marketing laws
for all sampled European country.
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The regulations with strong volume or
content restrictions as well as a strong
supporting system can be desighated as best
practices in Europe. Regarding content
restrictions that are in line with evidence
based criteria of effectiveness, the system in
France is a best practice. France has a strong
supporting system and the strongest content
restriction in Europe: only the provision of
product information is allowed in alcohol
advertising. Regarding evidence based
volume restrictions, Norway has both a
strong supporting system as well as the most
comprehensive volume restriction in Europe,
and can therefore be called a best practice.

Conclusion

An evidence-based framework that pays
special attention to the protection of
vulnerable groups, especially young people,
has been developed. Following  this
framework, one is able to set up an effective
alcohol marketing regulation system as well
as to evaluate existing alcohol marketing
regulations.

Alcohol marketing regulations should be
embedded by law to substantially decrease
the overall volume of alcohol marketing to
which adolescents are exposed. This includes
advertising, promotion and sponsorship. A
comprehensive volume ban is considered to
be the most effective restriction, as it limits
the volume of alcohol marketing and
prevents possible shifts to unrestricted types
of alcohol marketing. When allowing alcohol
advertising, regulations should prohibit
alcohol marketing tools that are difficult to
monitor and/or reach many adolescents.
Furthermore, all elements appealing to young
people should be addressed, and preferably,
only product information should be allowed.
Volume and/or content restrictions in alcohol
marketing regulations will only be effective
when there is an adequate regulatory system
which supports the restrictions and empowers
the implementation, its adherence, and the
evaluation process. An evaluation of existing
alcohol marketing regulations in 21 European
countries shows that the strongest (volume
or content) restrictions often go hand in hand
with good supporting systems. Overall, it has
been found that existing self-regulations are
not able to put these elements into place,
which is in line with Vendrame & Pinsky’s
conclusion (38) that self-regulation is
ineffective in protecting young people against
harmful alcohol advertising. When evaluating
existing alcohol marketing regulations in
Europe, marketing restrictions that are
embedded in law in France and Norway can
be identified as best practices.

Although best practices of alcohol marketing
regulations can already be found in Europe,
due to the global alcohol marketing activities
of the alcohol industry, harmonization of
(statutory) alcohol marketing regulations at a
European level is desired, as this will
decrease the  possibilities of alcohol
advertisers to reach adolescents through
border-crossing channels. This conclusion
underlines the importance of the action
recommended by the WHO, which entails
working to an overall volume restriction in
European countries.

For more information please contact:
Avalon de Bruijn (adebruijn@eucam.info)

European Centre for Monitoring
Alcohol Marketing

P.O.box 9769

3506 GT Utrecht, the Netherlands
T + 31 (0) 30 65 65 041

F + 31 (0) 30 65 65 043

Email: eucam@eucam.info
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