TUESDAY 9 MARCH 2010
Doctors Call for Ban on Promotion of Alcohol in Social Networking Sites

Scotland’s top alcohol doctors are calling for the four Governments of the UK to support a ban on the promotion of alcohol in social networking sites after research published today shows that producers of leading UK alcohol brands are using new media channels in a way which contravenes the spirit of the advertising codes which maintain standards in alcohol advertising.

The study was undertaken by Dr Oona Brooks, from the Institute of Social Marketing at Stirling University on behalf of Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP). The study examined the websites and official pages on social networking sites of four leading UK alcohol brands – WKD, Lambrini, Smirnoff and Carling. The material was reviewed against the CAP Codes relating to alcohol and the study found that much of the material contained in both the websites and official pages on social networking sites such as Facebook clearly contravened the spirit of the CAP codes. Dr Brooks said today:

“Alcohol producers now spend more money on promoting alcohol through new media channels like websites and social networking sites than on traditional media like television, so it is important to examine what kind of marketing messages young people are receiving through these methods. What I found was that the websites and official pages on sites such as Facebook of leading UK alcohol brands contained material which clearly contravened the spirit of the CAP Codes on advertising. They did this in different ways – by using fictional characters to appeal to youth culture and masculinity; by suggesting that alcohol is indispensable and by suggesting that alcohol can enhance sporting achievement. Alcohol advertising is not supposed do any of these things. The cumulative impact of such an extensive range of alcohol branded messages has the potential to contribute to the normalisation of excessive drinking”   
The study also found that the age verification processes were questionable on all four alcohol brand websites and that television adverts for alcohol brands which have been barred by the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) can be found on video sharing sites such as YouTube.

Dr Bruce Ritson, chair of SHAAP added:

“The extent to which alcohol producers are now using digital media to promote alcohol is a matter of serious concern due to the youth appeal of these sites, the difficulties associated with enforcing age restrictions, the relative lack of regulation and the sheer volume of promotional messages. We know from the evidence that alcohol advertising influences behaviour by encouraging young people to drink alcohol sooner and in greater quantities and we also know that increased consumption in the UK is linked to the escalating levels of alcohol harm that we have seen in recent years. We would urge all four governments of the UK to support a ban on alcohol promotion on social networking sites and put an end to self-regulation. We cannot have the alcohol and advertising industries regulating themselves and greater regulation coupled with action on price and availability offers our best hope of reducing alcohol harm.”    

Ends. 
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Interviews available with:

Dr Oona Brooks, author of the study.

Dr Bruce Ritson, chair of SHAAP.

Katie Donald, aged 16yrs, user of new media.

Notes to Editors

1. Full findings of study is contained in “Routes to Magic”: The alcoholic beverage industry’s use of new media in alcohol marketing, 37pp, available online on 9 March from  http://www.shaap.org.uk/pages/84,Reports_%26_briefing_papers.html. A 7-page summary briefing of main report is attached.

2. The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) is the UK self-regulatory body responsible for maintaining standards in advertising, as laid down in the advertising codes (CAP Codes). The Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) represents the main industry bodies including advertisers, agencies and media owners. Stricter advertising rules were introduced in 2005 aimed at preventing advertisers from associating alcohol with youth culture, irresponsible behaviour, seduction, sexual activity, or sexual success. The use of new media for marketing activities is regulated by the British Code of Advertising, Sales Promotion and Direct Marketing. The editorial content of company websites, pages on social networking sites and personal emails are beyond the remit of the ASA.
3. Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems was established by the Scottish Medical Royal Colleges and Faculties to raise awareness about the high levels of alcohol harm in Scotland and to advocate for evidence-based solutions to reduce this harm.
4. The Health and Sport Committee of the Scottish Parliament is currently taking oral evidence on the Alcohol Etc. (Scotland) Bill which contains a range of alcohol control measures which aim to reduce overall alcohol consumption in the population in order to reduce harm.    

