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Summary 
• Exposure to alcohol marketing is a cause of youth drinking. It leads young people to start drinking 

earlier, to drink more if they are already drinking, and to drink at heavy or problematic levels. This can 
establish drinking patterns that are carried into adulthood. 

• Alcohol marketing influences how children and young people think and feel about alcohol. It 
develops brand preferences and positive expectations around alcohol, creating and reinforcing social 
norms around drinking. 

• Self-regulation fails to protect children and young people from regular exposure to alcohol 
marketing, or from content that is appealing to them. 

• Children and young people in Scotland recognise how highly visible and heavily marketed alcohol is 
and have called for action. 

• The Scottish Government must restrict alcohol marketing to protect children and young people from 
alcohol-related harm.  

 

Children, young people, and alcohol 
Alcohol is an age-restricted, toxic substance that causes over 200 health conditions, diseases and injuries.1  
Adolescents are more susceptible to the intoxicating effects of alcohol due to their physical immaturity and 
lower tolerance levels.2 Mental wellbeing is particularly affected, with young drinkers experiencing a higher 
risk of self-harm and suicide attempts.3 4 Drinking in adolescence also poses risks to long-term health and 
wellbeing:  it affects important brain development processes which are still taking place up until the age of 
25,5 6 and establishes drinking patterns that continue into adulthood.7 8 9 For example, those who start drinking 
at an earlier age have an increased risk of developing alcohol dependence later in life.10  
 

Alcohol marketing causes and drives youth drinking 
The evidence is clear that exposure to alcohol marketing is a cause of youth drinking.11 Reviews of decades 
of research have concluded that alcohol marketing leads young people to start drinking earlier, to drink more 
if they are already drinking, and to drink at heavy or problematic levels.12 13  
 
Being exposed to and liking adverts have been associated with drinking 
behaviours for young people14 15

 and active participation – such as ‘liking’, sharing 
or creating content online, or owning merchandise – is particularly influential.16 17 
Marketing has a cumulative effect: the more channels and content people are 
exposed to, the more likely they will be influenced. For example, adolescents who 
drink are aware of more alcohol marketing channels than adolescents who do 
not.18 19 
 
The current self-regulatory approach in the UK is failing to protect children and 
young people from regular exposure to alcohol marketing. In a UK survey, 82% of 
11-17-year-olds reported having seen alcohol advertising in the last month.20  
 

Building blocks for future behaviour 
Alcohol marketing provides the building blocks for current and future behaviour by affecting how adolescents 
think and feel, by developing brand preferences and positive expectations around alcohol, and creating and 
reinforcing social norms.21  

Young people exposed to alcohol advertising are more likely to associate drinking with positive effects,22 23 
such as believing that alcohol helps you relax, enables you to be more confident, and makes parties more fun. 
These positive expectations around alcohol use are strongly associated with drinking behaviour.24  



  

 
High levels of brand knowledge and preferences for alcohol brands have 
been demonstrated by under-18s even before they have started to 
drink.25.26  90% of under-18s in the UK recognise at least one alcohol brand27 
and 9 in 10 children in Scotland recognised the beer brand Foster’s, a higher 
recognition rate than for leading brands of crisps, biscuits and ice-cream.28  
 

This is not incidental. Market research with children as young as 15 has been 
used to guide and inform alcohol marketing campaigns, and new 
generations are a key target for the alcohol industry.29 30  

Young people who are more aware of brands, or who have developed brand 
preferences, are more likely to drink more alcohol.31 32 33  

 

International consensus 
The World Health Organization (WHO) has highlighted one of the key purposes of marketing restrictions is to 
prevent young people from being exposed to marketing.34 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) has warned that the marketing of alcohol to children can have a long-term impact on their health, 
affecting their right to life, survival and development.35 

Children and young people want change 
Children and young people in Scotland recognise how highly visible and heavily 
marketed alcohol is and are calling for action on marketing.  
 

As part of a project investigating an alcohol-free childhood in 2019,36 members 
of Scotland’s Children’s Parliament (aged 9-11 years) demonstrated high 
levels of alcohol brand awareness, identifying and referencing certain brands, 
their logos, and advertising strategies in their discussions and artwork, 
showing how alcohol affected their lives. They called for adverts to be 
removed so that children cannot see them and for alcohol to be less visible 
in shops.  
 

In 2020, the Young Scot Health Panel of children and young people aged 14-25 years recommended mandatory 
controls on alcohol marketing, including restrictions on alcohol advertising on TV, in cinemas and in public 
places, and content requirements for adverts and packaging to reduce appeal to young people and warn them 
of the dangers of drinking.37 
 

Alcohol Marketing Expert Network Recommendations  
To protect children and young people, the Alcohol Marketing Expert Network recommends that the Scottish 
Government should: 

• Introduce statutory restrictions on alcohol marketing activities in all areas of its competence, 
including: 

− advertising in outdoor and public spaces 

− sponsorship of sports and events 

− branded merchandise 

− advertising in print publications 

• Ensure restrictions include all forms of brand marketing 

• Further restrict the display of alcohol in shops 

Opportunity for action 
The Scottish Government have launched a consultation on alcohol advertising and promotion, closing on 9 
March 2023. This is an opportunity to put children’s right to health before company profits and change how 
alcohol is marketed and promoted in Scotland by supporting calls for restrictions.  
 
Alcohol Focus Scotland has put together resources to support you to respond. Please get in touch with Nicola 
Merrin for further help in responding to the consultation and Marc Buchanan for support in gathering children 
and young people’s views on alcohol marketing. 

https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/media/440171/realising-our-rights-how-to-protect-people-from-alcohol-marketing.pdf
https://consult.gov.scot/alcohol-policy/alcohol-advertising-and-promotion/
https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/17380.aspx
mailto:nicola.merrin@alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk
mailto:nicola.merrin@alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk
mailto:Marc.Buchanan@alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk


  

About Alcohol Focus Scotland  
Alcohol Focus Scotland (AFS) is the national charity working to prevent and reduce alcohol harm. We want to 
see fewer people have their health damaged or lives cut short due to alcohol, fewer children and families 
suffering as a result of other people’s drinking, and communities free from alcohol-related crime and violence. 
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The picture featured was drawn by a member of Children’s Parliament as part of their project investigating an alcohol-
free childhood in 2019.  
 
Unreferenced quotations attributed to a child or young person derive from focus groups facilitated and supported by AFS 
in late 2021 and 2022.  
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