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Summary 
• Alcohol harm in Scotland is a public health emergency.  
• Restricting alcohol marketing is one of the most effective ways of reducing consumption and related 

problems, with outdoor and public space advertising a key form of alcohol marketing.  
• Alcohol marketing causes youth drinking and the inescapable nature of outdoor alcohol advertising causes 

difficulties to people in recovery. 
• Other countries have banned alcohol companies from advertising in public spaces, such as Estonia, Finland, 

Lithuania and Sweden. Advertising restrictions in public spaces, such as on public transport, have been 
successful in reducing the consumption of other unhealthy products.  

• The Alcohol Marketing Expert Network recommends restricting alcohol advertising in outdoor and public 
spaces as part of comprehensive alcohol marketing restrictions.  

 

Background 
One in four people in Scotland drink at levels that put their health at risk,1 and it is estimated that alcohol 
causes nearly 1 in 15 of all deaths.2 The pandemic has added to existing problems, with a 25% increase in 
alcohol-specific deaths in the last three years, reaching the highest level in 14 years.3 In 2021, the Scottish 
Government rightly recognised alcohol harm in Scotland as a public health emergency.4 Our high levels of 
drinking and alcohol problems have wider repercussions, with alcohol costing an estimated £5-10 billion to 
Scottish society per year, including up to £500 million in health and social care costs.5 
 

Restricting alcohol marketing is one of the most effective ways of preventing alcohol harms.6 The World 
Health Organization has identified restricting alcohol marketing as one of their three ‘best buys’ for alcohol 
policy.7 8 

 

Advertising in outdoor and public spaces, also known as out-of-home advertising, is a 
key form of alcohol marketing. It includes billboards, street furniture, transport, and 
place-based media, such as within cinemas or sports grounds. Out-of-home advertising 
reaches an incredible 98% of the UK population at least once a week,9 promotes 
engagement with digital advertising more than any other media10 and encourages 
impulse purchasing when people are on the move.11 Advertising on public transport is 
particularly attractive to marketers, who consider passengers to be a captive 
audience.12  

 

Alcohol brands rely heavily on out-of-home advertising, to which they allocate around a fifth of their 
advertising budget – nearly four times as much as the average brand.13 Alcohol brands’ spending on this type 
of advertising is predicted to grow over the coming years, despite the reduced foot and road traffic from the 
pandemic.14  
 

The impact of alcohol advertising 
Alcohol marketing causes us to drink more. It encourages positive attitudes towards alcohol, creating and 
sustaining social norms that alcohol consumption is normal and desirable.  
 

The evidence is clear that exposure to alcohol marketing is a cause of youth 
drinking.15 Reviews of decades of evidence have shown 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.16 17  
 

Children and young people are regularly exposed to alcohol marketing in public 
places.18 19 In a UK survey, 45% of young people reported having seen alcohol 
advertising on a billboard in the last month.20 The transport network is also a key 
source of exposure, as children in Scotland spend a significant amount of time around 
bus stops and roads,21 particularly those from more deprived areas.22  



Restrictions should go beyond focusing on places specific to children, as they live, play, and grow up in 
spaces not limited to parks and schools. Research has shown that alcohol adverts are already unlikely to be 
located around schools.23 

 

Alcohol marketing also affects people with or in recovery from an alcohol 
problem.24 It encourages consumption and risk-taking behaviour among 
heavier drinkers,25 causes higher craving levels,26 and fosters positive 
alcohol-related thoughts and feelings which may make it difficult for 
heavy drinkers to reduce consumption.27  
 

People in recovery from an alcohol problem tell us that alcohol 
marketing is a risk to their recovery. They have highlighted the 
inescapable nature of alcohol advertising in public spaces, such as on 
public transport.  
 

Advertising restrictions are effective  
Restricting alcohol advertising in outdoor and public spaces has successfully reduced awareness of alcohol 
advertising in Ireland, where past-month awareness of public transport advertising among adults declined 
from 53% before restrictions were implemented to 40% two years after their introduction.28  

 

Advertising restrictions in public spaces, such as on public transport, have also been successful in reducing 
the consumption of other unhealthy products. The introduction of restrictions on the advertising of foods 
high in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS) across the Transport for London network in 2019 was associated with 
significant reductions in energy, sugar, and fat purchased from these products.29 A ban on tobacco advertising 
on posters and billboards in the UK reduced awareness of such advertising.30 31  
 

Restrictions have the support of the public  
A 2023 survey shows the majority (55%) of the public in Scotland support a ban on alcohol advertising in 
outdoor and public spaces such as streets, parks and public transport.32  
 

Children’s Parliament Investigators, aged 9-11, felt that billboards and 
adverts promoting drinking should not be displayed in areas where 
children may see them.33 The Young Scot Health Panel (aged 14-25) 
recommended prohibiting alcohol marketing on billboards and posters 
near to schools, nurseries and playgrounds, and on public transport 
vehicles, stops and stations.34  Children in Scotland’s youth engagement 
project on alcohol marketing (aged 9-17) recommended a ban on alcohol 
advertising near schools, nurseries and playgrounds, and a ban or 
restrictions in other public spaces, including public transport.  

 

Recommendations for Action 
The Alcohol Marketing Expert Network – a group of international experts in alcohol marketing research, law, 
and policy as they relate to the protection of public health – has recommended that the Scottish Government 
should introduce statutory restrictions on alcohol advertising in outdoor and public spaces as part of 
comprehensive alcohol marketing restrictions.35  
  
Many other countries and regions have taken similar action. Estonia, Finland, Lithuania and Sweden have all 
implemented an outright ban on outdoor alcohol advertising, while France, Ireland and Sweden have 
introduced partial bans.36 Several Australian states have restricted alcohol advertising on public transport and 
government-owned infrastructure,37 and alcohol advertising was banned on New York City buses, subway cars 
and stations in 2017.38   
 
In 2022, the Scottish Government committed to introducing alcohol marketing restrictions within the 
lifetime of this parliament, subject to the outcome of consultation.39 The alcohol advertising and promotion 
consultation closed in March 2023, with further consultation and engagement on specific proposals to follow. 
To help address the public health emergency of alcohol harm, the Scottish Government should bring forward 
their legislative proposals on alcohol marketing as soon as possible.  
 
 

https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/campaigns-policy/alcohol-marketing-campaign/alcohol-marketing-expert-network/


 
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.   

 

https://doi.org/10.15288/jsad.22-00099
https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/media/310889/childrens-parliament-investigates-an-alcohol-free-childhood-for-alcohol-focus-scotland-online-.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/5fb7a9c6b1eb2e6cf8528bc6/1605872092278/YS_Preventing_Harm_Alcohol_Report.pdf
https://www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk/media/440171/realising-our-rights-how-to-protect-people-from-alcohol-marketing.pdf
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/15595/review-of-alcohol-marketing-restrictions-in-seven-european-countries.pdf
https://fare.org.au/state-and-territory-governments-are-taking-on-alcohol-marketing/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/25/nyregion/alcohol-advertising-mta-subway.html

	Summary
	Background
	The impact of alcohol advertising
	Advertising restrictions are effective
	Restrictions have the support of the public
	Recommendations for Action
	About Alcohol Focus Scotland
	References

