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Physical activity and a healthy message (theme two) – no 
alcohol advertisement in sport

We would like to express our full support for the Government’s initiatives in 
promoting a healthy population and encouraging physical activity, and also for 
recognising the positive dynamics between physical activity and harmful use of 
alcohol:

“Sport can also play a role in reducing the chances, particularly for  
young people, of getting drawn into risky behaviours such as  
substance abuse linked to drugs and alcohol while providing a positive  
message about health and promoting the benefits of being physically  
active” A New Strategy for Sport: Consultation Paper, p.15 

Alcohol is a major risk factor for public health in the United Kingdom. More than 
21,000 deaths were caused by alcohol consumption in England in 2010, 
accounting for 5% of all deaths. Alcohol-related deaths disproportionately affect 
younger age groups, with around 20% of all deaths in those aged under 45 years 
related to alcohol.1 Every year there are more than 1 million alcohol-related 
hospital admissions. These numbers illustrate the extent to which alcohol poses 
a risk factor for our health, and how harms from alcohol use creates a 
considerable burden to our health system and health budgets. 

There is strong and consistent evidence to show a link between exposure to 
alcohol marketing and increased alcohol consumption amongst young people. A 
number of systematic reviews have concluded that:

• Exposure to alcohol advertising increases the likelihood that young people 
will start drinking at an earlier age, and 

• For those young people who already drink, exposure to alcohol advertising 
causes them to drink more than they would ordinarily.2 3 4 

Furthermore, research conducted during the 2008 European Football 
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Championship found that children aged 12-15 were left with an increased 
awareness of alcohol brands, a more positive attitude to beer, and an increased 
intention to drink alcohol.5

Regulating the commercial communication of alcoholic products is one of the 
policy recommendations in the WHO Global Strategy to Reduce Harmful Use of  
Alcohol (2010).6 Furthermore, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) concluded in their recent report ‘Tackling Harmful Alcohol  
Use’7 that “…limits on alcohol advertisement are an underused policy to reduce 
the damage from heavy drinking”. The same report further concludes that 
restricting alcohol advertising and promotion, along with other policies to reduce 
alcohol related harm, are cost-effective measures to implement.

The tobacco sport sponsorship ban is perhaps a relevant example here, because 
of its public health impact. Tobacco TV advertising was banned in the mid 1990s,  
tobacco sponsorship of sports ended in 2003, and the production of tobacco 
branded goods ended in 2005. While it is hard to determine the exact impact of  
these policies, they have played a role in denormalising tobacco and making it  
less desirable. By contrast, alcohol brands still benefit from widespread sports 
sponsorship, including a number of English and Scottish Premiership teams, the 
Rugby World and European Cups, and the Wimbledon tennis championships.  

Several European countries already have restrictions of alcohol marketing in 
relation to sport. France bans alcohol companies from sponsoring sporting 
events or advertising during sporting events. Norway forbids sport sponsorship, 
alongside a general advertising ban. The Republic of Ireland is currently 
considering a similar policy to France. 

It is important not to promote risk factors for ill health (including cancer), 
such as alcohol, when promoting physical activity and a healthy lifestyle. 
We would therefore recommend that promotion and advertising of 
alcoholic beverages should not take place in a sporting context, as this 
contradicts the intention behind the Government’s initiatives. Furthermore, 
risk factors for health should be included in the Chief Medical Officer’s 
Guidelines for physical activity.
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Financial sustainability (theme four) – sponsorship from alcohol 
industry  

Research from the 2014 FIFA World Cup shows that, as a result of sponsorship 
agreements, viewers of an entire programme were exposed to an alcohol 
reference for each minute of football playing time, and ten alcohol commercials if  
the programme was broadcast on a commercial channel. Furthermore, the same 
research shows that large numbers of children and young people were part of the 
viewing audience8. 

Another relevant study analysed the alcohol brand frequency during the F1 
Monaco Grand Prix 20149. This found there were on average 11 promotional 
references to alcohol per minute. All references during the race were for spirits 
and vermouths – predominately Johnnie Walker and Martini – placed 
strategically at locations with relatively lengthy camera exposure. In other words, 
the worldwide audience of 500 million people were exposed to an alcohol brand 
on average every five seconds for almost two hours. Furthermore, an analysis of  
F1 teams’ websites identified three teams with alcohol company sponsorship 
agreements: William Martini Racing (Martini), Force India (Smirnoff and 
Kingfisher) and McLaren Honda (Johnnie Walker). In each of the three teams the 
sponsor’s alcohol brand is highly visible on the uniforms for drivers and crew and 
on the team cars. The mix of both team sponsorships and alcohol advertisement 
during the race leads to a massive exposure to alcohol advertising to all 
audiences, including minors, linked to driving and sport.

There are also direct health consequences for individuals as a result of 
sponsorship from the alcohol industry. Recent research10 conducted among 
sportspeople at UK universities found that receipt of alcohol sponsorship was 
associated with a higher alcohol consumption level than average, and also 
associated with increased odds of being classified as a hazardous drinker. We 
believe this is an important finding in the discussion of the benefits and negative 
outcomes of sponsorship. 

Sponsorship from economic operators is in many cases necessary for 
sport and sport events. However, recognising the facts presented above, 
alcohol sponsorship seems very likely to undermine the positive health 
messages and outcomes that DCMS is trying to promote. The examples 
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here illustrate how major sport events that have been sponsored by the 
alcohol industry have prompted potentially problematic drinking, 
particularly in young people. As demonstrated, these negative 
consequences are not limited to spectators, but affect sportspeople 
sponsored by alcohol companies too. 

Given the evidence presented above, sponsorship from the alcohol 
industry could undermine the DCMS’ sport strategy to promote a healthy 
lifestyle. We would therefore urge DCMS to consider preventing the sports 
teams that it works with from accepting alcohol advertisements and 
sponsorship.

For further details or additional information please contact Nils Garnes, IAS 
Policy Officer at ngarnes@ias.org.uk, 0207 222 4001.
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