Alcohol Concern

12th April 2005 

Helen Keefe

Committee of Advertising Practice 

Mid City Place

71 High Holborn

London WC1V 6QT
Dear Helen,

As you know Alcohol Concern welcomed the recent changes made to the rules by Ofcom.  However we see the guidance being consulted on in this document as being vital in ensuring that there is a genuine tightening of current rules. This will be vital if we are to shift the framework in which advertisements are commissioned, conceived and produced.

We have the following detailed comments:

Rule 11.8.1b Advertisements must not link alcohol with daring, toughness, aggression or anti-social behaviour.

We would support a wider scope of guidance on this rule. Traditionally the rule has been interpreted very narrowly leaving large swathes of popular culture untouched. For example in the recent past, advertisements have very much capitalised on the “ladette” culture and the guidance on this rule should specifically mention this concept.

We support the guidance around the concept of “daring” as the disinhibiting effect of alcohol is in part shaped by social norms and beliefs.  Adverts that use positive portrayal of bravado may encourage greater acceptance that this behaviour is normal for people who drink, and thus increase the likelihood of this behaviour.  

Rule 11.8.1(c) Advertisements must not link alcohol with sexual activity or success or imply that alcohol can enhance attractiveness.

We are concerned that this rule has significantly watered down since the initial Ofcom consultation of September 2004. 

We would support the initial wording which stated that “alcohol drinks should not be advertised in the context of sexual suggestiveness, flirtation or other sexual interaction”. The tone and spirit of this guidance has now changed in a number of ways which leaves the focus of the paragraph very much on what is allowed within the guidance rather than what is not. Under the previous rules any complainant needs to prove that there is likely to be sexual success later ‘off camera’ as it were, and that without the alcohol there would be no sexual success – this is nigh on impossible to do where an advertisement simply shows alcohol as playing a key role in implied sexual success.  

The new wording suggested by Ofcom importantly noted that “alcoholic drinks must not be advertised in the context of sexual suggestiveness etc. Without this included there is a strong danger that yet again the letter rather than the spirit of the rule will be applied. 

The importance of this particular guidance note is emphasised by the links between alcohol and teenage sex and the vulnerability of young people to advertising messages as outlined by the Government Strategy Unit report. Whilst sex and sexual innuendo are, used as a theme to advertise many different products, it is a more dangerous association when used with alcohol because when intoxicated many people do things they may not have done if sober. This is borne out by the statistics which show that after drinking alcohol:

· one in seven 16 to 24 year olds have had unprotected sex

· one in five had sex they later regretted

· one in ten have been unable to remember if they had sex the night before.  

(Statistics from Health Education Authority 1998)
We  would be extremely opposed to the watering down of this rule for these reasons. 

Rule 11.8.1 (g) 

(1) Advertisements must not show, imply or encourage immoderate drinking. This applies both to the amount of drink and to the way drinking is portrayed.

(2) References to, or suggestions of, buying repeat rounds of drinks are not acceptable.  (Note: This does not prevent, for example, someone buying a drink for each of a group of friends. It does, however, prevent any suggestion that other members of the group will buy any further rounds.)

(3) Alcoholic drinks must be handled and served responsibly.

We are pleased to see that the concept of “reckless abandon” is mentioned in particular. The serving of alcohol in an irresponsible manner is regularly seen on current advertisements and 

We would like to see the line “In considering what would constitute an excessive amount of alcohol, please bear in mind the Department of Health’s Recommended Daily Amounts of alcohol” strengthened. Department of Health sensible dinking guidelines are based on a review of available evidence and endorsed by a range of academic and scientific bodies. For this reason, advertisements should respect the validity of these as a unit of measure. We would suggest “Excessive amounts of alcohol should be defined as exceeding the Department of Health’s sensible drinking guidelines” as a suitable form of words.

Rule 11.8.2(a)

(1)   Advertisements for alcoholic drinks must not be likely to appeal strongly to people under 18, in particular by reflecting or being associated with youth culture.

We are pleased that the guidance for this rule includes particular mention of personalities, music and language. 

Please contact me if you would like to talk further about any of these issues.

Yours sincerely
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Geethika Jayatilaka

Director of Policy and Public Affairs

Direct Line: 0207 922 8650
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