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Does alcohol advertising influence youth’s relationship with alcohol? A study among 6th and 7th grade Brazilian students.
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Research evidence suggests that alcohol advertising plays a role in  the initiation of alcohol consumption by teenagers, in the continuation of  underage drinking, in the development of attitudes and expectancies towards alcohol and, more importantly, alcohol use. Objectives: Our aim was to determine what role alcohol advertising plays on Brazilian youth's drinking habits and perceptions about alcohol. Methods: We interviewed 1123 6th and 7th graders from 3 public schools in São Bernardo do Campo (São Paulo, Brazil), who completed anonymous paper-and-pen surveys. Students were asked about their alcohol use, prior exposure to alcohol advertising and  other control variables. The study was conducted from August to November 2006. The present analysis focuses on alcohol use during the previous 30 days.  Results: Youth who paid attention to commercials, those who identified with the commercials and those who believed alcohol advertising was truthful about alcohol had significantly higher beer drinking rates in the previous 30 days than those who didn't. Discussion: The results suggest that exposure to advertising, identifying with, believing in and paying attention to advertising influence beer drinking over the previous 30 days.
1. INTRODUCTION

Alcohol dependency is a public health issue. According to a recent study1, it affects up to 11.2% of the Brazilian population and an impressive 17.1% of the male population. Alcohol use is linked to a variety of physical, mental and social problems and the consensus is that the health and well-being of many youngsters is threatened by alcohol abuse1,2. 

Psychoactive substance use alone can intefere in cognitive, emotional and social development 3,4,5. Furthermore, alcohol use puts the teenager in immediate risk situations because, amongst other things, results in a higher probability of getting involved in traffic accidents, engage in unprotected sex and use illicit drugs6,7. 

Initiation of alcohol use involves a series of individual and interpersonal factors. A great part of theses factors is potentially modifiable, such as beliefs regarding alcohol benefits, positive expectancies towards use, family structure and a permissive environment. These factors can be modified by actions such as education, community activism, monitoring by parents and strengthening of bonds with social institutions, such as school and church. Other factor that may influence alcohol initiation is the exposure to alcohol advertising6,8,9,10. Many studies have found significant association between alcohol advertising and alcohol use or intent to use in the future among adolescents6,7,8,9,11. 

Due to the diversity of harm resulting from alcohol abuse, any modifiable factor should be a target for public policy. Alcohol advertising should, as such, be studied from this standpoint: as a factor involved in the alcohol use/abuse process that can be modified through mainly restrictive measures7,12. 

2. BACKGROUND

Alcohol marketing is a globally acting industry, with access to both developed and developing countries. Considering the fact that a large amount of money is spent in this business, one may suppose  that advertising must have some influence on consumption. 

However, it is not clear the extent of this influence or how it works7,11,12,13,14,15,16 . People involved in advertising claim that they do not intend for people to drink more, but instead they want to promote brand switching and fidelity. A brand may be described as simply as “a name, design, symbol (…) that identify one seller’s good or service”17, but not only that, “a brand encompasses a holistic set of tangible and intangible attributes, the embodiment of a promise customers perceive as being made to them”18 . Studies have shown that fidelity to a brand per se predicts consumption at larger scales12,16. Advertising raises consumption of a certain brand, but does not lower considerably other brands’, indicating an overall raise in alcohol consumption. This is a potential problem, because a successful campaign stimulates rival brands to come up with a campaign of their own14. 


Recent studies indicate that various forms of advertising can predict adolescent drinking, whether it is via exposure in its various forms of measurement, affective response or influencing the adolescents’ alcohol expectancies6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 19, 20, 21. 


 Throughout the years, research on alcohol advertising has taken up mainly two forms: econometric studies and consumer studies 13,14,22. Econometric studies analyze expenditures on alcohol advertising (used as an estimate for exposure and response) and total alcohol consumption (used as a proxy for alcohol-related harms). Some authors have also used expenditure on alcohol-related problems such as automobile accidents and health problems due to chronic alcohol abuse12, 4, 22, 23. 

Many authors12,13,14, 22, 24  have discussed the relevant econometric studies available. They all point to the great discrepancies of the results obtained. When comparing advertising and sales, the overall conclusion is that its effects on consumption are minimal, and the most important form of advertising is the point-of-sale, such as the ones advertising the prices.  These studies, however, are often criticized for presenting methodological flaws. Amongst those is the fact that these studies tend to aggregate all forms of advertising, which in turn does not allow for each form to be studied separately. It also minimizes the effect of variations in the availability of advertising through the year and its short-term effects and markets with larger proportions of adults versus those with larger proportions of teenagers. The fact that they are not focused on the individual also restricts their ability to interpret the data: overall consumption not going up does not indicate that specific groups of  individuals have not  raised their level of consumption13,14, 22. Therefore, these studies say nothing specific about teenage and other subgroups’ consumption17.

Since the 90’s, some authors have preferred econometric studies in the following form: comparing local restrictions or expenditures on advertising to statistics on automobile accidents and alcohol-related health problems12,13,14. These studies have been more successful in demonstrating that a larger availability of alcohol advertising is associated with higher levels of the above mentioned items, that is, the higher level of restrictions on advertising the lower the levels of automobile accidents, for instance. They are not free of criticism since these results could be due to prior attitude towards alcohol.

Consumer studies are those that “use the individual as the object of the analysis”24, that is, try to examine and predict the answer of the teenagers to alcohol advertising16. In this category we find other variations. Some studies were conducted longitudinally25, 26 and other cross-sectionally9,10,11.

Some authors, such as Austin10, Ellickson6, Collins8, Grube23 and Fleming11, try to explore the response of the “receptor” to the advertising as predictors of current and future alcohol use. They rely on psychological and social theories such as “Message Interpretation Process”, “Social Bonding Theory” and “Social Learning Theory” as the background for their research (Bandura, 1977)27. 

Other authors, like Stacy26 and  Snyder7 , prefer studying exposure in a quantitative manner: presumed hours of exposure. However, theses studies do not access aspects such as attention paid to the commercial. Having the television on is not a guarantee that the information from the advertising is being retrieved and processed. This is important even before you consider affective response. Collins (2005) suggests that young people that pay more attention to advertising and memorize more information from them present with higher drinking or intent to drink as an adult. We must keep in mind however, that exposure to a message is the first step to being persuaded 8.

3. OBJECTIVES

Taking into account the above, the aim of this paper is to investigate whether there is an influence of beer advertising on drinking habits of 6th and 7th grade students in 3 public schools in São Bernardo, São Paulo, Brazil. 

Our aim is to analyze if youth that claim to pay attention to beer commercials will show higher drinking rates for the previous 30 days then those that don’t, if adolescents that identify with alcohol commercials will show higher drinking rates for the previous 30 days then those that don’t and if adolescents that believe alcohol commercials are telling the truth will show higher drinking rates for the previous 30 days then those that don’t. We also examine if adolescents that have a favorite alcoholic beverage brand present higher beer drinking rates on the previous 30 days than those that don’t have a favorite brand.

4. METHODS

1123 6th and 7th grade from three public schools in São Bernardo do Campo, SP, Brazil were surveyed, in a total of 35 classes. São Bernardo do Campo is a 660,396 habitant city, with demographics similar to most urban Brazilians’ as stated by the last census28. The public schools selected for the survey were centrally located, had several classes of 6th and 7th grades and agreed to take part in the study. All students took home an information sheet informing about the study one week prior to application and the parents consented passively (if they would not agree with the student participation they would call the school or the researchers).

Students where given a paper-and-pen questionnaire to be filled in the presence of the researchers. Application lasted approximately 1 hour. The questionnaires contained questions on several aspects of the students’ lives including demographic information, religion, school bonds, parents’ level of education, parental monitoring and parental drinking habits, among others. The questionnaire contained questions that Ellickson6, Collins8 and Stacy26 used on their own studies and where shown to have strong association with alcohol consumption. The former two used the same questionnaire in their studies, and it contained mostly questions on affective response to advertising, advertising awareness, brand recollection and exposure to different forms of advertising. Alan Stacy’s questionnaire provided us with questions on advertising exposure associated with certain TV programs. The results related to these other questions will be analyzed on another study.

Although no student openly refused participation on the study, 10 questionnaires had to be eliminated because participants answered them in a noticeably inappropriate fashion. Because some individuals were either too old (17 years old and older) or too young (9 years old) to be considered ordinary 6th or 7th grade students, we chose to eliminate these questionnaires, leaving a total of 1109 valid questionnaires.

Response variable was beer use on previous 30 days, and independent variables were age, gender, importance of religion and school attended. Following univariate analysis, a multiple analysis controlled for age, gender, importance of religion and school was made with a large number of variables, and we subsequently withdrew variables until we reached the final model, where all variables presented with a significance of <0.05 on binary logistic regression. Therefore, variables in the final model were: mother’s highest level of education (8th grade or higher), is religion very important to you (yes or no), previous cigarette use (yes or no), alcohol commercials tell the truth (true or false), the parties I attend are similar to the ones on the adds (true or false), do you pay attention to alcohol ads (yes, somewhat or no) and parental monitoring (when you are not home, do your parents know where you are: yes or sometimes/never).

5. results

According to the results on Table 1, the sample was quite homogenous among the 3 schools concerning age, sex and gender, the most important control variables. Girls were a slight majority, with a total of 53.4% of the 1109 questionnaires. Teenagers on the 6th and 7th grades in Brazil should be aged 12 and 13. As shown on Table 1, this is the case for the majority of the students (approximately 79%).

Although school number 3 had higher rates of previous alcohol and cigarette use, the school attended variable did not influence the results.

Table 1 shows a complete description of the sample’s characteristics.

Table 1 – Sample Characteristics – Total number and percentage in each school.

	 
	 
	School 1
	 
	School 2
	 
	School 3
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	408
	 
	382
	 
	319
	 

	 
	
	 
	%
	
	%
	
	%

	AGE
	11
	54
	13.2
	12
	3.1
	12
	3.8

	 
	12
	157
	38.5
	141
	36.9
	104
	32.6

	 
	13
	161
	39.5
	180
	47.1
	134
	42

	 
	14
	28
	6.9
	38
	27
	51
	16

	 
	15
	7
	1.7
	10
	5.6
	13
	9.7

	 
	16
	1
	0.2
	1
	2.6
	5
	1.6

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	GENDER
	MALE
	190
	46.6
	179
	46.9
	147
	46.1

	 
	FEMALE
	218
	53.4
	202
	52.9
	172
	53.9

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	MOTHER'S HIGHER LEVEL OF 
	8TH GRADE
	195
	47.8
	185
	48.4
	140
	43.9

	EDUCATION
	HIGHER
	153
	37.5
	136
	35.6
	127
	39.8

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	PREVIOUS CIGARETTE USE
	NO
	357
	87.5
	347
	90.8
	264
	82.8

	 
	YES
	51
	12.5
	35
	9.2
	55
	17.2

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	IS RELIGION IMPORTANT TO YOU?
	YES
	208
	51
	227
	59.4
	163
	51.1

	 
	NO
	200
	49
	155
	40.6
	156
	48.9

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	WHEN YOU ARE NOT HOME, DO YOUR
	YES
	373
	91.4
	356
	93.2
	285
	89.3

	PARENTS KNOW WHERE YOU ARE?
	NO/SOMETIMES
	31
	7.6
	24
	6.3
	29
	9.1

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	ALCOHOL USE ON PREVIOUS 30 DAYS
	NO
	343
	84.1
	318
	83.2
	240
	75.2

	 
	YES
	64
	15.7
	63
	16.5
	77
	24.1

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	ALCOHOL ADS SHOW THE TRUTH
	TRUE
	86 
	 21.1
	91
	 23.8  
	75
	76.5 

	 
	FALSE
	 320
	 78.4
	291
	76.2
	244
	 23.5

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	THE PÁRTIES I ATTEND ARE SIMILAR
	TRUE
	74
	18.1
	67
	17.5
	59
	18.5

	TO THE ONES ON ALCOHOL ADS
	FALSE
	330
	80.9
	314
	82.8
	258
	80.9

	 
	
	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	DO YOU PAY ATTENTION TO 
	YES
	37
	9.1
	29
	7.6
	30
	9.4

	ALCOHOL ADS?
	SOMEWHAT
	217
	53.4
	225
	58.9
	186
	58.3

	 
	NO
	152
	37.3
	126
	33
	101
	31.7

	 
	 
	
	 
	
	 
	
	 

	DO YOU HAVE A FAVORITE 
	YES
	46
	88.7
	45
	11.8
	43
	13.5

	ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGE BRAND?
	NO
	362
	11.3
	336
	88
	275
	86.2


As described before, univariate analysis was performed with a large number of variables. Following univariate analysis, we conducted a multiple analysis controlled for age, gender, importance of religion and school. We subsequently withdrew variables until we reached the final model, where all variables presented with a significance of <0.05 on binary logistic regression.

Table 2 describes the results for the variables on the final model. All these variables are positively associated with beer consumption on previous 30 days. Although previous cigarette use and parental monitoring showed the highest associations with alcohol use on the previous 30 days, with approximate 4-fold and 2.5-fold odds ratio, it is important to note that the belief that alcohol ads tell the truth showed strong association: those who believe alcohol ads tell the truth are almost twice as likely to have been drinking beer on the previous 30 days than those who don’t. Another important variable, perceived similarity, presented similar OR (1.762). Paying attention to the ads also predicted alcohol drinking in the previous 30 days (sig. 0.039).

Mother’s level of education was also a strong predictor, with those whose mother had less years in school were more likely to drink, as shown by an OR of 1.551 (sig. 0.026).

Table 2 – Final Model- Variables in the Equation

	
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)
	95,0% C.I.for EXP(B)



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Lower
	Upper

	Cigarette use
	1.228
	0.245
	25.193
	1.000
	0.000
	3.415
	2.114
	5.516

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Mother’s highest level
	0.439
	0.197
	4.948
	1.000
	0.026
	1.551
	1.054
	2.284

	of education
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Parental Monitoring
	0.892
	0.303
	8.648
	1.000
	0.003
	2.440
	1.346
	4.421

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Alcohol Ads
	0.680
	0.218
	9.754
	1.000
	0.002
	1.973
	1.288
	3.022

	 tell the truth
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	The parties I attend 
	0.566
	0.230
	6.083
	1.000
	0.014
	1.762
	1.123
	2.763

	are similar to the ones 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	on the ads
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Paying attention to ads
	0.337
	0.163
	4.278
	1.000
	0.039
	1.401
	1.018
	1.927

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Favorite Brand
	1.750
	0.243
	51.986
	1.000
	0.000
	5.752
	3.575
	9.254

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Constant
	-8.726
	1.507
	33.541
	1.000
	0.000
	0.000
	 
	 


6. DISCUSSION

The study has found that alcohol ads can be associated to beer use in at least four manners: through perceived similarity, awareness, the belief that they tell the truth and promoting brand allegiance. This is true even when controlled for important aspects such as age, gender and importance of religion in their lives. Even when other variables that were shown to influence drinking are present, like cigarette use, mother’s level of education and parental monitoring, the variables concerning the ads are still strongly associated to drinking in the previous 30 days.

 Our results are compatible with those from many other studies: many suggest a link between advertising awareness and propensity to drink 8, 9, 17, 23, 24. Colins et al. (2003), found that paying attention to ads was the strongest predictor for advertising awareness. In our study, paying attention to alcohol ads was not only linked to beer use in the previous 30 days, but it showed strong association (p< 0.05).

Perceived similarity between alcohol ads and their own lives, as measured by agreement with the sentence “The parties I attend are similar to the ones on the ads” also showed strong association with beer use on the previous 30 days. Even if we assume that this happens more through identification than actual perceived similarity, it does not change the fact that these ads are very attractive to youth and seem to be influencing their beer use. 

Belief that alcohol ads tell the truth is one of the most important variables. If teenagers believe so, they may rely on those ads to define their idea of “normal drinking habits”, which  also brings us to the importance of parental monitoring and level of discussion10. 

Brand allegiance, as defined by the question “do you have a favorite alcoholic beverage brand?”, has been shown to have strong association with beer drinking in the previous 30 days on our sample. Therefore, the industry’s statement that they are only intending to strengthen their brand names not only is not enough for the advertising to be acquitted but is also one of the reasons advertising should be either banned or more strictly regulated.

There are two main ways in which alcohol ads can be regulated: legal regulation (as in France and Holland) and self-regulation or ethical control, such as in the USA, Australia and United Kingdom27. Brazil has essentially adopted self-regulation, under the responsibility of the National Counsel of Advertising Self-Regulation (CONAR). The basic principle of alcohol advertising regulation is that children and adolescents should be protected from them. Two questions remain to be answered in that sense: do they follow these rules and regulations and are children and adolescents actually protected? 
The former is not the aim of this particular study, but our results suggest that youth is not protected from advertising effects, as discussed above.

Although the study was conducted in only one city, São Bernardo was chosen specifically for presenting with statistics similar to the urban Brazilians’ regarding habitants’ age, social status, average household income and many others.

The cross-sectional nature of this study does not provide for causal inferences. However, we were able to find strong associations that might predict drinking behavior. The results from our studies not only do not contradict previous research, but they also add to those findings. 
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