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Australian teenagers say zero alcohol products are appealing and could act as a gateway
to alcohol use

New research commissioned by Cancer Council, led by The George Institute for Global Health,
and published today in Appetite, found that over half (56%) of Australian teenagers aged 15-17
surveyed agreed zero alcohol products looked appealing, and said the packaging was attractive
(54%).

Over a third (37%) of Australian teenagers surveyed had tried zero alcohol products. In focus
group discussions, some participants identified that zero alcohol products could act as a
gateway to future alcohol use by enabling young people to become accustomed to the taste of
alcoholic products.

Lead researcher and research fellow at The George Institute for Global Health, Dr Leon Booth,
says this research provides early insights into the potential consequences of the proliferation of
zero alcohol products and their marketing in environments where young people are.

“Our research shows that zero alcohol products and marketing are likely making young people
more familiar with alcohol brands and further normalising alcohol consumption. Zero alcohol
products potentially act as a trojan horse for the alcohol industry to get in front of young people,
exposing them to additional alcohol marketing.”

Deputy Chair of Cancer Council’s Nutrition, Alcohol and Physical Activity Committee, Julia
Stafford warns that zero alcohol products, many of which are manufactured by alcohol
companies and designed to look and taste identical to their alcoholic counterparts, provide
alcohol brand exposure to young people in outlets not traditionally associated with alcohol.

“We already know that the more children and young people are exposed to alcohol marketing,
the greater the likelihood that they will start to use alcohol earlier, and to drink at risky levels if
they already use alcohol. Drinking alcohol at any level can increase the risk of cancer.

“Alcohol brands claim zero alcohol products are aimed at only adults, however the study found
that young people often nominated their own age group as the one these products would most
commonly appeal to.

“There are currently no standards limiting the ways they simulate alcoholic products, or
restrictions on marketing or sales, meaning young people can purchase these products and are
exposed to marketing in highly visible places such as supermarkets. This environment creates a
public health risk to young Australians.”

The study also found most (80%) teenagers surveyed recalled seeing zero alcohol products for
sale, with more than half (58%) citing supermarkets. The majority (76%) recalled seeing
advertising for zero alcohol products, and of the teenagers surveyed: 44% saw advertising on
television, 38% on social media, 30% online, and 29% in supermarkets.

Dr Booth says, “Zero alcohol ads are reaching young people through several avenues, including
popular social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok. Young people thought these ads were
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funny, which was clearly memorable as they often recalled the alcoholic brands that promote
their zero alcohol offerings in this way.

“It’s clear that we need to do more to protect children and young people from exposure to zero
alcohol marketing to prevent future alcohol harms.”

Ms Stafford says, “Cancer Council is calling on the Federal Government to better regulate how
alcohol branded products are marketed to protect the health of young Australians, and to pay
close attention to how zero alcohol products provide additional marketing opportunities for
alcohol companies.

“The voices of young people should be heard by policymakers to ensure their health is
prioritised over industry profit.”

-ENDS-

Notes to the editor

The study comprised two parts: focus group discussions with 44 Australian teenagers aged 15-
17 and a national survey of 679 Australian teenagers aged 15-17 that examined their
perceptions of and experiences with zero alcohol products. It found that zero alcohol products
are likely to be exposing young people to additional alcohol marketing, which can put them at
risk of alcohol harms in future.
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About Cancer Council Australia
Cancer Council Australia is Australia’s leading cancer charity, working to reduce the impact of
cancer for all Australians. Cancer Council Australia works with its members, the eight state and
territory Cancer Councils to:

e Undertake and fund cancer research

e Prevent and control cancer

e Provide information and support for people affected by cancer

e Shape and influence policy and practice

Find out more at cancer.org.au, or visit our Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or LinkedIn.

The George Institute for Global Health
The George Institute for Global Health is an independent medical research institute aiming to

improve the health of millions of people worldwide by generating effective, evidence-based, and
affordable solutions to the world’s biggest health challenges. Established in Sydney, with major
centres in China, India, and the UK, it has projects in more than 45 countries and affiliations with
world-class universities. In 2018, The George Institute was ranked the number-one independent
research institute in Australia by Times Higher Education.

Facebook at thegeorgeinstitute Twitter @georgeinstitute Web georgeinstitute.org.au
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