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Alcohol Advertising Regulation for the Adult Population. An Analysis of Distilled Spirits 

Endorsements on Spanish Radio 

 

Abstract 

Objective: Restrictions on high alcohol beverages advertising aim to prevent consumption in 

young people, and alcohol misuse in adults. The main objective of this research is to analyze 

the presence of distilled spirits mentions and its compliance with the legislation in relation to 

the minor protection time slot, factors associated to drinking and encouraging excessive 

consumption. 

Method: This empirical work conducts a content analysis of all spirits mentions broadcast 

throughout 2017 on news/talk radio stations targeted an adult audience. The final corpus is 

composed of 355 radio mentions.  

Results: Results show that special protection time slot for minors is disregarded in 91.8% of 

cases. Therefore, radio personalities encourage immoderate consumption in 76.6% of the 

analyzed mentions, and associate alcohol consumption with improved physical performance, 

social success, or health in 42.3% of cases.  

Conclusions: This work reveals the shortcomings of the public administration in the control 

and monitoring of spirits mentions in the radio medium, in a context where the adult 

population is unprotected against messages which, frequently, encourage excessive 

consumption and associate it with positive and gratifying values. On the other hand, violation-

related fines are not corrective against repeated advertisers’ irresponsible behaviors. 

 

Keywords: Adults; advertising; alcohol; law; policy; regulation 
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Introduction  

The starting point of this investigation is the violation-related fine imposed on a news/talk 

radio station for broadcasting several mentions of distilled spirits. The National Commission 

on Markets and Competition (in Spanish CNMC) verified during routine inspection and 

monitoring activities that Cadena Cope, a news/talk radio station, had aired 7 mentions—6 of 

Arehucas rum and one of the liqueur Ruavieja—in January and February 2016, during the live 

broadcast of sporting events. On April 21 of the same year, the CNMC sent the radio station a 

formal request to stop alcohol advertising activities, in contravention of the General 

Audiovisual Communications Act 7/2010 of March 31. The letter warned that non-

compliance would lead to the initiation of sanctioning proceedings (CNMC, 2016). 

On June 9, 2016, the Communications Users Association (in Spanish AUC) filed a 

complaint with the CNMC against Cadena Cope for broadcasting an advertisement of 

Arehucas rum on May 22. Upon verification, and following the recent warning, the CNMC 

began sanctioning proceedings. Thus, on December 22, 2016, it found the radio station liable 

for three serious administrative offences related to the broadcast of three commercial 

communications of alcoholic drinks, which carried fines of 50,001 euros each (CNMC, 2017). 

The following year, in January 2017, the Audiovisual Council of Andalusia (in Spanish CAA) 

received a complaint regarding an advertisement of an herbal liqueur aired during the 

broadcast of a soccer match on a national radio station (CAA, 2017). The claimant, a former 

alcoholic, expressed alarm and concern over the commercial which, he claimed, encouraged 

the consumption of spirits. The CAA conducted an analysis in January of that same year, 

which verified the broadcast of seven commercial communications, including the previously 

mentioned brands—Arehucas rum and the liqueur Ruavieja—and in breach of the same legal 

principles. The analysis emphasized the following points: the advertising had taken place 



 

 

 

4 

during the live broadcast of sporting events and associated alcohol consumption with 

entertainment and positive values, and it was aired during the special protection time slot 

(CAA, 2017). Hence, this investigation stems from an interest to discover the real impact of 

this administrative sanction, and to what extent it has conditioned the subsequent behavior of 

the radio station in question, and its main competitors. 

Restrictions on alcohol advertising aim to prevent consumption in young people, and 

heavy and binge drinking in adults, with special emphasis on distilled spirits. We use ‘binge 

drinking’ as “a pattern of drinking alcohol that brings blood alcohol concentration (BAC) to 

0.08 gram percent or above” (NIAAA, 2004).  

In the area of public health and safety, point 3c of Article 18 of the General 

Audiovisual Communications Act 7/2010 of March 31 bans television advertising of drinks 

over 20 percent alcohol by volume (ABV). However, Point 3 of this same article outlaws 

commercial communications encouraging behavior prejudicial to people’s health in all types 

of media; and Section (e) prohibits all advertising of drinks below 20 percent ABV if it targets 

minors, encourages immoderate drinking, or links its consumption to improved physical 

performance, social success, or health. Nevertheless, and as indicated by the CNMC (2016) in 

their formal request, general restrictions apply to all alcohol advertising, regardless of the 

alcohol content. Finally, Article 7 establishes a special protection time slot, from 6 a.m. to 10 

p.m., when the broadcast of contents that might impair the physical, mental, or moral 

development of minors is not allowed. In this regard, and although spirits mentions target 

adults, legislation aims to protect minors from listening to advertisements which might pose a 

health risk and promote false perceptions of the reality of alcohol consumption.  

Many studies on alcohol advertising have shown the lack of effectiveness of self-

regulatory systems and of practical application of the sector’s codes of conduct (Adams et al., 

2014; Noel et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the adult population has received little attention from 
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the scientific community, although there are many reasons that would motivate its study 

(Donatelli & Somes, 2014). Many adult drinkers—whether occasional, habitual, or social—

remain unaware or consciously downplay the potential risks and addiction of alcohol 

consumption.  

To our knowledge, only two studies have investigated alcohol-related issues in the 

radio medium, in both cases analyzing the references made to alcoholic drinks on music radio 

stations in the UK. Daykin et al. (2009) analyzed a total of 244 comments made by presenters 

on six music radio stations with a young audience, to conclude that most of them encouraged 

drinking, and even excessive drinking in 13% of cases. More recently, Haighton et al. (2017) 

analyzed alcohol references made on four popular music radio stations with a high proportion 

of listeners aged 55-64, concluding that 73% of comments made by presenters promoted 

drinking, in many cases linking alcohol consumption with partying and socializing. In this 

context, the general objective of this investigation is to analyze the presence and compliance 

with current legislation of distilled spirits mentions on news/talk radio stations with an adult 

audience.  

 

Method  

Although the radio medium has received little attention from the scientific community, in 

Spain it has the second largest audience after television with more than 26,878,000 daily 

listeners (AIMC, 2017).  Furthermore, it is considered the most trustworthy source of news in 

traditional media by 82% of Spanish people (Toharia, 2017) and 70% of European citizens 

(European Commission, 2018). These facts, as well as the research context provided, motivate 

our choice of the radio medium to develop this work. 

This empirical study follows a quantitative approach based on the content analysis of 

all radio mentions broadcast throughout 2017 on news/talk radio stations in Spain. Radio 
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mentions are live read advertisements voiced by the presenters, team members or coworkers 

of radio programs (Infoadex, 2019). The three national private radio stations with the highest 

audiences were selected, totaling 9,000,000 daily listeners. The stations are Cadena Ser, 

Cadena Cope and Onda Cero, and the average age of their listeners is 52.8, 53.6 and 52 years 

old, respectively (AIMC, 2017). 

The data were obtained from Arce Media’s database (joined since 2007 to Nielsen’s 

database), a company dedicated to the collection and analysis of advertising activity in 

conventional media. Following these selection criteria provides the opportunity to work with 

the complete universe of radio mentions, which involves a final corpus of 355. Two trained 

coders carried out the analysis and coding process considering the following variables and 

attributes. 

 

- News/Talk Radio Stations. (1) Cadena Ser; (2) Cadena Cope; (3) Onda Cero. 

- Product. (1) Brandy; (2) Gin; (3) Rum; (4) Vodka; (5) Whisky; (6) Other spirits. 

- Special Protection Time Slot. (1) Protected Time Slot (from 6:00 a.m. to 9:59 p.m.); (2) 

Non-protected Time Slot (from 10:00 p.m. to 5:59 a.m.).  

- Encouraging Excessive Consumption. (1) Absence; (2) Presence. 

- Factors Related to Drinking. Associating alcohol consumption with improved physical 

performance, social success, or health. (1) Absence; (2) Presence.  

The inter-codifier reliability was measured using Cohen’s Kappa, which raises a 

variation between 0.906 and 1, calculated with SPSS (version 17). The variables News/Talk 

Radio Stations, Product, and Special Protection Time Slot obtained a value of k=1. In the 

variable Encouraging Immoderate Consumption, k=0.969. Finally, k=0.965 in the case of the 
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variable Factors Related to Drinking. To solve the few divergences detected, a third work 

session was conducted. After evaluating the situations, the final coding of doubtful cases was 

decided by the two coders. The results shown below are based on a value k=1 for all 

variables. Furthermore, any crossed data of the coded variables have been submitted to 

relevant statistical significance tests using nonparametric χ2 analysis.  

 

Results 

The results show that Cadena Cope is the news/talk radio station with the highest volume of 

alcohol advertising (91.8%), followed by Onda Cero (7.3%), and Cadena Ser, which only 

broadcast 3 (0.8%) of the 355 radio mentions included in the corpus. In addition, they were all 

aired during the broadcast of sports matches.  

The type of product more prevalent is rum, present in more than half of the analyzed 

mentions (55,7%), followed by other spirits—in all cases herbal liqueurs—in more than a 

third of cases (36,6%). The presence of brandy and gin is much lower, with the latter present 

in only 4 of the 355 mentions. Vodka and whisky have no presence at all.  

On the other hand, Cadena Cope is also the radio station which least respects the 

special protection time slot, since the totality of its mentions (91.8%) were broadcast between 

6:00 a.m. and 9:59 p.m. However, both Cadena Ser and Onda Cero broadcast all their 

mentions of distilled spirits (8.2%) in the appropriate time slot, i.e. between 10:00 p.m. and 

5:59 a.m. 

[Table 1 near here] 

Immoderate consumption of alcohol is encouraged in 76.6% of the radio mentions. 

Table 1 shows a prevalence of this type of illicitness in two products. In the case of rum, its 

promotion of consumption behavior is contrary to legislation in nearly three quarters of the 
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198 mentions. The following example is descriptive of this type of illicitness: “…and the 

color of that rum and coke, that golden color, is telling you: drink me, drink me, drink me, 

driiiiink”. On the other hand, in the category of other spirits, the vast majority of the 130 

mentions of herbal liqueurs encourage the audience to consume immoderately: “…last night 

we mellowed out with Ruavieja”; “….this evening, Ruavieja, every day, Ruavieja.” 

 

[Table 2 near here] 

Table 2 shows that 42.3% of mentions associate spirits consumption with factors such 

as improved physical performance, social success, or health, in breach of the relevant law. In 

this respect, although gin and brandy have the lowest number of mentions, accumulate the 

highest relative weight in terms of percentage, with all 4 mentions of gin and more than three 

quarters of brandy breaching the law. However, it is again the advertising of rum and other 

spirits that most frequently commits this type of illicitness. The association of spirits 

consumption with physical performance has the lowest presence in radio mentions, but the 

following would be an example: “I drink coffee liqueur if I need a little boost.”  

Otherwise, the association of the four types of products with social success is widely 

employed, as in the following excerpts: “…Arehucas is part of all our great moments… is 

enjoying, … loving, … dreaming, kissing, singing, drinking, dancing. (…). Enjoy your life 

and people, enjoy the afternoon, the evening, the day, the night…”. The association with 

health, especially mental health, is also frequent: “…it brightens up our day, (…) the bottle 

appears to make people feel sunny and bright”; “many people want to be happy (…) Arehucas 

for everybody”; “Ah, what would we do without Arehucas? We’d be crying, sad, bored, 

depressed”; “…a rum and coke brightens up your life”; and “…you’ll have no hangover, 

nothing, at all.”  
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Discussion 

This investigation analyzes mentions as a format of spirits advertising in the radio medium. 

These mentions are endorsed by radio personalities and integrated in news/talk programs with 

a predominantly adult audience. The paradigmatic example of an administrative sanction 

imposed by the CNMC on a high-audience Spanish radio station for the broadcast of three 

distilled spirits mentions provides the foundation of our research, which aims to establish to 

what extent this breach of the law and subsequent fines have conditioned radio advertising 

activity. The objective is to analyze the presence and compliance with current legislation of 

this type of advertising.   

 Previous studies have shown that alcohol advertising does not usually respect the 

special protection time slot established for television (Jones et al., 2010; Pettigrew et al., 

2012). This broadcasting restriction is included in the codes of conduct of the sector as a 

voluntary form of self-regulation. However, our work analyzes the legal framework, which is 

of compulsory compliance. In this regard, and although adults, and not minors, are the target 

audience of spirits mentions, the law aims to prevent this type of advertising from reaching 

children and young people for two reasons. Firstly, to avoid the possible damage caused by 

the promotion of these products—legal drugs—on the physical, mental, and moral 

development of minors. Secondly, to prevent an increase of negative drinking attitudes and 

the likelihood to drink (Grube, 1993) often linked to the banalization of alcohol consumption 

involved in this type of advertising. Thus, the need to analyze this variable included in the 

legislation seems fully justified. 

 In our case, it is worth noting that all the mentions broadcast on Cadena Cope were 

aired during the special protection time slot. The others, broadcast on Cadena Ser and Onda 

Cero, were all broadcast between 10:00 p.m. and 5:59 a.m., outside the special protection time 

slot. These results reinforce the previously mentioned hypothesis regarding the possible 
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existence of a self-regulatory system which is implemented differently in terms of social 

responsibility and respect for the audience.  

 The main objective of restrictions on alcohol advertising aimed at adults is to prevent 

excessive consumption habits that often lead to addiction. Young people’s drinking habits 

have a strong social component, but consumption behavior in adults is more individual, with 

high percentages of people over the age of 45 drinking alcohol on a daily basis (Ministerio de 

Sanidad, Consumo y Bienestar Social, 2019). News/talk radio stations predominantly 

advertise rum and herbal liqueurs, and the absence of whisky and vodka mentions may 

suggests that these drinks are consumed by younger people, who mainly listen to music radio. 

This hypothesis deserves further attention and future research to establish the variables related 

to alcohol consumption, advertising investment in the radio medium, and audience profiling. 

 In line with previous studies (Daykin et al., 2009; Graham & Adams, 2014; Haighton 

et al., 2017; Noel et al., 2017), this investigation shows that spirits mentions encourage 

excessive intake. Some sportscasters insistently claim that the brand in question is consumed 

by everybody, at all times, and everywhere in the world. They even mention the number of 

bottles drunk (12) and downplay hangovers as a side effect of consumption. At this point, it is 

worth remembering that the code of conduct of journalists disallows their participation in 

advertising (Perelló-Oliver & Muela-Molina, 2017). However, this work provides evidence to 

the contrary, and shows their active role in the promotion of alcohol, considered by many a 

legal drug. In this respect, although radio owners are solely responsible for the contents they 

broadcast, information professionals—especially journalists—should not remain unpunished 

when they participate in alcohol advertising. 

The significant presence of alcohol advertising on television sports programs has been 

the subject of previous investigations (Adams et al., 2014; Graham & Adams, 2014; Jones et 
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al., 2010; Noel et al., 2017; Pettigrew et al., 2012). In a similar vein, our research shows that 

all spirits mentions analyzed were aired during the broadcast of soccer matches.  

Regarding the association of alcohol consumption with improved physical 

performance, social success, or health, and in line with previous research (Daykin et al., 2009; 

Donovan et al., 2007; Haighton et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2010; Jones & Donovan, 2001; Noel 

et al., 2017; Pettigrew et al., 2012), this investigation has detected a predominant use of 

appeals connected with social success and winning. Graham & Adams (2014) describe the 

case of a television commentator, an ex-professional footballer, who suggested that alcohol 

consumption could be linked to the winning team, taking for granted the subsequent 

hangover. The present work has confirmed that sports broadcasting takes advantage of the 

best moments, such as goals, to mention spirits brands used in their celebration. It is difficult 

for listeners to turn off their attention filters during these instances of collective euphoria. 

Sports commentators even encourage listeners to drink in order to forget the bad results of 

their team. By extension, this involves a worrying association between drinking and the need 

to counterbalance stress and everyday problems, i.e. the use of alcohol as an avoidance 

strategy. These factors may be, to some extent, at the root of alcohol addiction, especially 

when considering that one of the main functions of advertising—what makes it effective—is 

the portrayal of the everyday reality of the audience. Again, this hypothesis could be the 

subject of future research.  

Moreover, the health benefits of alcohol seem to be more psychological than physical. 

Advertising describes alcohol consumption as a means to avoid one’s troubles, sadness, 

boredom or depression, which are potential factors of addiction in adults. At the same time, it 

is associated with positive experiences: parties, celebrations, friendship, entertainment, 

happiness, family (including children), and generally enjoying life. 
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One of the main objectives of the National Strategy on Addictions 2017-2024 

(Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad, 2019) is to reinforce and monitor 

compliance with current regulation. This work has shown the deficiencies of the public 

administrations in public health issues concerning alcohol misuse—such as the excessive 

consumption of spirits—in adults. Thus, radio, as a means of communication and social agent, 

must be required to respect the law and act with responsibility toward society. The sanctioned 

radio station should not have remained unpunished for breaching the law repeatedly the year 

after being fined. If we apply the 2016 fine of 50,001 euros for each illicit mention to our 

result of 326, the amount payable would be much higher, corrective, and dissuasive. 

Furthermore, the General Audiovisual Communications Act 7/2010 of March 31 

contemplates the license withdrawal of service providers in the case of repeat offenders. It 

therefore seems necessary for government health agencies to establish more and better 

monitoring and control mechanisms, and apply stronger punitive sanctions (Casswell & 

Maxwell, 2005). 

 In addition, the legal analysis conducted in this investigation has detected a few 

inconsistencies. The General Audiovisual Communications Act 7/2010 of March 31 regulates 

the contents of radio and television, but explicitly applies certain principles to television, 

without including the radio medium. If the advertising of drinks over 20 percent ABV is 

banned on television, it should also be prohibited in other media (Esser & Jernigan, 2018). As 

a result, Article 5 of the General Advertising Act 34/1988 of November 11 bans the 

advertising of any products which may pose health risks; since this is the case of distilled 

spirits, their advertising should be completely prohibited. Promotion of these products should 

only be allowed in retail stores or establishments licensed for consumption, as in the case of 

tobacco. 
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Most studies analyzing self-regulatory systems have evidenced their limitations, 

especially because complaint processes begin after the audience has been impacted. 

Researchers argue the need for stricter policies (Noel et al., 2017), and even for the complete 

restriction of alcohol promotion (Heipel-Fortin et al., 2007). What is more, an international 

industry operating in a globally connected world, where the media have no borders, requires a 

unified response to approximate regulations and reach a consensus on the total ban of alcohol 

advertising (Anderson, 2009; Casswell & Maxwell) because the consequences derived from 

excessive consumption are the same everywhere in the world.  

 

Limitations 

The main limitation of this research is that its methodology does not incorporate an 

experimental technique that would allow the evaluation of listeners’ reaction to the analyzed 

radio advertisements. This could and should be the subject of future research. On the other 

hand, this work has focused on news/talk radio stations due to their adult audience profile. It 

would be interesting to conduct a parallel research on music radio stations—with younger 

listeners—considering the same variables, in order to compare results. On a different level, 

there are certain variables that could be incorporated into the analysis, and which would 

provide relevant information on the target audience of spirits mentions; for example, whether 

the mentions were broadcast during the week or at the weekend; or the average age of the 

listeners of programs which broadcast spirits mentions.  

 

Conclusions  

The findings of this work reveal significant shortcomings in the control mechanisms 

employed by the Spanish public administration to monitor spirits mentions and ensure its 

compliance with current legislation. This hinders the efforts made by public health authorities 
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to prevent the excessive consumption of distilled spirits and subsequent addiction problems in 

the adult population. Repeated breaches of the legal principles regulating the presence and 

content of this type of advertising evidence the need for regulatory reform, perhaps taking 

tobacco advertising laws as an example. Stronger and more effective sanctions need to be 

imposed on the media responsible for this type of illicit advertising, and this should be 

extended to include advertisers and individuals who collaborate in the promotion of alcohol 

consumption. 
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Table 1. Type of Product by Encouraging Immoderate Consumption 

 

 Encouraging Immoderate Consumption 
Total 

 Absence Presence 

 n % n % n % 

Gin 2 50.0 2 50.0 4 100.0 

Brandy 17 73.9 6 26.1 23 100.0 

Rum 55 27.8 143 72.2 198 100.0 

Other liquors 9 6.9 121 93.1 130 100.0 

Total 83 23.4 272 76.6 355 100.0 

Note: Type of Product by Encouraging Immoderate Consumption; χ2: 56,160; Significance: 

.001 
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Table 2. Type of Product by Factors Related to Drinking. 

 Factors Related to Drinking 
Total 

 Absence Presence 

 n % n % n % 

Gin 0 .0 4 100.0 4 100.0 

Brandy 5 21.7 18 78.3 23 100.0 

Rum 101 51.0 97 49.0 198 100.0 

Other liquors 99 76.2 31 23.8 130 100.0 

Total 205 57.7 150 42.3 355 100.0 

Note: Type of Product by Factors Related to Drinking; χ2: 39,423; Significance: .001 

 

 


