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Young people, alcohol and the news: preliminary findings

I n t r o d u c t i o n

In recent years, there has been widespread coverage of binge drinking among 
young people in the UK news media.  However, there is only limited research into 
either how news reporting frames stories about alcohol (e.g. Hansen, 1986 and 
2003; Pendleton et al., 1991), or whether this reflects the experiences of young 
drinkers.  As part of a pilot study into methods for addressing these questions, 
newspaper and television coverage of alcohol-related stories were analysed to 
identify how those stories were contextualised, which sources were quoted, what 
images accompanied alcohol-related news stories and so forth.  At the same time, 
a survey and focus groups were carried out to assess attitudes to both drinking 
and the coverage of alcohol in the news.  The study didn’t attempt to prove a 
causal relationship between news reporting and attitudes among young drinkers 
– as many researchers have pointed out, trying to demonstrate such effects is ex-
tremely difficult (Martin and Mail, 1995; Baillie, 1996; Cherrington et al., 2006).  
However, it did reveal marked patterns in the way alcohol is represented in the 
news, as well as the degree of scepticism young people have towards news report-
ing of these issues.  It also revealed the extent to which young people ‘report’ on 
their own drinking through the use of social networking sites such as Facebook.

M e t h o d s

Seven daily newspapers and four daily television news broadcasts were analysed 
over two periods: 20th Dec 2008 – 2nd Jan 2009 and 15th – 22nd March 2009.  This 
allowed for a comparison between Christmas and New year, when alcohol con-
sumption is traditionally high, and a period not culturally associated with drink-
ing.  The second sample period, however, covered the moment when the Chief 
Medical Officer, Sir Liam Donaldson, put forward recommendations for minimum 
alcohol unit pricing.  The Prime Minister and leader of the Opposition swiftly re-
jected these proposals, but they garnered widespread media coverage and exten-
sive debate in the opinion columns of national newspapers.

186 alcohol-related newspaper stories were identified along with nineteen televi-
sion news stories.  A further twelve television news items contained passing or 
incidental references to drink.  All selected stories were then analysed to identify 
the key themes, the sources quoted, accompanying imagery, and both the effects 
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and causes of excessive drinking where these were explicitly identified.

231 students at a UK university completed a questionnaire about their news con-
sumption, attitudes to alcohol and response to media representations of youth 
drinking.  A further 32 took part in focus group discussions which also touched on 
responses to sensible drinking campaigns in the media. 

F i n d i n g s

Key findings of the research were: 

1. News reporting of alcohol-related stories focuses predominantly on negative 
outcomes of drinking, but also on stories involving drunken celebrities.

2. Long-term health impacts have become a key frame for news reporting of 
alcohol.  Health professionals, especially liver specialists, have become es-
tablished as sources for journalists reporting on alcohol issues.  Meanwhile, 
addiction and alcoholism play a relatively minor role in the framing of news 
stories.  

3. Cheap alcohol and supermarket sales are more commonly blamed for heavy 
drinking in recent news coverage than 24-hour licensing, suggesting a shift 
of emphasis from the period around the introduction of the 2003 Licensing 
Act.  This view is also reflected in survey responses.

4. Alcohol advertising features regularly in newspapers, with many adverts 
promoting cheap supermarket discounts, revealing a tension between the 
perspective of news reports on the issue of pricing and the prominence of 
such adverts.

5. Opinion columns and editorials tend to reject policies which target pricing, 
while television news depicts pricing policies as unpopular with the public 
at large.

6. Non-problematic, social drinking features in news reporting but is heavily 
outweighed by negative stories.  There is evidence of a gender divide in the 
visual representation of drunkenness, especially in newspapers. 
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7. Survey and focus group respondents felt that news reporting exaggerates 
negative outcomes and displays widespread gender bias.

8. Focus group participants interpreted social marketing campaigns unpredict-
ably, sometimes finding them amusing.

9. There is a widespread assumption, in both news reporting and survey re-
sponses, that drunkenness is a kind of national trait – operating outside of 
legislative or other cultural influences.  This may contribute to a significant 
normative standard of behaviour.

10. Behaviours presented in the news media and sensible drinking campaigns as 
harmful are often experienced as simply embarrassing.

11. Social networking sites have become an important element of drinking cul-
ture among many young people.  In particular, the uploading and ‘tagging’ of 
photographs taken during drinking sessions is commonplace.

I m p l i c a t i o n s

Further research is needed into the way alcohol issues are constructed in pub-
lic discourse, and especially news reporting (see also Hansen and Gunter, 2007).  
Health professionals appear to have emerged as key sources for news coverage but 
longitudinal analysis would be needed to establish whether this is the case, and 
what lessons may be learned from it for future media advocacy campaigns.

The precise nature of the relationship between news representations and public 
perceptions remains uncertain even where it has been analysed closely (e.g. Tör-
rönen, 2003; Yanovitsky and Stryker, 2001).  Research in this area needs to take 
account of the unpredictable nature of audience reception, and to continue to 
consider media representations in their broader cultural contexts.

Alcohol pricing has emerged as a concern both in news reporting and among drink-
ers.  However, national characteristics are also commonly blamed for encourag-
ing heavy consumption.  In a British context, social norms research may need to 
take account of this in addition to employment or education-specific normative 
expectations. 
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Scepticism towards news reporting is fuelled by a perception that messages con-
demning drunkenness appear alongside images of drunken celebrities, in the con-
text of programmes otherwise celebrating drunkenness, or close to adverts pro-
moting cheap supermarket deals.  News reporting may have a limited impact on 
public attitudes where audiences feel it presents contradictory messages.

Definitions of harm contained in sensible drinking messages do not always accord 
with those recognised by the target audience.  How messages are interpreted and 
used, rather than simple recall, should be the criteria for evaluating the success 
of such campaigns.  

The documenting of drunkenness on social networking sites has become a key 
element of drinking culture among young people.  This would benefit from future 
analysis – especially as regards the relationship between ‘drunk’ photographs of 
friends on Facebook and the proliferation of drunken celebrity photographs in 
newspapers and gossip magazines.  
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