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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 

Recently, beer companies are employing increasingly more 'drink responsibly' 

communication campaigns to underline their commitment in discouraging the misuse of their 

products. However, public health advocates are sceptic and claim that these CSR practices 

are deliberately 'ambiguous' and therefore do not convey any valuable 'responsibility' 

message nor produce any change in drinking habits, serving instead uniquely the purposes of 

enhancing corporate image and promoting product consumption. The debate is controversial 

and still unsolved even because, while there is a significant body of literature about the 

effects of alcohol marketing, studies that specifically focus on 'moderation' advertisements 

sponsored by the industry itself are limited. 

In this context, moving from the existing body of literature on the topic, the present research 

tries to fill this cognitive gap with an analysis of industry-sponsored 'moderation' campaigns, 

focusing especially on the evaluations and interpretations that consumers give to these 

messages. The research develops the general guidelines indicated by recent studies on the 

subject with an empirical analysis: in order not to be too much general, an experiment has 

been conducted to study the effects and interpretations related to an industry-sponsored 'drink 

responsibly' campaign, that has been subsequently confronted with the responses derived 

from an analogous message promoted by a governmental organization (PSA – Public Service 

Announcement).  

The aim of the study is therefore to understand how consumers interpret these campaigns in 

terms of message content and sponsors' motivations and to investigate what are the main 

effects of the perceived messages, from both a public health and a corporate point of view.   

With regards to the first issue, it was hypothesized that the industry-sponsored message 

would result to be constructed more „ambiguously‟ than the corresponding PSA, with the 

strategic inclusion of both „responsibility‟ messages and „pro-drinking‟ elements. 

The results actually confirmed this hypothesis: in fact, whereas the PSA employed as 

stimulus for the research was found to convey almost exclusively messages of moderation 

and responsibility, the „similar‟ industry-sponsored campaign was perceived to be more 

„ambiguous‟, with the inclusion of „positive alcohol expectancies‟ and pro-drinking elements, 

which in some cases even stimulated consumers‟ intentions to drink beer.  
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Also, it was found that consumers who used to drink more and who were more likely to be 

engaged in excessive drinking behaviour noticed the pro-drinking aspects of the industry-

sponsored advertisement to a greater extent in comparison with those who already had 

„moderate‟ drinking habits. 

For what concerns consumers‟ evaluations of the industry‟s motives for producing this kind 

of „socially responsible‟ advertising, the research showed that respondents infer a multiplicity 

of purposes behind these campaigns, with the simultaneous perception of both intrinsic 

reasons (that is, the pro-social objectives of promoting awareness about alcohol-related 

problems and discouraging the misuse of alcoholic beverages) and extrinsic motives (the self-

serving efforts in public relations and in the promotion of brand image and product 

consumption). In any case, even in presence of consumers‟ perceptions of opportunistic 

motivations on the part of the sponsoring firm, hardly any negative outcome has been found 

in terms of consumers‟ attitudes towards the sponsor and in their purchasing intentions.  

 Finally, as regards the effects of the two campaigns (and the differences in the effects 

between them), this study underlines that industry-sponsored „moderation‟ campaigns are not 

sufficiently effective in actually promoting awareness about alcohol-related problems and in 

discouraging dangerous drinking behaviours. On the contrary, they often stimulate viewer‟s 

intentions to drink alcoholic beverages and therefore, from a public-health point of view, they 

should be reformulated without the inclusion of pro-drinking elements. On the other side, 

from a corporate point of view, these campaigns resulted to be useful tools for simultaneously 

achieving different goals: in fact, promoting responsibility and simultaneously inserting 

positive portrayals of product consumption, beer companies are able to pursue the objective 

of being perceived as „socially responsible‟ without at the same time truly undermining most 

forms of beer consumption, lending instead a positive light on the industry, augmenting brand 

awareness and enhancing corporate image. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1. Birth of „Drink Responsibly‟ Communication Campaigns 

 

Whilst it is possible to find the first sporadic examples of “moderation messages” sponsored 

by alcohol industry in the USA already back in the 1930s
1

 -during the months of 

prohibition‟s repeal- it is only from the end of the 1980s that beer industry started to invest a 

part of its marketing budget for the realization of the so-called „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns. 

In order to understand the motivations that brought the industry to invest in this kind of 

advertising, it is necessary to define the social and political context of those years. With 

regards to the beer industry, two main aspects have to be considered: beer sales were 

declining (Charlier, 1990), and opinion surveys showed that consumers had an awful image 

of the industry (Lipman, 1991). Also, governments and health departments started to increase 

calls for legislation and to demand stricter controls on the marketing of alcoholic products, 

requiring to put warning labels in their advertisements, to strengthen volume and content 

restrictions in their communication, to match product advertising by equivalent broadcast of 

moderation and pro-health messages and to augment taxes (Department of Health and Human 

Service, 1989)
2
. 

Opinion surveys increasingly confirmed that the public held the industry in a very low 

regard. Roper Organization - one of the most important international archive of social science 

data, specialized in opinion polls - warned beer industry that it was necessary to change this 

bad image by sending concrete messages to the public, in order to show that even the industry 

itself cared about its consumers‟ health. According to their surveys, one out of three 

respondents said that beer industry should do more to inform the public about alcohol related 

health problems and about the consequences of drinking and driving. It was then necessary to 

take direct action in fighting the harms derived from excessive drinking and drunk driving, 

                                                        
1 Within the months of prohibition’s repeal, an union of the main distillers in the USA created a ‘Voluntary 
Code of Good Practice’ with norms concerning the responsible placement and content of distilled spirits 
advertising. Some examples of the first responsibility campaigns are: "We who make whiskey say: 'drink 
moderately'" (1934); "Drinking and driving. Do not mix" (1937); "Some men should not drink" (1938).  
2 Reported in Atkin et al.(2008). The role of advertiser motives in consumer evaluations of ‘responsibility’ 
messages from the alcohol industry. Journal of Marketing Communication, Vol. 14 (4): 315-335  



 7 

otherwise “the industry is likely to be faced with regulations that severely restrict the 

consumption and marketing of alcoholic beverages” (Roper Organization, 1989, 4). 

Alcohol advertising in particular was perceived to be the principal part of the problem. Even 

though at that time there weren‟t official scientific studies that linked advertising and 

drinking behaviours, an opinion survey conducted in 1991 highlighted that nearly three-

fourths of the interviewees thought that alcohol advertisements were  “a major contributor to 

underage drinking” (Lipman, 1991). 

However, even though advertising appeared to be a major part of the problem, from the 

industry‟s point of view it could even result to be part of the solution. By showing that they 

shared the same worries and concerns with the public, beer companies could definitely 

improve their reputation. To this end, the industry started to invest more and more in the 

realization of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns. Although its image remained 

quite poor, surveys showed that beer industry was heading in the right direction: “81 percent 

of adults polled said that running ads about responsible drinking was an excellent or good 

idea” (Roper Organization, 1989). 

It is therefore clear that these communication campaigns are useful for beer companies to 

improve their image, reputation and credibility in the eyes of the consumers, but it is still 

uncertain whether or not they effectively convey valuable public health messages. 

 

 

 

1.2. Alcohol „moderation‟ campaigns in Europe 

 

Following the example of the American companies, even in Europe beer industry started to 

voluntarily produce and air „drink responsibly‟ advertisements. According to the last 

EUCAM
3
 report, in these years there is “a rise in the number of educational campaigns 

about alcohol, introduced by the alcohol producers themselves”. In this way, the industry 

apparently tries to explain to its consumers that drinking excessively or in an inappropriate 

way could lead to harmful effects for their health. “The message they want to convey is to 

„enjoy alcohol responsibly‟”. But – the report warns-  “the true goal behind these Corporate 

                                                        
3 European Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing. Established in 2007, EUCAM promote the 
monitoring of alcohol marketing throughout Europe and publishes summaries and reviews of recent 
reports and studies written by NGOs, governmental organizations and the alcohol industry. 
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Social Responsibility (CSR) campaigns is to improve the image of the company” (EUCAM, 

2009a)
4
. 

It appears obvious that there is a certain scepticism about these „moderation messages‟ 

produced by beer industry, but there is still a lack of precise studies on the topic to say 

whether the main beneficiaries of these practices are company reputations or public health, 

and the hypotheses in this regard are almost exclusively based on analogous studies about 

social responsibility campaigns produced by tobacco industry: “what we can say is that 

comparable CSR campaigns of the tobacco industry have been proven to have no effect or 

even undesirable effects on behavioural changes” (EUCAM Report, 2009a). In fact, even 

though there are several differences between alcohol and tobacco, both „industries‟ sell 

products that are dangerous to the consumers‟ health, and they are both similarly involved in 

corporate social responsibility campaigns to defend their business. As Bond suggests, 

“literature shows that the „industry‟ – the alcohol and tobacco companies- have traditionally 

worked closely together, sharing information and concerns about regulation. They have used 

similar arguments to defend their products in order to prevent or delay restrictions being 

placed on them“(Bond, et al., 2010).  

Several researches have compared the tobacco CSR campaigns sponsored by the industry 

with those promoted by third parties, as NGOs and other public health organizations. These 

studies bring out the fact that the industry-sponsored campaigns are definitely not associated 

with a decline in the intentions to smoke or with increased anti-tobacco attitudes (Wakefield 

et al., 2005, Henriksen et al., 2006, Donovan et al., 2006). Furthermore, in some cases it has 

been proven that they are even linked to augmented intention to smoke (Farrelly et al., 2002). 

In general, those campaigns resulted to be definitely less effective than the similar ones 

promoted by traditional public health sources and, moreover, they‟ve been proven to convey -

as main result- more positive attitudes and beliefs toward the industry. The studies highlight, 

in fact, that no tobacco industry prevention campaign refers to the (proven) harms for the 

health caused by tobacco or to the social unacceptability of smoking in certain situations, but 

rather they prefer to focus on the legal age for their products, portraying therefore smoking as 

an adult choice. In their research, Heriksen et al. (2006) assert that the harms caused by these 

prevention campaigns are bigger than the preventive effect that they (should) convey. In 

summary, all the studies on the topic agree on the fact that tobacco industry sponsored 

campaigns are, from the public health point of view, effectively counter-productive; in the 

                                                        
4 EUCAM Report (2009a) Trends in Alcohol Marketing. Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing 
tool 
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words of the WHO (World Health Organizations), “tactically, these programmes serve the 

purpose of creating the appearance that tobacco companies are proposing solutions for the 

problems they create. In reality they detract attention from proven, effective solutions, 

including price and tax increases”. 

Therefore, it is safe to assert that the knowledge developed from the previous studies on 

tobacco can serve the purpose of demonstrating the concerns associated with industries 

involvement in public health messaging, but since the products in question are different, there 

is still the need of studies specifically focused on alcohol „social responsibility‟ 

communication campaigns. In fact, while there is a huge body of literature about the effects 

of alcohol marketing, studies that specifically focus on the moderation and responsibility 

aspects of these campaigns are limited. In particular, as Atkin et al. (2008) suggest, “very 

little research to date has examined the impact these „drink responsibly‟ or „moderation‟ 

advertising campaigns may have on consumers, yet it should be of interest to a variety of 

stakeholders including public policy officials, public health advocates, as well as the alcohol 

marketers themselves”.  

In this context, moving from the existing body of literature on the topic, this research will 

try to fill this gap with an analysis of the moderation campaigns sponsored by the beer 

industry
5
, focusing especially on the evaluations and interpretations that consumers give to 

these messages. The research will develop the general guidelines indicated by recent studies 

on the subject with an empirical analysis: in order not to be too much general, an experiment 

will be conducted to study the effects and interpretations related to industry sponsored 

responsibility campaigns, that will be then confronted with the responses derived from 

analogous messages promoted by governmental organizations
6
. The aim of the study is 

therefore to understand how consumers interpret these campaigns and what are the main 

effects of the perceived messages, from both a public health and a corporate point of view. 

The second chapter of the work will illustrate the actual situation of alcohol consumption, 

alcohol-related problems and alcohol-marketing practices in Europe, in order to set the 

context in which beer industry employs this kind of „responsibility messages‟.  

                                                        
5 In the broader context of alcohol products market, I chose to focus on beer industry because it is the one 
that invests more in this kind of communication campaigns (WHO Report, 2011) and because beer is the 
first choice of drink among young people in Europe (Eucam Report, 2009b).  
6 The so called PSAs (Public Service Announcements). The Federal Communication Commission (FCC) 
defines PSAs as community-interest advertisements sponsored by no-profit and governmental 
organizations. 
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The third chapter will provide an overview of the literature on the topic, putting together 

and confronting the main theories and debates on the way in which a message of 

„responsibility‟ should be constructed. In this analysis, the main issues that will be discussed 

concern form and content of the message and sponsors‟ motivations for producing and airing 

these „alcohol moderation‟ campaigns. Also, findings from past researches on the topic will 

be confronted to provide a comprehensive summary table on theories and hypotheses about 

the effects that these CSR practices bring to the audience. Finally, suggestions and hints on 

the techniques to construct an effective socially responsible message will be furnished, in 

order to understand what should be done to make actual industry-sponsored „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns more efficacious in conveying valuable public-health 

meanings.  

The fourth chapter will explain the research questions and the relating hypotheses that will 

be verified in the empiric experiment, illustrated in chapter number five. In this part of the 

work, an industry-sponsored message and an analogous Public Service Announcement will 

be analysed, confronted and then employed as stimuli for the empiric research. The 

methodology will be presented along with findings and hints from both qualitative and 

quantitative researches in the sixth chapter. 

Chapter number seven will present and discuss the results of the research, in order to 

empirically integrate the theories on the issue of „responsible drinking‟ with concrete data 

obtained directly from consumers‟ evaluations on the industry-sponsored campaign and the 

PSA. 

Finally, chapter number eight will illustrate the conclusions of this study and will provide 

criticisms and perspectives for future researches on the topic. 
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   2. ALCOHOL MARKETING PRACTICES IN EUROPE – BETWEEN 

REGULATION AND CIRCUMVENTION 

 

 

2.1. The effects of alcohol marketing: an open dispute 

 

Alcoholic products are marketed and advertised through sophisticated tactics that use 

multiple channels. Marketing strategies include direct advertising via traditional media (print, 

radio and television) and via other channels (internet and new media, merchandising and 

sponsorships), as well as other practices, from promotional activities to product development, 

from market segmentation to pricing, and so on. 

Alcohol producers emphasize the fact that alcoholic beverages are legal products and that 

they therefore can be advertised. They also argue that alcohol advertising is aimed at 

increasing a brand‟s market share in a highly competitive environment, and not at recruiting 

new drinkers or augmenting the total consumption. Their advertisements are strategically 

targeted at people who already drink and studied only to help and convince those consumers 

to select a specific brand. Therefore, advertising is only a necessary tool in the constant 

competition for higher market share and it shouldn‟t be condemned because it is neither 

linked with an increase of the overall alcohol consumption nor with a rise of alcohol-related 

harms (ICAP Report, 2002). 

However, these positions are strongly contested by governmental institutions: according to 

the „Institute of Alcohol Studies‟, alcohol marketing is aimed at increasing market share as 

well as total consumption, and alcoholic beverages advertisements have the purpose of 

attracting new drinkers and increasing consumption among existing consumers.  

Over the past years, several studies have investigated the relationship between alcohol 

advertisements and drinking behaviours, especially among young people (Collins et al., 2007, 

Smith & Foxcrott, 2009, Anderson et al., 2009). Although alcohol producers claim that many 

factors influence young people‟s drinking attitudes – and that advertising is only one of 

these-, nearly all the studies conducted on the topic agree on the fact that exposure to alcohol 

advertisements has an harmful impact on youngsters‟ drinking behaviours
7
.  

                                                        
7 Young people are more likely to be influenced by commercial communications, they are less critic and 
more impulsive, and, above all, they desire to reach immediate pleasure and reward and they feel the 
pressure to conform to social expectations (EUCAM Report, 2009b). 
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The most appropriate way to verify whether or not alcohol advertising has an impact on 

drinking behaviours is through the use of longitudinal studies. With this methodology of 

research, variables like „exposition to alcohol advertisements‟ are measured at a „Time A‟ 

and then confronted with other variables –for instance, „drinking intentions‟- measured at a 

„Time B‟. These researches are therefore useful to measure the long-term effects of alcohol 

advertising, and show that there is a strong causal relation between the exposition to these 

marketing practices and drinking behaviours of youngsters, including intention to start 

drinking among non-drinkers and to drink more among existing drinkers (EUCAM Report, 

2011a). According to Anderson et al. (2009), “longitudinal studies consistently suggest that 

exposure to media and commercial communications on alcohol is associated with the 

likelihood that adolescents will start to drink alcohol, and with increased drinking amongst 

baseline drinkers. Based on the strength of this association, we conclude that alcohol 

advertising and promotion increases the likelihood that adolescents will start to use alcohol, 

and to drink more if they are already drinking alcohol”. 

Furthermore, several researches have been conducted to analyse the short-term effect of 

alcohol advertisements through experimental studies; even in this case, the exposition to 

alcohol-related messages largely increased the intention to drink of the viewers
8
.  

In general, the vast majority of the studies conducted on the topic agrees on the evidence 

that alcohol advertising plays a determinant role in shaping drinking habits, especially those 

of young people, and that it therefore should be controlled and regulated through specific 

legislations. 

 

 

 

2.2. Alcohol marketing regulations and CSR
9
 campaigns 

 

Marketing regulations can be embedded by external legislations, by internal self-regulatory 

codes or by a combination of the two forms (the so called „co-regulation‟). In order to 

effectively reduce alcohol-related harms, there is the need of a comprehensive system of 

marketing regulation able to control both the volume and the content of alcohol 

                                                        
8 For instance, an experiment conducted by Koordeman et al. (2009) on drinking habits in a cinema with 
free drinks showed that “regular alcohol users drink 2,5 times more alcohol in the cinema after having seen 
several alcohol commercials preceding the movie compared with regular alcohol users who saw several 
neutral commercials” 
9 CSR – Corporate Social Responsibility 
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advertisements. Volume restrictions concern the quantity of advertisements, which should be 

reduced to protect viewers -and youngsters in particular- from the cumulative effects of these 

communication campaigns. Content restrictions, on the other hand, should control the 

appealing aspects of these messages and allow solely the advertisements that contain only 

information on the product. However, as De Bruijn & Van den Broeck (2011) explain, these 

restrictions can be effective only if associated with a strong regulatory system, sustained by 

the commitment of all relevant stakeholders and regulated by a supporting legal context. 

Several studies (De Bruijn et al., 2010, Hill & Casswell, 2004, Jackson et al., 2000) have 

analysed the effects of the above-mentioned forms of regulation, concluding that legislation 

is largely more effective than self-regulatory systems in guaranteeing a proper control on 

marketing practices. Nevertheless, the majority of European countries rely almost entirely on 

self-regulation and voluntary codes of conduct instituted by alcohol companies. With these 

voluntary codes of good practice, alcohol industry wants to affirm its commitment in 

monitoring its own communication campaigns in order to prevent and reduce alcohol-related 

harms. In particular, the industry promises not to advertise alcoholic beverages to youngsters 

under the legal drinking age and to promote only positive and responsible drinking patterns. 

However, even though industry commitment is important per se, self-regulation can work 

only with external controls by third parties, “otherwise a conflict of interest occurs where the 

interested persons who create and agree to abide by a code are also those who monitor its 

application” (EUCAM Report, 2009). The monitoring of alcohol advertising should therefore 

be executed by external and independent parties and regulated by a precise legislative system. 

„Drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns sponsored by alcohol companies are the 

most recent expression of industry self-regulation. As stated before, with these campaigns 

alcohol companies assert their responsibility in promoting a moderate and responsible 

consumption of their products. For instance, Heineken –the company that actually invests 

more in Europe in CSR activities
10

- opened its 2007 sustainability report
11

 with these words: 

“Heineken is committed to playing its part in reducing all types of alcohol-related harm. We 

understand the responsibility we have as a brewer towards society. In particular, we believe 

that the informed individual is responsible for his or her own choices and drinking behaviour 

so one of our key aims is to help build the knowledge that helps consumers make those 

choices”.  

                                                        
10 Heineken Sustainability Report (2010) 
11 Heineken Sustainability Report (2007) 
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However, not being controlled by external organs, these CSR practices have been proven to 

be often not appropriate to the goals they claim to pursue. In fact, according to EUCAM 

study
12

 on alcohol industry CSR campaigns, in most cases these messages take “the form of 

education, even though it has been shown time and again that education is not a very 

effective method of reducing the use of alcohol of young people”. The report concludes 

stating that CSR “is a special kind of marketing veiled in social responsibility. […] By 

including the brand name in social responsible campaigns, brand awareness and brand 

recognition are raised. Therefore, it is safe to label such campaigns as advertisements”. 

In conclusion, while alcohol industry uses these campaigns to demonstrate its commitment 

in reducing inappropriate consumption and alcohol-related harms, governmental institutions 

assert that these practices are merely new marketing tools aimed at improving the industry 

image and reputation. The debate is still open and heated: findings and hints from the existing 

body of literature on this kind of communication campaigns will be illustrated in next 

chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
12 EUCAM Report (2009a). Trends in Alcohol Marketing. Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing 
tool. 
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  3. „DRINK RESPONSIBLY‟ COMMUNICATION CAMPAIGNS 

SPONSORED BY BEER INDUSTRY – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

3.1. Form and content of the message  

 

Beer is a product with several positive characteristics -including taste and freshness- that 

often brings to consumers good mood and feelings, such as playfulness, relax and happiness. 

However, in recent years the negative characteristics associated with the product -like 

accidents, health problems and inappropriate behaviours due to drunkenness- have become 

more evident as a result of scientific research. Beer industry apparently doesn‟t accept this 

fact and has increased its efforts to lend a positive image to its products, with a new 

combination of product advertising and responsibility messages. EUCAM has recently 

studied these communication practices and individuated a few key messages typically 

conveyed by the industry
13

: 

 

- Alcohol consumption is a normal and unavoidable aspect of a modern healthy lifestyle. In 

order to communicate this message, beer campaigns always associate the product with 

physical health and beauty, sportsmanship, fun, sexual promiscuity, leisure activities and 

so on. 

- Adult non-drinkers do not exist. Even though, worldwide, more than half of the 

population (55%) does not drink alcohol (WHO, 2007)
14

, the messages conveyed by beer 

advertisements seem to assert the idea that the only abstainers are children under sixteen 

years old, pregnant women and designated drivers: if you are not so unlucky to belong to 

one of these categories, you should join the others‟ fun and drink. 

- Beer contains the right quantity of alcohol that is recommended for a healthy and 

balanced diet. Just ignore the fact that alcohol (ethanol) is an addictive and toxic 

substance for the body, a harmful substance that can cause physical and mental 

dependence.  

                                                        
13 EUCAM Report (2010). “The seven key messages of the alcohol industry”  
14 World Health Organization (2007). WHO technical report series 944. WHO expert committee on problems 
related to alcohol consumption 
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- Beer marketing is not harmful: it doesn‟t increase alcohol consumption, it only helps 

consumers in selecting their favourite brand. Even though specific scientific studies have 

proven the contrary (Anderson et al., 2009; Bond et al., 2009; Smith & Foxcrott, 2009), 

beer companies claim that their advertisements are not responsible for increased drinking 

intentions, especially because they are efficaciously controlled by industry self-

regulation. 

- Alcohol-related problems can be solved only when all parties work together. Beer 

industry feels responsible about the harmful effects that can arise from an inadequate use 

of its products and wants to cooperate with institutions in finding the best „common‟ 

approach to prevent these problems. 

- The best way to fight alcohol misuse is through the education about responsible use 

actually carried out by the industry itself. Even though scientific studies (Babor et al., 

2010) showed that educational campaigns are way less effective than measures such tax 

increases, higher age limits and advertisements restrictions, beer industry asserts that 

increasing awareness about responsible consumption is the best way to reduce alcohol-

related problems. That‟s why beer companies have started to run „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns. 

 

With these messages, beer industry wants to minimize the negative effects of its products 

and to be considered a leader voice in the fight against alcohol-related problems, improving 

its image and dismissing further regulations from third parties. Despite that, there will always 

be criticisms about industry sponsored „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, mainly 

because these messages go against the sales goal and the conflict of interests is therefore 

evident.  

At the base of these critics there is the way in which these „responsibility‟ messages 

sponsored by beer companies are structured, that Mickey (2003) defines as “tied to an 

outdated model of alcohol abuse prevention that is no longer in vogue with health care 

practitioners”. In fact, as Wolburg (2005) explains, during last century different models have 

been utilized as approach to studies and communications about alcohol misuse, including, for 

example, the „temperance model‟ –which demanded the elimination of strong alcoholic 

beverages in the beginning of 1900- and the „disease model‟, which judged heavy drinking as 

a sickness. More recently, studies on alcohol defined two different models to frame alcohol 

abuse: the „responsible decision-making‟ model, which asserts that alcohol is a neutral 
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substance per se that could become dangerous only if consumers use it inappropriately, and 

the „lifestyle risk reduction‟ model, that recognize the harmful effects that alcohol (ethanol) 

has on the body, judging it a dangerous substance in itself. In short, while the first model 

blames the consumer for its inappropriate behaviour, the second blames the product because 

it is unhealthy and problematic. Even though this last approach has been found to be way 

more effective and has been adopted by public health institutions, beer industry continues to 

use the „responsible decision making‟ model for its communication campaigns, addressing 

alcohol-related problems only to „bad customers‟ that consume too much alcohol in improper 

situations. However, by linking the inappropriateness of heavy drinking only to specific 

circumstances –such as drink and driving, pregnancy or underage drinking- beer industry 

implies that there is no problem in drinking excessively in the other situations. The message 

conveyed by these campaigns is that the only irresponsible acts are drunk driving, drinking 

during pregnancy or underage consumption. Therefore, “circumventing the age restriction 

and designating a driver turn people into responsible drinkers, who are free to consume as 

much as possible without worry about the consequences. These simple acts gives carte 

blanche to binge drinking” (Wolburg, 2005).  

The image that beer industry wants to portray is that alcohol is not dangerous and that, 

therefore, the greatest majority of citizens who drink moderately should not be penalized by 

any sort of restriction. In fact, from the industry standpoint, besides being linked only to 

specific situations, alcohol-related problems are also situated only in a small percentage of 

consumers who have abnormal reactions to alcohol and that therefore cause all the damages. 

Wallack (1991) tries to explain the scope of these messages by taking their meaning to the 

extreme: “it is the beautiful people who have all the fun, but it is the failures who have all the 

problems. It is the people who can‟t handle it, who are genetically predisposed to disease, 

who are not really like „us‟ who have the problem”. Wallack‟s words may sound like a 

provocation, but they‟re not far from reality if compared with the statements of the major 

alcohol producers. Diageo
15

, for instance, launched its last „designated driver‟ campaign with 

these words: “Alcohol has been a common source of pleasure for centuries and plays a 

traditional role in ceremonies and family celebrations in many societies. We are proud that 

so many people choose Diageo brands for simple enjoyment or to accompany great times in 

                                                        
15 Diageo is the world's leading alcoholic drinks company, with international brands within beer, wine 
and spirits markets, including Guinness, Kilkenny, Lagavulin, Talisker, J&B, Smirnoff, Pampero, Jose 
Cuervo, Unicum, Baileys, Dom Pérignon, Moet & Chandon. 
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their lives. We all know that most consumers drink responsibly, but a minority misuse alcohol 

and cause harm to themselves and to society
16

”. 

Therefore, according to the industry, normal people drink responsibly, whereas a little 

percentage of „bad consumers‟ –challenged primarily by the industry itself- drink 

irresponsibly and are the cause of all the problems related with heavy alcohol consumption. 

In this way, through „self-regulation‟ and „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, 

beer industry asserts its intention to fight irresponsible consumption and to concentrate its 

marketing efforts only towards responsible consumers. However, if that would be true, the 

industry would experience enormous loss in sales and profits: in fact, researches show that in 

key market such as US, Europe, Canada and Australia, approximately half of all alcohol is 

consumed during risky
17

 or binge drinking (Baumberg, 2009). Worldwide, 30% of all 

drinkers consume the 80% of the total alcohol
18

: it is therefore evident that a large part of the 

industry‟s profit relies on „irresponsible‟ and heavy consumers. 

Moreover, another important criticism that researchers have made to beer-sponsored 

„moderation‟ campaigns is that whatever pro-health information they provide is undermined 

in subtle ways or overwhelmed by pro-drinking messages (Postman et al., 1987; Kilbourne, 

1991). According to DeJong et al. (1992), the industry creates these advertisements 

incorporating various elements designed to promote beer consumption. Therefore, in this 

kind of advertising, the message of moderation and responsibility is undermined with the 

introduction of “pro-drinking themes and images that are typical of the companies‟ standard 

beer commercials”. Also, the large majority of these campaigns is based on (or, at least, 

includes) situations that are typical of normal product advertisements: scenes of young and 

beautiful people having fun, socializing and drinking beers are simply concluded with a 

„moderation‟ message that suggests not to exaggerate with consumption: in this way, over 

half of the advertisement is dedicated to promote beer consumption with pro-drinking scenes 

and typical elements of brand promotion. 

On the wake of these studies, Lavack (1999) conducted an interesting research, analysing 

and comparing the content of the message of moderation advertisements sponsored by beer 

companies and by governmental organizations. The results suggested that industry-sponsored 

campaigns were significantly less likely to show negative consequences of alcohol 

                                                        
16 From the company website - http://www.diageo.com/en-sc/csr/alcoholinsociety/pages/default.aspx. 
Section alcohol & Society. 
17 Risky drinking: Regular consumption of more than 20g/day for women and 40g/day for men 
18 Data from the University of Southampton, presented at the conference Alcohol and Health, Amsterdam, 
2010. 

http://www.diageo.com/en-sc/csr/alcoholinsociety/pages/default.aspx


 19 

consumption, because of the companies‟ interest in avoiding making audiences 

uncomfortable. Also, they resulted to be way less effective in reducing drinking intentions or 

in modifying drinking behaviours (Lavack, 1999). 

In fact, these industry-sponsored moderation advertisements usually ignore or avoid basilar 

public health messages: for instance, that abstinence is a socially acceptable choice, that no 

level of consumption is totally risk free (especially for those recovering from alcohol or other 

drugs dependence) and that people who have to drive should not drink at all (Dejong et al., 

1992). Critics argue that, instead of stressing these health messages, such campaigns depict 

beer as the best way to escape from everyday stress, to socialize, have fun and, not least, to 

facilitate sexual conquests; in fact, even though explicitly prohibited by the self-regulation 

code
19

, even this kind of advertisements continue to associate beer consumption with 

romance and sexual promiscuity.  

In general, beer industry has been often criticized for conveying „responsibility‟ messages 

that are counterproductive for promoting moderate drinking and that violate the industry code 

of self-regulation; however, since the code is voluntary, there is neither effective control nor 

final arbiter. Besides, any communication campaigns that intend to promote responsible 

drinking should follow these principal guidelines (DeJong et al., 1992): 

- Clarify that drinking alcohol can be dangerous per se for the harmful effects that 

ethanol has on the body. 

- Stress the fact that alcohol consumption is inappropriate during activities like 

driving or others that require concentration. 

- Do not portray alcohol consumption as the main way to have fun with friends and 

reinforce group membership and acceptance; abstinence is a possible choice. 

- Never encourage or depict as funny heavy alcohol consumption. 

- Do not imply that alcohol inebriation is a way to celebrate or to gain more self-

confidence. 

- Do not associate alcohol consumption with sexual images, passion and promiscuity. 

Nevertheless, most of the industry‟s „responsibility‟ advertising infringes these principles, 

belittling the public-health value of these campaigns through the sending of equivocal and 

ambiguous messages. According to Atkin et al. (2008), this fact constitutes the main 

difference between „moderation‟ messages sponsored by beer industry and PSAs. In fact, 

                                                        
19 Beer Institute (2006). Beer Institute Advertising and Marketing Code, January 2006 Edition. 
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while these communication campaigns seem to be similar to those promoted by governmental 

institutions, they may have a further benefit for marketers by conveying two distinct 

messages: a product or brand message and a social responsible message. That is, in other 

words, what Eisemberg defined „strategic ambiguity‟: “the intentional use of symbols to 

produce varied interpretations of messages across different target audiences” (Eisemberg, 

1984, in Zwarun, 2010). 

Beer industry, in fact, has to deal continuously with different stakeholders, including 

consumers, public health advocates and policy-makers. Therefore, while pursuing the sales 

and market share objectives, they also have to send messages of responsibility because of the 

controversial nature of their product: this is very important for the industry in order to gain a 

positive image in the eyes of the consumers and to push away scepticism and further 

regulations coming from governmental institutions. Smith et al. (2006) argue that „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns are the most effective tool for accomplishing these 

purposes because, thanks to the use of their „strategic ambiguity‟, they are successful in 

conveying disparate, yet simultaneous, messages. 

Strategic ambiguity is a concept coined by Eisemberg in 1984 in the context of 

organizational communication: it refers to the level of abstraction through which a company 

can communicate messages that are opened to multiple interpretations in different receivers, 

in order to accomplish different objectives. Only few studies to date have investigated the 

strategic use of ambiguity in the field of advertising: in relation to the process of consumer 

learning, Hoch & Ha (1986) have defined ambiguity as the potential for multiple perceptions 

on the overall quality of a certain product. The two researchers have conducted an experiment 

to confront advertisements that provided either ambiguous or unambiguous proofs of their 

product‟s quality, and the results showed that consumers are easily persuaded even by 

ambiguous evidence. They therefore concluded that ambiguity is a determinant factor in the 

interpretative process through which consumers elaborate the meanings of a specific 

message. 

More specifically, in the context of industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ communication 

campaigns, these moderation messages have been defined as „strategically ambiguous‟ 

because of their ability to simultaneously convey a brand message and a responsibility 

message, which enables companies in pursuing marketing and sales goals and, at the same 

time, in being perceived as socially responsible actors (Atkin et al, 1992). According to Smith 

et al. (2006), strategically ambiguous messages lead to two main results: a plurality of 

interpretations within and between different audience segments, and, on the other side, 
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common positive perception and favourable attitudes towards the sender of the message 

across the overall audience. Therefore, these „moderation‟ campaigns can exercise a 

persuasive power on consumers, which results in the acceptance of the promoted positions as 

well as in the creation of a positive corporate image. Furthermore, strategic ambiguity can 

ease the selective perception of specific aspects of the overall message content: in this way, 

with the same communication campaign, beer companies can communicate different 

messages to different audience segments, while giving to all receivers the sensation that they 

are sharing the same interpretation. For instance, public health advocates and mainstream 

consumers – who are more concerned about social issues of alcohol-related problems - may 

primarily perceive the „responsibility‟ aspect of the campaign, whereas young and heavy 

customers – who consume the large majority of the product - may catch the pro-drinking or 

brand-promoting aspects of the message. 

The ambiguity and the contradictory components of the content of these messages have 

caused numerous criticisms and opened the debate about the real motivations that brought 

beer companies to produce and air this kind of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaign. 

Next paragraph will therefore deal with this specific aspect of strategic ambiguity: 

consumers‟ perception of advertisers‟ motives. 

 

 

 

3.2. Sponsors‟ motivations  

 

Critiques about the real objectives behind industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns have been already anticipated in the previous chapter. Studies on 

the topic generally argue that these advertisements are produced mainly for two distinct 

purposes: the intention of creating positive image and reputation for the companies, and the 

attempt of communicating the industry‟s point of view on alcohol-related social issues. 

According to Park et al. (2010), these „moderation‟ messages are a “hybrid of conventional 

product-centred commercials and public service announcements” that usually pursues one or 

more of these three goals: firstly, beer companies try to improve their image and to enhance 

their corporate reputation by presenting themselves as altruistic and responsible actors in the 

fight against alcohol-related problems. Expressing concern about public health issues, they 

therefore seek to promote their brands; this appears clear in the words that Gianluca Di 

Tondo, marketing director at Heineken Italia, used to open the 2008 corporate sustainability 
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report
20

: “we believe that consumers „reward‟ a company and a brand that promotes 

responsible behaviour”. Secondly, by linking beer consumption with amusing and fulfilling 

situations, companies try to augment their sales and to reinforce the perception of their 

product‟s benefits. In fact, according to DeJong et al. (1992), these moderation messages 

often employ themes and symbols that recall those used in standard product advertisements, 

in the attempt to give to corporate‟s brands a greater appeal and therefore to gain higher 

market share. Finally, beer companies effectively seek to reduce the harmful effects 

associated with an irresponsible consumption of their product, in order to counteract the 

negative reputation of the industry and to dismiss external regulations. As Pamela Bower-

Nye, global marketing director at Diageo, explains, “from a commercial point of view, it‟s 

important for business sustainability. It‟s of no benefit to us, as an alcoholic drinking 

company, if a small minority consume too much alcohol and there‟s a big noise made about 

it. That creates a poor reputation for our industry, so it‟s in our interest to address the 

drinking agenda
21

”. 

However, in general consumers are sceptical about corporate advertising (Szykman et al., 

2004) and, especially when the scope of the advertisement may seem to counter the 

corporate‟s profit objectives –in this case with the message „drink with moderation‟- they 

wonder what are the real sponsors‟ motivations in promoting these campaigns. A useful 

model to frame consumers‟ interpretative process is provided by the attribution theory. 

According to attribution theory (Heider, 1958), in fact, individuals internally make causal 

inferences to interpret and understand the situations they experience and the events that 

happen around them. In general, peoples form their own perception of social causality 

through the process of „association‟, when they infer which factors cause a certain event or 

motivate other people‟s behaviour. Individuals usually associate people‟s behaviours with 

two groups of motivational factors: intrinsic or personal factors and extrinsic or situational 

factors; the first type refers to motivations internal to the actor, for instance its ethic 

principles, whereas the second type is related to external motivations that may address the 

actor‟s behaviour. Therefore, in relation to „drink responsibly‟ advertisements, the theory 

assumes that customers cognitively infer either altruistic or self-serving motivations behind 

these campaigns. That is, they may associate industry-sponsored moderation messages with 

intrinsic and socially responsible motivations, such as corporate ethics, or with extrinsic and 

selfish motives, as brand promotion and profit incentives. Which of the two kinds of 

                                                        
20 Heineken Sustainability Report (2008) 
21 Pamela Bower-Nye – Using language young people understand. Brand Strategy, July 2008 
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motivations will appear predominant in the consumers‟ eyes will be determinant for the 

formation of either positive or negative attitudes towards the sponsor. In fact, Lichtenstein et 

al. (1989) suggest that consumers usually make assessments about the motivations that bring 

a company to sponsor a social cause, and that these perceptions consequently influence the 

opinions toward the sponsoring firm. In particular, according to Atkin et al. (2008), when 

consumers associate altruistic motives to these CSR initiatives, corporate image will be 

enhanced, whereas there will be a loss in corporate credibility if consumers interpret these 

campaigns as opportunistic and self-serving. 

Dean (2002) applied the attribution theory construct in the context of cause sponsorship to 

study the effects of charitable actions on consumers‟ attitudes towards the sponsor, and he 

found out that the perception of intrinsic motivations behind the sponsoring of a cause by a 

firm was “a determinant of more positive attributions, which build corporate reputation for 

social responsibility and corporate community relations” (Dean, 2002, in Park et al., 2010). 

However, consumers are often sceptical in analysing sponsor‟s motives. Sparkman (1982), 

for example, studied the cases in which celebrities promote products or services: the results 

showed that “among all the plausible reasons for the celebrity‟s product promotion, 

consumers are more likely to infer a monetary incentive as the primary motivation than a 

personal belief in the product” (Sparkman, 1982, in Park et al, 2010). 

In general, even though consumers cannot have precise cognition of the real motivations 

behind „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns sponsored by beer industry, they may 

develop their personal perception on a multiplicity of motivations. Specifically, with regards 

to the types of motivations mentioned above, they could interpret these campaigns as aimed 

at achieving the following objectives:  

- Beer companies want to appear concerned about alcohol-related problems in order to 

improve their corporate image and reputation. They promote these campaigns to be 

considered responsible actors and to gain credibility in consumers‟ and stakeholders‟ 

eyes. These motivations are ascribable to public relations and corporate advertising 

efforts. 

- Beer producers may want to promote the consumption -even though, possibly, only in 

moderation- of their products, inserting in these „drink responsibly‟ advertisements 

elements and themes of their standard product advertising, in order to lend more appeal 

to their brands and to reinforce brand loyalty. These objectives therefore fall into the 

category of marketing-related efforts. 
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- Lastly, beer industry may actually aim at discouraging inappropriate behaviours and 

promoting responsible consumption in order to prevent or reduce alcohol-related harms. 

In this case, even if there would be also a direct benefit for their own business 

sustainability, these motivations could be considered as more altruistic.  

While the first two groups of sponsors‟ motives are determined by extrinsic factors, last 

objectives are referable to intrinsic motivations. However, since it has been argued that these 

„moderation‟ messages are constructed with „strategic ambiguity‟, probably even their 

purposes won‟t be so clear:  it is therefore reasonable to expect that consumers will develop 

multiple and different perceptions regarding sponsors‟ motivations behind these „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns. 

Lastly, Zwarun (2010) suggests the existence of another use that turns these „moderation‟ 

campaigns into useful tools for beer companies. In this case the concept of „strategic 

ambiguity‟ assumes the form of „creative circumvention‟ of the code of self-regulation. In 

fact, as already stated, beer industry has written and adopted a set of guidelines to self-

regulate its own advertising and marketing practices. However, through the so-called 

„creative circumvention‟, beer companies flirt with violating the guidelines in subtle ways: 

they technically do not violate the rules, but actually imply what they are not supposed to 

(Zwarun, 2010). For example, a basic guideline of the code of self-regulation states that no 

beer advertisement should be targeted to youngsters under the legal drinking age; 

nevertheless, educational campaigns about „alcohol moderation‟ are permitted. Therefore, 

with these „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, beer companies are in effect 

allowed to address their messages even to youngsters, in order to promote their brands 

without directly violating the code. 

In conclusion, these „drink responsibly‟ messages are commonly regarded by researchers as 

a blending of standard product commercials and responsibility messages, produced and aired 

by beer companies in order to simultaneously accomplish multiple objectives. In relation to 

the existing body of literature and through an experimental research, this study will try to 

understand how consumers interpret these messages and how they actually perceive the 

sponsors‟ motivations behind these communication campaigns. Since most critics have 

argued that these messages are excessively ambiguous to be effective, next paragraph will 

deepen the body of theories about the correct approach to adopt for realizing an efficacious 

„moderation‟ campaign. 
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3.3. How to construct an effective message 

 

Very little research has been done to investigate the best approach to use for enhancing the 

effectiveness of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, especially in the matter of 

form and structuring of the message. Also, a considerable part of the studies on the topic has 

been conducted by beer companies, which have done methodical researches on their 

consumers in order to understand how to design effective „socially responsible‟ campaigns. 

The findings of these researches are undoubtedly reliable, but more from an industry‟s 

standpoint than from a purely public-health perspective; in fact it‟s important to remember 

that, in the realization of these „responsibility‟ messages, beer companies do not consider 

only the public-health value, but also their commercial objectives. 

The most important aspect highlighted by these studies regards the choice of the correct 

language to adopt in these messages. Pamela Bower-Nye, global marketing director at 

Diageo, explains in fact that lecturing about „responsible drinking‟ is neither useful nor 

effective
22

, because such campaigns are mainly addressed to a young people target: “19-year-

olds often feel invincible. You have to find other ways to get across the message about 

drinking responsibly
23

”. It is instead useful to use a language young people comprehend; it is 

necessary to have a clear understanding of which are youngsters‟ worries, needs and concerns 

and to communicate related „responsibility‟ messages using a language they are familiar with. 

Melinda Eskell, brand communication manager at Heineken, continues in this wake: 

“Consumer research tells us that our target audience is open to discuss the subject [of 

responsible drinking] but wants to do so in a way that is relevant and appropriate to them
24

”. 

In sum, the central aspect in these considerations is that young people don‟t want to listen to 

preaching or lectures about how they should behave, so it is necessary to turn to youngsters 

using their own language, in order to construct appealing and interactive communication 

campaigns able to involve young people and to make them reflect about responsible drinking. 

Gianluca Di Tondo, marketing director at Heineken Italia, concludes this issue by claiming 

that “even when you talk about a potential negative aspect of our product, the appropriate 

approach is to adopt a responsible and pro-active attitude in order to gain credibility 

towards our stakeholders. The research results show we strengthen our brand equity 

                                                        
22 Critics generally agree on this point: lecturing and education  
23 Pamela Bower-Nye – Using language young people understand. Brand Strategy, July 2008 
24 Melinda Eskell – Heineken spokesperson in occasion of the launch of “Know the Signs” digital campaign 
- http://www.marketingweek.co.uk/news/heineken-strengthens-responsible-drinking-
push/2063339.article 

http://www.marketingweek.co.uk/news/heineken-strengthens-responsible-drinking-push/2063339.article
http://www.marketingweek.co.uk/news/heineken-strengthens-responsible-drinking-push/2063339.article
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positively
25

”. This latter statement clearly indicates that beer companies‟ will of actually 

promoting a responsible consumption of their products is constrained by the fact that their 

communication campaigns have to be also appealing and attractive at consumers‟ eyes 

because of the industry‟s brand promotion objectives.  

The problem lies right here: according to critics, in fact, a communication campaign 

sponsored by a beer company – even though it intends to promote a responsible consumption 

of the product - will lead to increased intentions to drink if the advertisements itself is 

perceived as „appealing‟ by viewers (Casswell et. al., 1998). Also, the level of appeal can be 

augmented through the use of humour, celebrities and animals (Chen et al., 2005), which are 

exactly the elements most frequently used in the large majority of industry-sponsored „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns
26

. Humour, for example, may be a useful tool to 

attract viewers‟ attention, but it subsequently become an inhibitor of the advertisement‟s 

effectiveness, because if the „discouraged‟ irresponsible behaviour is portrayed in a 

humorous or ridiculous way, it is doubtful that viewers will actually see themselves or other 

ordinary people as possibly engaged in this kind of behaviour (Smith et al., 2006; Chen et al., 

2005; Zwarun et al., 2010). The message therefore loses great part of its public-health value. 

 The studies about the effectiveness of these messages conducted by third parties and 

governmental institutions generally agree on the fact that lecturing and education have been 

proven to be not very effective methods for reducing the use of alcohol among young people 

(Babor et al., 2003; Foxcroft et al., 2006). Also, they argue that beer companies actually do 

right in turning to youngsters using their own language in order to attract their attention, but 

in doing that they should avoid excessive humour and other appealing elements that make 

these messages ambiguous and inappropriate to promote an effective awareness about 

alcohol-related problems. Instead, to be effective, these campaigns should clearly illustrate 

possible health, psychological and social risks associated with irresponsible drinking and 

provide clear alcohol consumption guidelines (Lavack, 1999; Ringold, 2008).  

Apparently then, the main factors of „ineffectiveness‟ of industry-sponsored „moderation‟ 

campaigns are linked to the marketing-related aspects of these messages, which would be 

compromised with a less glamorous and attractive portrayal of alcohol consumption. Thus 

                                                        
25 Gianluca Di Tondo - Heineken Sustainability Report (2007) 
26 With reference to the two alcohol companies mentioned above – Diageo and Heineken – it is easy to 
notice that their last ‘drink responsibly’ communication campaigns employed exactly those elements: 
Humour (Heineken’s ‘Know the Signs’ campaign), Celebrities (Luis Hamilton, Formule 1 racing driver and 
testimonial for Diageo) and animals (a guide dog for blind persons, main character in Heineken ‘don’t 
drink and drive’ campaign). 
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leaving out for the moment beer industry‟s standpoint with its brand promotion issues, let‟s 

see how a „drink responsibly‟ communication campaign should be constructed from a purely 

social and public-health perspective. 

Even though, also in this case, the principal attempts have resulted in propositions of 

communication campaigns and PSAs that stressed only the harmful consequences of 

irresponsible drinking practices – approach that has been proven to be not really effective- 

there a few studies that succeeded in providing useful and practical indications for designing 

an efficacious „moderation‟ message. 

Park et al. (2010), for example, investigated the effects of message framing, behavioural 

norms and their interaction effects in the construction of messages for reducing and changing 

irresponsible drinking behaviours. The concept of message framing has been introduced by 

Tversky and Kahneman (1981) in their „prospect theory‟: it suggests that the way in which 

the same information is presented – framed as gain or loss for the individual- will influence 

the person‟s perception of the information itself and his behavioural responses. That is, the 

consequences of a certain behaviour can be presented in terms of how many lives can be 

saved (gain framing) or how many lives can be lost (loss framing) (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981). For instance, a message about the use of safety belts can be either positively framed 

(„safety belts may reduce the possibility of serious injuries in car accidents of a 80%‟) or 

negatively framed („drivers who don‟t use safety belt are six times more likely to remain 

seriously injured in a car accident than people who use it‟). 

Referring to the „prospect theory‟, in-depth analyses showed that usually individuals are 

more likely to be persuaded to act in a certain way when they receive messages emphasizing 

the cost/danger of not assuming that specific behaviour, in respect to what happens with 

messages stressing the benefits of adopting the requested behaviour. However this is not 

always true: it applies only –or primarily- to the cases of „detection behaviours‟ (like cancer 

screening), whilst for situations of „prevention behaviours‟ (like using skin protection and 

sunscreen), positively framed messages are actually more persuasive. Furthermore, according 

to the prospect theory, “people generally choose to avoid risky behaviour when they are 

presented with the positive consequences of doing so” (Tversky & Kanheman, 1981). 

Therefore, positively framed messages are more effective in convincing people to adopt a 

specific behaviour that is perceived to be less risky than the behaviour it replaces (Rothman 

& Salovey, 1997). That is, if the message focuses on the positive consequences of adopting a 

healthy behaviour, people are more likely to abandon the unhealthy behaviour. 
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Consequently, in the field of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, “individuals 

will be more responsive to a gain-framed message and will have more positive attitudes 

toward advertising that contains a message highlighting the benefits of responsible drinking 

than a message highlighting the cost of binge drinking. A gain-framed message, rather than a 

loss-framed message, may also be more effective in terms of changing attitudes and 

intentions to favor responsible drinking” (Park et al., 2010).  

On the other side, the „social norm theory‟ suggests that there is a correlation between 

perceived social images and people‟s behaviours; that is, an individual is more likely to adopt 

a behaviour that is associated in his mind with positive images or that he assumes to be the 

common and normative behaviour (Blanton et al., 2001; Swann et al., 1987).  

However, often the perception of the social norm in certain circumstances is erroneous, 

because of what Toch & Klofas define „pluralistic ignorance‟. In the field of „irresponsible 

drinking‟, this means that usually youngsters tend to believe that their peers use to drink more 

than it actually happens, and they also overestimate the social acceptance or desirability of 

excessive drinking: these wrong perceptions may function as inducement to drink more. In 

fact, according to Berkowitz (2001), pluralistic ignorance seems to justify people‟s problems 

and irresponsible conducts and to increase the adoption of unhealthy behaviours such as 

smoking, using drugs and risky drinking. These misperceptions could make youngsters feel 

even pressured to drink more (Gomberg et al., 2001). It is therefore fair assuming that 

communication campaigns able to eliminate this „ignorance‟ and to present the „real positive‟ 

social norm could be effective in reducing the most common high-risk drinking behaviours. 

Hence, as Berkowitz (2001) states, “information about positively describing drinking norms 

will encourage college students to engage in protective, healthy behaviours because those 

behaviours are perceived as more consistent with the messages‟ underlying positive self-

concept”. Thus, a positive/healthy norm campaign such as „most students drink responsibly 

and moderately ‟ will be efficacious in reducing youngsters‟ irresponsible drinking 

behaviours because it helps correcting individuals‟ exaggerated perception about drinking 

practices social norm (Broadwater et al., 2005).  

On the basis of these ideas, Park et al. (2010) studied the interaction effects between 

message framing and social norms. In doing that, they recovered the „deviance-regulation‟ 

theory formulated by Blanton et al. (2001), which explains that an individual tends to clean 

up his acts because of his perception of what could happen to him if he edges away from the 

behavioural norm rather than for his will of conforming to the norm. On this basis, through 

an empirical analysis, Park and colleagues (2010) found out that “loss-framed messages will 
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generate more positive attitudinal and behavioural responses when responsible drinking is 

normative (health norms), whereas gain-framed messages will yield more positive outcomes 

when binge drinking is normative and responsible drinking is deviant (unhealthy norms)”. 

Then, according to the authors, in the unhealthy condition, where most individuals drink 

irresponsibly, a positively-framed message will make the advertisement more effective and 

will result in more favourable attitudes toward the campaign and in greater intention to drink 

moderately. 

In conclusion, in order to construct efficacious communication campaigns, “message 

appeals should be tailored so that people associate social images with behaviours that 

deviate from prevailing norms” (Park et al., 2010). In particular then, if the individual is 

faced with the unhealthy norm condition –that is, a great part of his friends and peers use to 

drink irresponsibly- a gain-framed message stressing the benefits of responsible drinking will 

be more effective than a campaign that insists on the harms and risks associated with 

excessive drinking. This latter option (loss-framed messages in a unhealthy norm condition) 

has been proven to be in absolute the least effective.  

The hints derived from these studies on the interaction effects of message framing and 

behavioural norms should be always used for designing effective „moderation‟ messages, 

because of the value of the theoretical groundwork they provided for enhancing the effects of 

communication campaigns about responsible drinking. However, the results of such studies 

could be further improved with a more precise tailoring of the „responsibility‟ messages.  

According to Brannon & Pilling (2005), in fact, the ineffectiveness of past attempts to 

reduce excessive drinking lies in the generality of the messages, which are addressed to an 

undefined audience rather than to a specific target such as, in particular, most problematic 

drinkers. For instance, according to them, „these social norms campaigns may be failing 

because they do not tailor messages to individual students. Rather, they treat the behaviour 

of the student body as a whole” (Brannon & Pilling, 2005). In their work, the authors criticize 

both the industry-sponsored moderation messages and the Public Service Announcements. In 

fact, if the first type is characterized mainly by „informative‟ or „humorous‟ campaigns that 

try to teach youngsters the harmful effects of excessive drinking –approach that has been 

proven to be ineffective because young people usually refuse to believe that the negative 

consequences may occur to them (Brannon & Pilling, 2005; Walters et al., 2000)-, even PSAs 

often fail in providing correct and effective messages to change people‟s drinking behaviours. 

In PSAs, in fact, the most commonly employed factor to change individuals‟ behaviour is 

„fear‟, a kind of appeal that emphasizes and shows the harmful effects associated with 
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irresponsible drinking. Even though this tactic could actually work on certain subjects, it is 

not a sufficient motivator for many others: according to Denzin (1984), in fact, “fear resides 

in the individual and not in the message itself”. Therefore, while this kind of „appeal‟ could 

work with „less problematic‟ drinkers, it will be ineffective with youngsters that tend to 

underestimate the risks related to alcohol consumption. 

Brannon & Pilling therefore proposed the adoption of „moderation‟ messages tailored to 

specific sub-groups of drinkers - for instance the heavy drinkers among college students. The 

concept at the base of this approach is a sort of „market segmentation‟: the practice of 

tailoring messages to specific and precise targets –very common in the marketing theory- has 

been used in fact in many other fields, from psychology to health and communication. In 

order to make the messages more effective, it is therefore necessary to identify specific target 

audiences that share common value, habits, motivations and concerns about drinking 

practices, and then to create communication campaigns specifically tailored for these groups. 

There is in fact evidence that tailoring communication campaigns to a person‟s peculiar 

behaviour or core values will augment the effectiveness of the appeal and the chance that the 

requested behaviour will be adopted, because these specific messages are more likely to 

emphasize factors that are relevant to the individual. For example, in the case of young girls 

who consume alcoholic beverages because they think that drinking makes them more 

confident and attractive, it could be effective to create „moderation‟ messages emphasizing 

either the amount of extra-calories they assumed with alcohol or the low respect with which 

their peers consider excessively drunk girls. 

Different approaches can be adopted in tailoring specific „moderation‟ messages in 

reference to the main factors taken in consideration; the authors, however, decided to focus 

on drinking motives and therefore selected to tailor their communication campaigns to the 

type of drinking rituals related to the principal motivations: order, community and 

transformation.  

„Order‟ refers to the already mentioned „pluralistic ignorance‟: youngsters usually plan their 

drinking practices in order to imitate their (wrong) perception of older people‟s drinking 

behaviour. „Community‟ is considered another motivation for drinking because sharing a beer 

(or several beers) with friends has been indicated as a main factor that “intensifies 

relationships and brings people together emotionally” (Treise et al, 1999). Finally, 

„Transformation‟ refers to the desire of escaping from daily stress and pressures: by drinking, 

youngsters want to forget their problems and experience a change in their usual personalities, 

becoming more confident, happy and disinhibited.  
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In their experiment, Brannon e Pilling (2005) therefore employed appeals focusing on these 

drinking rituals: in fact, as Treise et al. (1999) suggested, it is possible to make 

„responsibility‟ messages more meaningful to youngsters by incorporating in the 

communication campaigns different ritualistic aspects of their drinking habits. In this way, 

„drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns could try to adopt the symbolisms of the three 

types of rituals mentioned above, and to use it in order to change the risky ritualized 

behaviours and to control harmful alcohol consumption. 

Brannon & Pilling (2005) therefore conducted an experiment to test the effectiveness of 

messages tailored to specific youngsters‟ drinking rituals, and explained that “more 

significant reductions in drinking intentions were found when using appeals focusing on 

drinking rituals pertaining to Maturity/Order (Older student drink moderately; Don‟t drink 

like a freshman!) than to Transformation (desired personality and mood changes), 

Community (social bonding and camaraderie), or no-message Control”.  

These findings are undoubtedly useful for the construction of an efficacious „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaign, but, in the end, it is necessary to consider even the 

differences in individuals‟ involvement about responsibility and health issues associated to 

drinking habits. For example, a study conducted by Flora & Maibach (1990) revealed that 

“individuals with low involvement recall emotional messages better than they recall rational 

messages” because the first type of message stimulate more their will to develop an actual 

awareness on the issue. Presumably then, a campaign about responsible drinking will have 

different effects on individuals who give great importance to health and alcohol-related 

problems and on youngsters who are not worried at all by these issues. It is therefore 

necessary to understand even how to address specific moderation messages to audiences with 

different levels of involvement in the responsible drinking issue.  

To this purpose, Agostinelli & Grube (2002) provided a useful theoretical framework that, 

through the use of the „Elaboration Likelihood Model‟ (ELM), permits to investigate the way 

in which a message is perceived and elaborated in different audiences. According to the 

ELM, there are two different routes through which a message of „responsibility‟ can be 

transmitted to change excessive and harmful drinking behaviours: a central and a peripheral 

route. The first route is longer and more laborious and involves a “high level of issue-relevant 

thinking”. If the targeted individuals are motivated and interested in the communicated issue, 

they integrate the information provided in the campaign in their core-values system through 

an effortful reasoning process, and they therefore may actually change their usual behaviours. 

On the other hand, the peripheral route does not require a scrupulous reasoning process and 
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could be easier and more immediate. In this case, possible changes in attitudes and 

behaviours may occur as consequences of relatively simple inputs received by the audience. 

For example, if a „don‟t drink and drive‟ communication campaign simply features a 

testimonial that is perceived to be trustworthy –like, for instance, Michael Schumacher- it is 

likely that individuals will automatically receive the message and accept the 

recommendation.  

Which route should be employed in a „drink responsibly‟ communication campaign 

depends on different components -such as message, source and audience factors- and from 

their interaction effects. The ELM assumes that “attitude change mediated through the more 

effortful central route will be longer lasting, more resistant and more predictive of behaviour 

than change mediated through the peripheral route” (Agostinelli & Grube, 2002). However, 

since the central route requires effortful reasoning processes and high involvement in the 

issue, this approach could often be ineffective, especially in problematic audiences. For 

example, heavy drinkers who will probably be only slightly interested in messages about 

abstinence or responsible drinking could instead pay more attention and be more easily 

convinced if the „moderation‟ message is simply delivered by a well-known and respected 

athlete.  

In the field of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, it is therefore necessary to 

employ strong logical arguments to change individuals‟ beliefs and convince the audiences to 

moderate their irresponsible drinking behaviours, but it could result useful also the inclusion 

of peripheral elements (such as celebrity endorsements and appealing contents) for those 

individuals who wouldn‟t be motivated enough for taking the „long route‟. In conclusion, as 

the Elaboration Likelihood Model suggests, responsible drinking campaigns “should employ 

both peripheral factors to ensure that the advertisements are appealing and motivate the 

audience to process them and strong logical information that can be integrated into belief 

systems to ensure a lasting change” (Agostinelli & Grube, 2002). 
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3.4. Effects of these CSR campaigns 

 

The body of work on the consequences of industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns - very limited indeed - takes into consideration both the pro-social 

effects – that is, viewers‟ intention to drink with moderation and responsibility – and the pro-

corporate effects - consumers attitudes toward the firm and their intention to drink beer of the 

sponsoring brand – of these campaigns. 

According to Zwarun (2010), from a beer companies‟ standpoint, the most successful use of 

„alcohol moderation‟ campaigns would be “to come across as responsible, concerned, and 

compliant with self-regulation, while at the same time encouraging use of their products”. 

Indeed, these are actually the goals that, according to most critics, beer companies have in 

mind while designing their „drink responsibly‟ campaigns.  

Hence, a main concern over the effects of this kind of CSR activities is whether they 

actually contribute to the adoption of „responsible‟ drinking behaviours or instead they 

stimulate consumers‟ intention to drink. In this sense, it could be useful to make reference to 

the „alcohol expectancy theory‟, which suggests that an effective predictor of drinking 

intentions is the endorsement of positive and appealing „alcohol expectancies‟ and if-then 

beliefs about the social and physical benefits that drinking alcohol will bring to individuals 

(Brown et al, 1987; Christiansen et al., 1989). Developing this theoretical groundwork, 

Zwarun analysed the content of the last „alcohol moderation‟ campaigns sponsored by the 

two major beer companies in the USA
27

, and the results of her research showed “the 

existence of both social expectancies – beliefs about what social benefits will ensue from 

drinking – and physical expectancies – beliefs about how alcohol will improve bodily 

functions and sensations” (Zwarun, 2010) in these advertisements, which instead should 

communicate uniquely a message of moderation. Therefore, with reference to the effects of 

these campaigns on consumers drinking behaviours, these results support the criticisms first 

expressed by DeJong et al. (1992), who suggested that “these moderation ads generally 

reinforce the idea that beer consumption is a reward for hard work, an escape, a social 

lubricant, a device for furthering romance or sexual conquest, a facilitator of male 

comradeship, an emblem of group membership and acceptance, and a means of gaining a 

social identity”. In conclusion, the pro-social effects of these campaigns are questionable and, 

                                                        
27 Anheuser-Busch  and Miller-Coors, leader groups in the US beer market. 
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at present, as Smith et al. (2006) suggest, “there is no solid evidence of message effectiveness 

in encouraging responsible drinking behaviour”.  

On the other side, these campaigns may serve the purpose of creating a positive image and 

favourable attitudes towards the sponsoring firm. In this sense, these campaigns could 

produce effects similar to those of standard product advertisements, since they lend a positive 

light on the company that promotes the campaign, increasing its brand awareness and 

recognition and enhancing its corporate image: that is why, according to EUCAM (2009a), 

“these CSR campaigns can also be seen as an expression of marketing. It is a special kind of 

marketing veiled in social responsibility” (EUCAM, 2009a). However, critics are divided on 

this aspect: Smith et al. (2006), for instance, agree with EUCAM‟s position and state that 

consumers‟ evaluations of the sponsoring company‟s image are enhanced by this type of CSR 

activities, as “reflected in greater attitudinal favourability toward the sponsor”. On the other 

side, most critics argue that sponsor‟s corporate image risks to be damaged by these 

campaigns: in fact, consumers become suspicious when they perceive that the company is 

acting against its own sales objectives, and they judge in a negative way a firm that appears 

to hide self-serving motives behind its CSR activities (Atkin et al., 2008; Park et al., 2010).  

The following chapters of the work will further analyse this topic and will try to empirically 

integrate these theories to reach a better understanding of consumers‟ interpretations, 

evaluations and reactions to industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ communication 

campaigns. 
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4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

 

 

As extensively explained in previous chapters, beer industry is faced with rising criticism 

about its products and advertisements. In a recent report
28

, the Centre on Alcohol Marketing 

and Youth (CAMY) observed that youngsters live in an environment filled with images and 

advertisements of alcoholic products, but receive insufficient information on alcohol-related 

consequences and harms (CAMY, 2007). 

In this situation, more and more beer companies are adopting CSR practices such as „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns to soften these criticisms and to improve their 

credibility by including a greater amount of responsibility in their corporate image. 

According to a recent EUCAM report
29

, “in these campaigns alcohol producers claim to 

contribute to the solving of alcohol-related problems. Thus far, those claims have not been 

scrutinized enough to say that they do, or do not, hold water”. In fact, even though both 

governmental institutions and marketers have conducted several researches on the effects that 

alcohol marketing or CSR initiatives may have on consumers, there is still a lack of specific 

studies on „alcohol moderation‟ campaigns sponsored by the industry itself. As Park et al. 

(2010) stated, “while a comprehensive body of literature has addressed the effects of alcohol 

brand advertising or public service announcements (PSAs) on the „drink responsibly‟ 

campaigns, work that explicitly considers the effects of alcohol industry-sponsored 

responsibility advertising is limited”. In particular, actual researches have offered little in 

terms of theoretical and empirical analysis on the way in which consumers interpret and react 

to these campaigns, even though it should be of great interest for both marketers and public 

health organizations.  

In fact, beer companies should achieve a better understanding on the way in which 

consumers evaluate and react to these campaigns, in particular in order to verify if their 

corporate image and their sales could be improved or, at the contrary, damaged by this kind 

of advertisements. On the other side, as Atkin et al. (2008) suggest, “public health advocates 

and public policy officials should be interested in not only whether the responsible drinking 

message is being understood, but also how it is interpreted by those exposed to the 

                                                        
28 Centre on Alcohol Marketing and Youth (2007). Youth exposure to alcohol advertising on television and 
in national magazines, 2001-2006. Washington DC, Georgetown University. 
29 European Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing - Report (2009a). Trends in Alcohol Marketing. 
Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing tool.  
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advertisements and whether the advertisements have some positive impact on the public‟s 

attitudes about drinking responsibly and, possibly more importantly, on behaviours related to 

the misuse of alcohol”. 

In this perspective, the research questions that will orientate this study in the attempt of 

filling this cognitive gap are the following: 

 

‘How do consumers interpret beer industry-sponsored ‘drink responsibly’ communication 

campaigns? What are the effects of these campaigns?’ 

 

The research will therefore focus on the aspects related to consumers‟ perceptions and on 

the consequences of these campaigns. More in particular, the study will investigate the issues 

regarding: 

 

- Consumers‟ interpretations about message content (1) 

- Consumers‟ evaluations of sponsor‟s motives (2) 

- Effects of these campaigns (3) 

 

With regard to the first issue, the hypothesis of this study arises from the already mentioned 

concept of „strategic ambiguity‟ (Eisemberg, 1984), which refers to the purposeful use of 

messages with high levels of abstraction and ambiguity that allows the sender to 

simultaneously achieve different –and often contrasting- objectives. Strategic ambiguity is 

produced through the interaction between source, message and receiver variables and it 

permits the creation of messages that may generate multiple interpretations in multiple 

audiences. According to Zwarun (2010), in the context of „drink responsibly‟ communication 

campaigns, “such messages are strategically ambiguous due to their ability to simultaneously 

deliver a brand message and a responsible drinking message”.  

Strategic ambiguity is therefore aimed at achieving multiple and disparate goals through the 

same message. While governmental organizations and public health institutions should 

logically pursue the only objective of promoting awareness about responsible consumption, 

there is at least a reasonable doubt that beer companies could have in mind even commercial 

purposes of brand and product promotion. Therefore, campaigns that are supposed to convey 

the same „responsibility‟ message could be constructed in different ways because of the 

differences in senders‟ purposes: in particular, industry-sponsored campaigns could include 

not only „responsibility‟ and „moderation‟ messages –as it should be found for Public Service 
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Announcements- but also pro-drinking elements and positive alcohol expectancies. This 

„strategic ambiguity‟ of beer industry-sponsored campaigns should therefore result in a wide 

variety of interpretations about the content of the message, which will be perceived to 

simultaneously convey multiple and disparate meanings. Based on this reasoning, the 

following hypothesis is offered: 

 

 H1-A: There will be higher diversity and multiplicity in consumers’ 

interpretations about the message content for the industry-sponsored ‘moderation’ 

campaign than for the analogous PSA, which, instead, will be perceived to convey 

almost uniquely a ‘responsibility’ message. 

 

Whereas this first hypothesis predicts the finding of multiple interpretations about the 

message content within the audience, this study goes further and hypothesizes also the 

presence of different perceptions among different audience segments. In the recent literature 

on the topic, both Agostinelli et al. (2002) and Smith et al. (2006) posited the occurrence of 

differential responses by age level: “Age level is a key individual difference variable that is 

expected to mediate audience responses to „drink responsibly‟ campaign messages because 

developmental progression during adolescence has maturational implications for both 

sophistication of message processing and predisposition toward alcohol” (Smith et al., 

2006). Nevertheless, the use of this variable did not bring any particularly interesting result. 

The idea of this study is to employ a different variable that is expected to differentiate the 

audience‟s perceptions about the message content of this kind of advertisement. The variable 

that will be considered is „drinking habits‟, in particular in reference to the amount of alcohol 

consumed by a costumer and his likelihood of being engaged in „binge‟ drinking 

behaviours
30

. The idea has emerged at first during the qualitative research: in fact, it has been 

noted that, among the interviewed individuals, those who used to drink more or „binged‟ 

more frequently were more likely to notice the „pro-drinking‟ aspects of the industry-

sponsored campaigns, if compared with those who used to drink moderately
31

. When asked 

                                                        
30 Wechsler et al. (1995) define ‘binge drinking’ as “four or more drinks in a row for women and five or 
more drinks in a row for men”. According to Anderson (2007), binge drinking is the fast assumption of 
more than 50g of alcohol in a short period of time. 
31 For instance, Federico F. - a 20 years old student who declares to have binged at least once a week 
during last month- stated after the vision of ‘Know The Signs’, a ‘drink responsibly’ communication 
campaign sponsored by Heineken: “At the beginning I thought it was simply a beer commercial, because I 
saw young people chatting, having fun and drinking in a club. They are not doing anything bad, they’re 
just a bit drunk, but it happens, it depends on how you want to spend your night. If you’re out with 
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why they thought they had seen pro-drinking messages in the advertisements, the main 

reason they provided as explanation was that they recognized themselves or some of their 

friends in the situations showed in the campaigns, and this fact made them remember the 

funny nights spent drinking in group, instead of make them reflect about the potential 

negative consequences of drinking excessively. In fact, these campaigns usually depict 

situations of extreme inebriation and imply that being excessively drunk may lead to both 

physical harms and social disapproval. However, a recent research conducted by the 

Universities of Bath, London and Birmingham
32

 found out that these advertisements may be 

dramatically misconceived, especially among the segment of youngsters who have excessive 

drinking habits. In fact, as Christine Griffin, professor at the University of Bath, suggests, 

“not only does being in a friendship group legitimise being very drunk; being the subject of 

an extreme drinking story can raise esteem within the group”. Professor Chris Hackley 

continues on this wake by stating that “inebriation within the friendship group is often part of 

social bonding ritual that is viewed positively and linked with fun, friendship and good times, 

although some young people can be the target of humiliating or risky activities”. “Extreme 

inebriation” concludes Professor Griffin, “is often seen as a source of personal esteem and 

social affirmation amongst young people. […] Tales of alcohol-related mishaps and 

escapades are key markers of young people‟s social identity. These „drinking stories‟ also 

deepen bonds of friendship and cement group membership”. For these reasons, it is therefore 

reasonable to expect that youngsters who are frequently involved in risky drinking 

behaviours and who recognize themselves and their friends in the situations showed in these 

„moderation‟ campaigns may be more likely to catch the eventual pro-drinking themes 

included in this kind of advertisements. If this would result to be true, a beer company would 

be able to communicate a responsibility message to the mainstream public – in order to 

enhance its corporate image – and, at the same time, a message of product promotion to the 

segment of heavier drinkers, perhaps just to that 30% of all beer consumers that are 

responsible for the 80% of the total consumption
33

. Based on this logic, it is therefore 

hypothesized that: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                            
friends you might exaggerate ‘a bit’ if you’re aware of the consequences.[…] Of course you might do stupid  
things, but if you’re not a bit crazy when you’re 20…When will you?” 
32 Research funded by the Economic & Social Research Council and published on Alcohol Alert (2008) by 
the Institute of Alcohol Studies,  
33 Data from the University of Southampton, presented at the conference Alcohol and Health, Amsterdam, 
2010. 
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 H1-B: In the industry-sponsored campaign, consumers who use to drink 

more and who are more likely to be engaged in excessive drinking behaviours will 

notice the pro-drinking aspects of the message to a greater extent in comparison 

with consumers who already have ‘moderate’ drinking habits, that instead will see 

the ‘responsibility’ message as the main communicated meaning. 

 

The second issue to investigate regards beer industries‟ motives for producing and airing 

this kind of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaign. As stated before, the industry 

asserts to do that because it cares about its consumers and because it is also in its own interest 

to address the drinking agenda and avoid that a minority of people who drink excessively put 

in a bad light an otherwise-healthy and unproblematic product. Contrariwise, most critics 

argue that, behind these campaigns, there are at least two other objectives: first, “brewers 

may seek to maximize sales of the company brand by increasing both specific brand share 

and overall product demand” (Smith et al., 2006); second, a beer company could try to 

improve its corporate image and reputation by communicating concern for its consumers‟ 

well-being, establishing itself as a respectable and socially responsible company (Atkin et al., 

2008). Finally, according to these critics, besides these profit-oriented purposes there could 

be also the third and most manifest goal declared by the industry of actually diminishing 

alcohol-related harms and consequences such as injuries, health problems and antisocial acts 

(DeJong et al., 1992; Smith et al., 2006; Atkin et al., 2008). This last objective reflects actual 

concern from the company and it can therefore be considered as an „intrinsic‟ and altruistic 

motive; on the other side, the former two categories of motivations can be associated with 

marketing and public relations purposes and they can consequently be labelled as „extrinsic‟ 

and self-serving motives.  

In general, consumers may and do infer the motivations behind an advertisement, which can 

be either extrinsic or intrinsic (Atkin et al., 2008). Past researches showed that individuals 

attribute motivations to companies committed in cause-related campaigns (Rifon et al., 2004) 

and, in doing that, they may adopt a more sceptical approach if the message conveyed in the 

campaign at first appear to run against the advertiser‟s selling purposes. It is therefore 

presumable that messages promoting „moderation‟ in drinking alcoholic beverages sponsored 

by a company whose business consists in selling beer may generate doubts and perplexity in 

the cognitive process aimed at inferring sponsor‟s motivations; still, consumers‟ evaluations 

about beer companies‟ motives for running „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns 

have not been extensively investigated. Since it has been argued that these campaigns are 
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constructed with the use of „strategic ambiguity‟, in consistency with this theoretical 

construct it could be assumed that consumers will infer a multiplicity of interpretations about 

sponsor‟s motivations behind these „social responsibility‟ practices. Therefore - as evidenced 

also by the hints emerged during the qualitative research
34

 - consumers may be doubtful and 

torn between a general appreciation for the social and intrinsic goals of the campaign and a 

simultaneous distrust caused by the perception of possible opportunistic and extrinsic 

purposes - such as marketing and public relations motives. Hence, the following hypothesis is 

offered: 

 

 H2: As regards the industry-sponsored campaign, consumers’ 

interpretations of sponsor’s motives will be manifold and contrasting, with the 

simultaneous perception of both intrinsic and extrinsic motives.  

 

The last and most important issue to investigate in this research concerns the effects of these 

„drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns on both sponsor‟s corporate image and 

consumers‟ drinking behaviours. In fact, whereas beer companies should be interested in 

understanding whether their corporate image and reputation are enhanced or impoverished by 

this kind of CSR initiatives, governmental and public health organizations should want to 

find out if these campaigns may serve the purpose of limiting excessive and harmful drinking 

practices and could actually generate positive outcomes in terms of moderation and 

responsibility. 

With regards to the first aspect, the thesis of this study, - conversely to the hypotheses 

recently advanced by critics – is that, notwithstanding the multiplicity of interpretations about 

sponsor‟s motives, these campaigns will generally enhance the corporate image and will 

generate positive attitudes towards the sponsoring company. 

The recent body of literature on the topic, in fact, claims that, if consumers perceive the 

presence of self-serving and opportunistic motives behind these apparently „socially 

responsible‟ campaigns, there is the concrete risk that sponsor‟s corporate image and 

                                                        
34 A few Examples: 

- Nicola G., a 23 years old student: “Surely they also want to promote their products… By sending 
messages of ‘responsibility’ they want to highlight that their brands are ‘socially responsible’, it is 
a sort of ‘positioning’. However, I think it is a positive thing. In the end, they are actually 
promoting ‘moderation’, and this is good. 

-  Filippo C., a 25 years old student: “I think that they have different goals in mind when they 
conceive these campaigns. They probably want to promote responsibility in drinking, but they’re 
also trying to promote their brand…” 



 41 

reputation would be damaged. For instance, in one of the most important studies in this field, 

Atkin et al. (2008) assert that “using strategically ambiguous „responsibility‟ messages may 

potentially negatively impact both the alcohol manufacturer‟s corporate credibility and 

consumers purchase intention”. Indeed, past studies have showed that, generally, consumers 

make assessments about the motivations of a company that sponsors a socially responsible 

campaign, and their perceptions influence the attitudes toward the sponsoring firm 

(Lichtenstein et al., 1989; Davis, 1994). Normally, the use of these CSR campaigns has 

positive effects on the sponsor‟s corporate image (Folkes & Kamins, 1999), but this may not 

be the case if consumers perceive that there are opportunistic objectives behind these 

campaigns. Landman et al (2002) provide several examples in this sense: for instance, when 

Philip Morris sponsored a „youth smoking prevention‟ campaign, both consumers and public 

health advocates criticized it. More specifically, in the context of „alcohol moderation‟ 

communication campaigns, Atkin et al (2008) explain that “the ambiguous message may 

force receivers to contemplate what the advertiser‟s intended purpose was when developing 

the advertisement. […] Hence, if consumers or other stakeholders are cynical or believe that 

alcohol manufacturers are less than sincere in their marketing communications, then using a 

strategically ambiguous message strategy could potentially backfire on the advertiser 

causing more harm than good, because of not only the potential negative impact on 

corporate credibility, but on purchase intention as well”. Park et al. (2010) agree with this 

position and conclude that “when consumers become suspicious and infer that the company‟s 

true motive for the CSR activity is to improve its image, rather than to improve society, CSR 

activities are not only inefficient but may actually backfire, leaving the company with a more 

negative image than would have been the case without the CSR activity”. 

On the contrary, the thesis of this study - suggested mainly by the hints emerged during the 

qualitative interviews - is that, even though consumers will infer a multiplicity of 

interpretations about sponsor‟s motives – included the extrinsic and self-serving motivations -

, their attitudes toward the sponsoring firm will not get worse and, rather, the advertiser‟s 

corporate image will be generally enhanced by these „social responsibility‟ campaigns. As 

stated before, this hypothesis has emerged during the qualitative research, but is grounded 

even on opinions expressed by both the industry and public health organizations. In fact, 

while Gianluca Di Tondo – Marketing director at Heineken Italia - has stated that their 

market researches have showed that „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns have 

strengthen their brand equity positively, even EUCAM - the most important European 

organization for the monitoring of alcohol marketing – agrees on this position. Indeed, in a 
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recent report
35

, EUCAM has suggested – but not directly investigated yet – that  “these 

campaigns will probably lead to more positive attitudes towards the alcohol brand, as was 

found for education given by tobacco industry”. Hence, based on this discussion, this study 

hypothesizes the following: 

 

 H3-A: ‘Drink responsibly’ communication campaigns will not bring any 

impoverishment on corporate image even in presence of perceptions of company’s 

opportunistic behaviours. Despite the multiple and divergent interpretations about 

sponsor’s motives, consumers’ evaluations and attitudes toward the company will 

be uniformly positive. 

 

Finally, the research will try to understand whether or not these „moderation‟ campaigns 

may generate positive changes in consumers‟ drinking behaviour. To those critics and 

organizations that asserted that industry-sponsored campaigns are too ambiguous and 

appealing to be effective (Wallack, 1991; DeJong et al., 1992; Wolburg, 2005; Smith et al., 

2006) alcohol companies have answered with concrete data from their internal researches. 

For instance, Diageo‟s
36

 spokesperson declares: “Our research showed that young adults 

were much more likely to consider drinking responsibly if they believed that by drinking 

excessively they would be in danger of losing their social credibility and standing – precisely 

the message our campaigns convey. […] 71 per cent of people were much more likely to 

consider drinking responsibly once they had been exposed to our adverts. […] Based on our 

extensive research, coupled with our experience of developing and delivering these 

campaigns over a number of years now, we are confident they have a proven positive 

effect”
37

. Then again Heineken, which carried out researches before and after the launch of its 

„Know The Signs‟ alcohol-moderation campaign, highlights that these researches showed “a 

big shift in attitudes towards alcohol consumption and a significant impact on actual 

consumption amongst those who had interacted with the campaign”. For instance, “those who 

said „they put a limit on the number of drinks they‟ll have before the night begins‟ increased 

by 31%”. 

However, as already extensively discussed, most critics contest these industry-sponsored 

campaigns and claim that they are purposely ineffective in promoting true awareness about 

                                                        
35 EUCAM Report (2009a). Trends in Alcohol Marketing. Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing 
tool.  
36 The largest alcoholic beverages producer and marketer in the world 
37 http://www.ias.org.uk/resources/publications/alcoholalert/alert200801/al200801_p6.html 
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„responsible drinking‟. As EUCAM suggests in its report, “the CSR campaigns developed by 

the alcohol industry will probably assert little or no effect on the drinking behaviour of young 

people”.  

Hence, proceeding from the body of literature on the differences in the construction of 

industry-sponsored „moderation‟ campaigns and analogous PSA, this study will try to 

empirically investigate the effects – and the differences in the effects – of „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns created by a beer company and by a governmental organization. 

To this regard, based on the existing reference literature and on the findings suggested by the 

qualitative interviews, the following hypothesis is offered: 

  

 H3-B: Industry-sponsored ‘moderation’ campaign will be less effective than 

the analogous PSA in promoting true awareness about alcohol-related harms and 

in stimulating changes in dangerous drinking behaviours. There will be greater 

propensity to drink ‘moderately’ after the vision of the PSA than after the industry-

sponsored message, which instead will not cause significant decrease of drinking 

intentions. 
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5. PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENTS AND INDUSTRY-

SPONSORED „MODERATION‟ CAMPAIGNS – AN EMPIRIC 

RESEARCH 

 

 

5.1. Creation of the experiment 

 

As previously explained, the purpose of this study is to reach a better understanding on the 

way in which consumers interpret „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns sponsored 

by beer industry and to comprehend whether and how these „responsibility‟ messages affect 

individuals‟ drinking habits. In doing this, the study aims at integrating the body of literature 

on the topic with an empirical research, with the intent of testing directly consumers‟ 

interpretations and their reactions to this kind of „socially responsible‟ communications. To 

this end, a typical industry-sponsored campaign will be confronted with an analogous 

advertisement promoted by a governmental organization and consumers‟ impressions on both 

the campaigns will be collected, in order to understand whether or not these messages are 

constructed differently and lead to different results.  

The few studies that have tried to examine the effects of these „alcohol moderation‟ 

campaigns have usually employed either print advertisements or television adverts as stimuli 

for the research; in this study, instead, it has been chosen to utilize a more modern approach 

and to focus on a medium that beer companies are using more and more for both their 

standard product advertisements and their CSR practices. Therefore, amongst all the types 

and forms of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, this research will employ viral 

videos as stimuli for the empiric research, since online web 2.0
38

 campaigns are actually the 

most diffused tools to interact with youngsters – that is, the most important target to reach 

with this kind of „responsibility‟ messages. Also, in the wide set of campaigns of this kind, it 

has been chosen to deal only with advertisements that simply promote awareness about harms 

and inappropriate behaviours linked with excessive drinking, and not on more specific 

messages that discourage other dangerous habits such as „drinking and driving‟ or „drinking 

during pregnancy‟. 

                                                        
38 “The term Web 2.0 is associated with web applications that facilitate participatory information sharing, 
interoperability, user-centered design and collaboration on the World Wide Web” (Wikipedia). It indicates 
the set of applications that allow a high level of interaction between user and website. 
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Since currently, in Italy, alcohol moderation Public Service Announcements are almost 

entirely focused on the issue of „drunk driving‟ - and not on the harms of excessive drinking 

in itself– for the experiment it has been selected an advertisement called “Know Your 

Limits”, produced and launched in 2009 by the Home Office, a government department of 

the United Kingdom that deals with crime and drugs policies. This advertisement, which 

belongs to the last generation of „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, has rapidly 

spread worldwide on the web and has been welcomed with enthusiasm by both consumers 

and public health institutions. 

On the other side, as regards the industry-sponsored „responsibility‟ advertisement, it has 

been selected last Heineken‟s digital campaign entitled “Know The Signs”. These two 

campaigns, similar already from their titles, have been considered appropriate for the 

comparison since they both deal with the theme of „responsible drinking‟ using an informal 

and appealing language and since they are both addressed to the same target of youngsters. 

 Although currently several beer producers are investing part of their communication efforts 

in socially responsible campaigns, Heineken has been considered the most appropriate 

company for this research mainly for three reasons: 

 

- it is the biggest and most important beer company in Italy and Europe; 

- it is the first beer company that introduced in Italy a „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaign
39

; 

- it increasingly continues to show its commitment is socially responsible 

causes. For instance, in 2010 it has presented its plan to improve its CSR practices 

and to become the „most sustainable‟ beer producer in the world
40

. 

 

The following paragraphs will illustrate the characteristics of the campaigns, in order to 

better understand the main similarities and differences between the two viral videos 

employed as stimuli for the experiment. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
39 “Don’t drink & drive. In train to the Heineken Jammin’ Festival”, produced and aired in 1999. 
40 “Brewing a better future” – Sustainability Report 2010. 
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5.2. Public Service Announcement: “Know Your Limits” 

 

Home Office is the lead government department for crime and drugs policies in the United 

Kingdom; among other things, it deals with problems and harms caused by illegal drug use 

and it is the authority responsible for alcohol policy and licensing. In continuity with its 

efforts to promote - especially among young people - awareness about alcohol-related 

problems and unacceptable behaviours linked with excessive drinking, Home Office has 

recently developed the “Know Your Limits” communication strategy, a “new, hard-hitting 

national advertising campaign to drive home the serious consequences of binge drinking to 

18 to 24 year olds‟”
41

. This campaign, for which the government has invested over 4 million 

pounds, comes shortly after the launch of a complementary advertisement sponsored by the 

UK Department of Health, which stressed the importance of limiting the units of alcohol 

consumed during a single „drinking session‟
42

.  

Drinking excessively and getting drunk are practices frequently experienced among 

youngsters; they are bonding rituals that often cement group friendship and play a central role 

in the processes of socialization of teenagers and young adults. In this situation, the “Know 

Your Limits” campaign challenges 18-24 year olds who use to drink irresponsibly to reflect 

on their drinking habits and to think about the consequences of their actions during a night 

out. The campaign consists of two videos - featuring respectively a binge-drinking girl and a 

binge-drinking boy – in which the main character is preparing him/herself for a night out. 

The two videos are really similar and constructed in the same way, but employ character of 

different sexes in order to be more appealing for both boys and girls. For this research, 

however, only the video with the binge-drinking boy has been utilized, because it has been 

considered more relevant for the sample
43

. 

The video depicts a boy of about 20-21 years old who‟s getting ready to go out. He carries 

out his routine grooming actions, he dresses up, combs his hair and goes to the toilet. 

However, he performs these standard actions as if he was under the effect of a heavy alcohol 

intoxication, even though „the night out‟ hasn‟t even started yet. The result is awful, with the 

guy “smearing food into his shirt, peeing on his shoes, ripping his earring out and violently 

kicking his stereo”
44

. When he‟s finally ready to go out, he is dirty, injured and he is bleeding 

                                                        
41 Alcohol Policy UK - http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/06/home-office-lau.html 
42 http://units.nhs.uk/media-press.html 
43 As it will be explained in the paragraph about the methodology, the sample for the experiment is 
composed uniquely by young males between 16 and 30 years old. 
44 http://www.laurenceborel.com/2008/06/18/binge-drinking/ 
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from his nose. The advert ends with an open question, a stimulus for reflection: „You wouldn't 

start a night like this, so why end it that way?‟  

In this way, while the depicted excessive drinking behaviour is discouraged and presented 

as pathetic and harmful, the campaign in the end leaves the viewer with a sort of rhetoric 

question that push him to reflect. In the words of the creators of the advertisement, “the core 

creative idea is a question which leaves the audience to decide whether their behaviour is 

acceptable or not”
45

.  

The images are quite strong and purposely shocking, even if presented with a sort of 

humour, which issues from the absurdity of the character‟s acts. The binge-drinking boy is 

alone at home, he‟s not having fun with friends. The music that accompanies his actions is 

sharply interrupted when he kicks his stereo, leaving him in silence with a sense of solitude. 

The advert does not present any pro-drinking theme such as sexual passion or promiscuity, 

friends drinking and having fun together or beautiful clubs crowded with beautiful people 

that drinks and mingles. 

The advertisement has been aired both on television and on the internet and has received 

appreciation from both consumers and public health advocates. Home Office spokesperson, 

enthusiastic for the results of the campaign, stated:  “Amongst our target there was a 42% 

increase in levels of negative association with binge drinking post campaign. 67% of 

respondents agreed that the campaign „made you think more carefully about your drinking 

behaviour‟”
46

.  

Some critics
47

, however, objected that the images and situations of alcohol intoxication 

showed in the advertisement are not effective in promoting true awareness on alcohol-related 

damages, especially because of the presence of „humour‟ in the conveyed message. On the 

contrary, there could be the risk of encouraging heavier drinkers to exaggerate even more in 

imitating the excessive behaviours showed in the ad. According to professor Bengry-

Howell
48

, from the University of Bath, “a more sensible approach would be to say to people, 

„We know you are going to drink to get drunk, so make sure you do not do it very often‟”.  

In any case, the empiric research will investigate the effects of the campaign on the selected 

sample in order to understand whether or not the message is effective in promoting awareness 

about alcohol-related harms and in changing dangerous drinking behaviours. 

 

                                                        
45 http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/06/home-office-lau.html 
46 http://zomobo.net/Alcohol-Know-Your-Limits-Binge-drinking-girl 
47 Anushka Ashthana and Denis Campbell – The Observer, Sunday 11 May 2008 
48 http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/scepticism-over.html 
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5.3. Industry-sponsored campaign: “Know The Signs” 

 

Heineken is the biggest beer producer in Europe and the third, in terms of volumes, in the 

world. Its main brand, which has the name of the founder family, is globally recognized as 

the most important within the premium beer market. The company has over 140 breweries in 

more than 70 countries worldwide and in 2010 it has sold about 205 millions hectolitres of 

beer. 

The group operates in Italy since 1974 and it has rapidly become the leader of the market, 

producing and commercializing its five main brands – Heineken, Birra Moretti, Dreher, 

Amstel and Ichnusa – with a market share of 31%. 

Heineken has made the „responsibility issue‟ part of its value proposition. In 2010, the 

company has presented an integrated sustainability plan called „Brewing a better future‟, a 

global program through which the group aims at becoming the most „responsible‟ beer 

producer in the world. The company efforts in this sense mainly concern six areas of 

intervention
49

: 

- sustainable production; 

- sustainable commerce; 

- wellbeing and safety for the employees; 

- fair trade and charity initiatives; 

- partnership for development; 

- promotion of „responsible consumption‟. 

In fact, as Gianluca Di Tondo – marketing director at Heineken Italia – explains, “being 

responsible is not only the respect of law or launching an advertising campaign, but it has to 

do with a complex programme regarding the whole company and the company culture 

itself”.
50

 

 Nevertheless, promoting awareness about responsible consumption is the most important 

aspect in Heineken‟s commercial policy and grounds on self-regulation: any Heineken‟s 

advertising, marketing and promotion must comply with the company‟s „Rules for 

Responsible Commercial Communication‟
51

. Also, since 2004, the message „Enjoy Heineken 

                                                        
49 Data from Heineken Sustainability Report 2010 
50 http://www.sustainabilityreport.heineken.com/2007/responsible_consumption/case_study_italy.html 
51 “Our advertising must never encourage alcohol misuse. Our brand communication only targets people 
above the legal drinking age, never features people who are, or appear to be younger than 25 years of age 
and our advertising only appears in media whose audience is more than 70 per cent of legal drinking age or 
above”. Heineken Sustainability Report (2007) 
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Responsibly‟ appears on all cans, bottles and packaging of the brand, in order to constantly 

remember to all consumers the importance of responsible consumption. The philosophy at the 

base of the group‟s comprehensive approach to social responsibility is that, to promote true 

awareness about responsible consumption, the only solution is a collaboration between all the 

relevant actors involved, from public-health advocates to alcohol producers. Jean-Francois 

Van Boxmeer, chairman of the Executive Board/CEO, introduced the group‟s first 

sustainability report
52

 with these words: “Heineken is committed to playing its part in 

reducing all types of alcohol-related harm. We understand the responsibility we have as a 

brewer towards society. In particular, we believe that the informed individual is responsible 

for his or her own choices and drinking behaviour, so one of our key aims is to help build the 

knowledge that helps consumers make those choices”. In this perspective and in compliance 

with the internal „Code for Responsible Commercial Communication‟, the company has 

developed all its „social responsibility‟ campaigns. Heineken has been the first beer producer 

that introduced „alcohol moderation‟ advertising in Italy; that‟s why, in order to understand 

the process that has led to the creation of the „Know The Signs‟ digital campaign, it is 

necessary to remember that company‟s commitment in „socially responsible‟ 

communications has started in 1999, with the launch of the first „Don‟t Drink and Drive‟ 

campaign entitled „In train to the Heineken Jammin‟ Festival‟. Since then, Heineken‟s efforts 

in promoting responsible consumption of its products have continuously increased, in 

particular in reference to the issue of „don‟t drink and drive‟: in 2002 the company has started 

a communication project that culminated in the creation of the „Enjoy Heineken Responsibly‟ 

platform and in the realization of a series of television advertisements that stressed the insight 

that, if you drink and drive, you are a danger not only for yourself, but for other people too. 

The first campaign of this kind, entitled „LEAD‟ (2004), features a guide-dog that, after 

having accidentally drunk a little bit of beer, is not able anymore to conduct his blind owner. 

According to the company, thanks to the use of the guide-dog metaphor, the campaign 

stimulates reflection on the topic without creating the classic refusal toward paternalistic 

messages. During the following years, Heineken has continued to produce and broadcast 

different advertisements - such as „STOP‟ (2005), „DOUBLE‟ (2006) and „PARKING‟ 

(2007) – about responsible consumption, but all these messages were specifically focused on 

the issue of drunk driving. In 2009, instead, the company decided to change both medium and 

                                                        
52 Heineken Sustainability Report (2007) 
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approach and to produce the first digital campaign entirely realized on the web about the 

inappropriate behaviours caused by excessive drinking.  

 The campaign, entitled „Know The Signs‟, includes a viral trailer, a specific website and an 

interactive application studied for both mobile phones and social networks; the trailer, 

realized in an entertaining „Hollywood-style‟, represents the central part of the campaign and 

it therefore has been employed as stimulus for the empiric research. The video is set in a nice 

and elegant pub/nightclub crowded with young people of about 20 to 30 years old. The 

youngsters are all drinking, chatting, mingling and having fun together. While the camera 

frames what‟s happening in the club, an appealing voice-over starts to describe the situation, 

as if it was an intriguing story in a movie trailer. The video starts to show three beautiful girls 

chatting together, a well-dressed man at the bar-counter and a table with four young guys 

who are laughing with delight: they are all having fun and they are all drinking beer. 

Meanwhile, the voice-over says: „Just an innocent night out… A few friends, a few drinks, a 

few laughs…‟, adding emphasis to the atmosphere and describing what usually happens in 

this kind of nightclub. A background music accompanies these scenes. Afterwards, the music 

suddenly become more intense and the voice concludes the previous phrase by stating: „… 

until someone has that one too many, and unleashes the monster within‟. From this moment, 

the video focuses on the groups of characters previously showed and starts following their 

actions. It is evident that some of them have drunk too much and are exaggerating in their 

behaviours. One of the girls bursts out crying buckets, the guy at the bar-counter starts 

molesting and touching all the ladies he meets, one of the friends starts dancing like a crazy 

without his pants, another becomes too much aggressive and keeps provoking the other 

clients of the pub. These characters are presented as typical alter egos that may appear during 

a night out; they are „The Crier‟, The Groper‟, „The Exhibitionist‟ and „The Fighter‟. Their 

behaviours are deliberately taken to an extreme in an ironic way. In this way, the video 

transforms the condemned behaviours in their parodies, trying to show the absurdity of 

excessive drinking through the adoption of exasperated and comical actions. The message 

conveyed is that people who drink that one too many transform themselves in their 

embarrassing alter egos; the aim of the campaign is therefore to help people to recognize the 

signs of excessive drinking in order to stop or have a break before it is too late. According to 

Heineken, the insight that emerges from the campaign is that drinking too much is an anti-

social behaviour that leads to embarrassment and commiseration: however, the advertisement 

is able to convey this message in a non paternalistic way, stimulating instead with irony a 
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reflection on the inappropriate behaviours that may ruin the night for both people who 

exaggerate in drinking and their friends.  

Paul Weinberger, creative director at „The Red Brick Road‟ – the communications agency 

that created the advertisement – explains in this way the decision of launching a digital 

campaign after the success of the previous „drink responsibly‟ television adverts: “Research 

had told us that TV or press advertising directly condemning over-consumption was rejected 

by consumers and that we needed a different approach to successfully get consumers to 

engage and interact with our message. This led us to develop a digital campaign to 

encourage consumers to become involved with the campaign and pass it on”
53

. 

Heineken‟s undisputed merit in this campaign is that of being able to talk to youngsters 

using their own language, avoiding useless moralism and offering instead an appealing and 

engaging message. On the other hand, however, the campaign employs several elements that 

have been proven to be counter-productive for an alcohol moderation message. For instance, 

almost half of the advertisement shows attractive youngsters having fun, mingling and 

drinking beer in a cool nightclub. This part of the advertisement presents both social and 

physical „alcohol expectancies‟: drinking beer in the „right‟ way helps spending a great night 

out with fun, girls and friends. The message here seems to be: normal people drink normally 

and they have a lot of fun drinking beer together; however, a minority of people who can‟t 

handle alcohol and who drink excessively may ruin the fun with their ridiculously 

exaggerated behaviours. Also, the condemned behaviours seem to be too ridiculous to be 

realistic and therefore they bring sympathy in the audience instead of true and serious 

reflection. For all these reasons – and in particular for the pro-drinking elements included in 

the message - most critics expressed doubts about the effectiveness of the campaign in 

promoting true awareness and concrete changes in dangerous drinking habits. Heineken, on 

the contrary, defends the validity of its campaign and, in its last sustainability report
54

, 

supports its position illustrating with proudness the results obtained: “Pre and post-launch 

research carried out by independent agency Metrix Labs revealed that the campaign has 

been extraordinarily effective”. For instance, “those who said „If I drink alcohol, I am aware 

that it influence my behaviour‟ went up by 15%, whereas those who said they „appreciate 

when their friends talk to them about their behaviour if they have too much to drink‟ 

increased by 24%”. 

                                                        
53 http://www.haystackonline.com/page/2253/agencies/the-red-brick-road/enjoy-heineken-
responsibly 
54 Heineken Sustainability Report (2010) 
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Even in this case, the results of the empiric research will indicate whether or not the 

campaign is effective in promoting true awareness about the importance of drinking with 

moderation and what reactions this industry-sponsored advertisement has generated in the 

audience, with reference to both consumers‟ attitudes towards the sponsoring firm and 

potential changes in their drinking intentions. 
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6. METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH 

 

 

6.1. Qualitative research: findings and hints 

 

The first step in the development of the empiric research has been the realization of ten 

qualitative interviews, in order to better frame consumers‟ attitudes towards „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns and therefore to understand how to structure the 

research design. Eight male and two female have been interviewed; amongst them, the 

youngest was 17 years old and the oldest was 29 years old. The average age was 23.8 years. 

The choice of the subjects to interview has been made to better represent the audience for 

which industry-sponsored „moderation‟ advertisements are thought, that is a target composed 

predominantly by young males. Initially the subjects have been asked to talk about their 

drinking habits, with particular attention on the way and situations in which they used to 

consume alcoholic beverages and on the quantity of alcoholic drinks they usually consume in 

average in 24 hours during the weekend and during a normal day of the week. Also, in order 

to identify who used to „binge‟ more frequently, the respondents have been asked to indicate 

how many times they consumed five or more drinks in a row
55

 during last month. They have 

been left free to openly talk about their drinking behaviours and to add any other information 

they wanted to provide. After this initial phase, the two viral videos described in the previous 

chapter – „Know The Signs‟ and „Know Your Limits‟ – have been showed to the 

respondents, in order to record their impressions and their reactions to these different „drink 

responsibly‟ communication campaigns. Each interview lasted about 30-40 minutes. The 

main issues to investigate during this qualitative research concerned the message content of 

the two advertisements, sponsors‟ motivations for producing and airing the campaigns and 

the effects generated in the audience by these „moderation‟ messages. 

With reference to the first issue, a sharp difference has been noticed between the two 

advertisements: according to the respondents, in fact, while the PSA has been perceived to 

convey exclusively a message of moderation and responsibility, the industry-sponsored 

campaign presented even typical pro-drinking elements and positive alcohol expectancies. 

For instance, commenting the PSA „Know Your Limits‟, Filippo C. - a 25 years old student – 

                                                        
55 Binge drinking is defined as four or more drinks in a row for women and five or more drinks in a row 
for men (Wechsler et al, 1995) 
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stated: “Excessive drinking is presented as irresponsible and harmful. The message does not 

allow any other interpretation: if you drink too much, you will behave like an idiot”. Just a 

few minutes earlier, after the vision of „Know The Signs‟, he had asserted: “I can see that the 

advertisement wants to encourage the audience not to exaggerate when they go out for 

drinking. However, if this is the true goal, I don‟t think that the message is presented in the 

right way. I mean, in this advert I see boys and girls who are drinking beer and having fun. 

Also, the „excessively drunk‟ characters are just funny, and it seems they‟re all having a lot 

of fun. This only made me want to go out and drink something with friends”. Commenting the 

industry-sponsored advertisement, even Federico F. – 19 years old student - continues on this 

wake: “At the beginning I thought it was simply a beer commercial, because I saw young 

people chatting, having fun and drinking in a club. They are not doing anything bad, they‟re 

just a bit drunk, but it happens, it depends on how you want to spend your night. If you‟re out 

with friends you might exaggerate „a bit‟ if you‟re aware of the consequences”.  

In conclusion, while the PSA apparently conveys uniquely a message of responsibility, 

according to the respondents Heineken‟s message includes different elements, such as 

„moderation‟ and „self-control‟, but also „amusement‟, „socialization‟, „good times‟ and „fun‟. 

In particular, with reference to the industry-sponsored campaign, cross-checking the answers 

provided by the respondents with their drinking habits, it has been noticed that individuals 

who used to drink more or to „binge‟ more frequently usually catch to a greater degree the 

„pro-drinking‟ elements of the advertisement – and remember with delight the nights out 

spent drinking with friends – whereas people who used to drink less notice to a greater extent 

the elements of „responsibility‟ conveyed by the campaign. 

As regards sponsors‟ motives for producing these „socially responsible‟ advertisements, the 

interviews have confirmed that, in general, consumers gives different interpretations to the 

motivations that lead a beer company to create a „drink responsibly‟ communication 

campaign. In particular, nearly all the respondents see behind these campaigns the 

simultaneous presence of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. For example, Gabriele M. 

– 24 years old self-employed – asserts: “In my opinion they create this kind of advertisement 

in order to improve their corporate image and to appear concerned about the misuse of their 

products, but probably they are also trying to incentivize a correct consumption of beer. They 

are doing this in an entertaining way, but still, the message is effective”. Or again, Filippo C. 

- 25 years old student – states: “I think that they have different goals in mind when they 

conceive these campaigns. They probably want to promote responsibility in drinking, but 

they‟re also trying to promote their brand”. 
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Finally, for what concerns the effects of these campaigns, the qualitative research showed 

the presence of remarkable differences between the PSA and the industry-sponsored 

campaign. In general, respondents consider Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟ way less effective 

in promoting true awareness about alcohol-related problems than the analogous „Know Your 

Limits‟ advertisement. For instance, Marta T. – 21 years old student – comments in this way 

the PSA: “This ad made me actually reflect about drunkenness. When I drink too much, I lose 

control and do things I would never do being sober. This ad really shows that you may 

behave like an idiot and risk to injure yourself if you drink too much. I will remember it, […] 

it is effective”. At the same time, with regard to the industry-sponsored campaign, she states: 

“It is a funny commercial, it‟s appealing and well constructed, but I don‟t think it is effective 

in reducing people‟s intention to get drunk. On the contrary, watching all these people doing 

those stupid things and having fun… it made me want to join them”.  

However, even though respondents have considered Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟ less 

effective than the analogous PSA and have noticed even the presence of „extrinsic‟ motives 

behind this campaign, overall their impressions and attitudes toward the sponsoring brand do 

not seem to be worsened after the vision of the advertisement. On the contrary, they evaluate 

positively Heineken‟s communication, generally with a sort judgment that can be 

summarized with the words „better than nothing‟. For example, Nicola G. - a 23 years old 

student - asserts: “Surely they also want to promote their products… By sending messages of 

„responsibility‟ they want to highlight that their brands are „socially responsible‟, it is a sort 

of „positioning‟. However, I think it is a positive thing. In the end, they are actually 

promoting „moderation‟, and this is good”. Luca D. – a 25 years old intern – has a similar 

position, even though he believes that Heineken has realized the campaign exclusively for 

„extrinsic‟ motives of brand promotion:  “In my opinion it is just another way of promoting 

Heineken‟s brand. But at least this is done with a positive message of responsibility. With this 

campaign, they want to convince people to drink their beer, but they are also recommending 

not to exaggerate, and this is a respectable position. […] It is better than standard 

advertising, at least it includes a message of social responsibility”. The qualitative research 

therefore does not support the widespread hypothesis of risks for corporate image in presence 

of consumers‟ perception of sponsors‟ extrinsic and opportunistic behaviours: at the most, 

respondents‟ attitudes toward the sponsoring firm did not change. For instance, Federico F. – 

20 years old student – stated: “After the vision of „Know The Signs‟ my attitude towards 

Heineken hasn‟t changed. I think they are just trying to promote their brand, like most beer 
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companies are currently trying to do. But at least this advertisement is funny and well 

conceived. Once again Heineken has showed originality in the realization of its campaigns”. 

The findings and hints emerged during this qualitative research have been indispensable 

tools for reaching a general understanding of consumers‟ interpretations on this kind of 

„socially responsible‟ campaigns and have been employed to better structure the research 

questions and therefore to construct the following part of this study. 

 

 

 

6.2. Quantitative research: the questionnaire 

 

The quantitative research consisted in the employment of the two viral videos already 

described as stimuli for the experiment and in the completing of a questionnaire. One 

hundred and fifty-five youngsters have been recruited for the study, but three of them were 

unsuitable
56

 and consequently their answers have not been employed. All the respondents 

were Italians
57

 and they were all males between 16 and 30 years old. It has been chosen to 

employ only boys because beer companies such as Heineken address their communications 

almost exclusively to a male audience. With regards to the age of the respondents, 16 is the 

minimum legal age to buy alcoholic beverages in Italy, and the limit of 30 has been chosen 

because, according to EUCAM
58

, these „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns are 

thought predominantly for a young audience.  

Participants have been asked to fill out a questionnaire that required about 5-7 minutes to be 

completed. Both the links to the online videos and the questionnaire have been sent to the 

selected subjects with a private message on their emails. Respondents have been told that the 

aim of the research was to understand individual perceptions and evaluations on industry-

sponsored „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns.  

The questionnaire was structured in three main parts: 

 

- the first part consisted in five closed questions aimed at investigating 

respondents‟ drinking habits, with particular attention to the places and situations in 

which they consumed alcohol, to the amount of alcohol they used to consume during 

                                                        
56 Two of them were completely teetotaller; one of them did not fill out the questionnaire correctly 
57 It  has been chosen to limit the sample to consumers of the Italian market  
58 EUCAM Report (2009a). Trends in Alcohol Marketing. Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing 
tool.  
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weekends and standard days of the week and to the frequency with which they 

„binged‟ during last month; 

- for the second part of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to watch 

Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟ campaign and then to answer to a series of questions 

on the video; 

- in the same manner, in the third part of the questionnaire, participants 

were asked to watch „Know Your Limits‟ and then to answer to the relating questions. 

 

In the second part, the issues investigated with the questionnaire concerned consumers‟ 

interpretations on the message content of the campaign, the effects of the campaign on both 

corporate image and intentions to drink moderately, and the perceived sponsor‟s motivations 

for producing this „socially responsible‟ advertisement. With regards to the third part, the 

same issues were investigated, except sponsor‟s motives – that were considered a priori 

merely pro-social and intrinsic - and, for obvious reasons, consumers‟ attitudes toward the 

sponsoring firm. Respondents were not shown the second campaign until they had completed 

the questions related to the first advertisement. 

In order to determine the perceived content of the message, respondents were asked to 

indicate whether or not they thought they had noticed the presence of ten different elements 

in the advertisements; five of those were elements of „moderation‟ and „responsibility‟, 

whereas the other five corresponded to positive alcohol expectancies. 

To measure the effects of the advertisements on consumers‟ intentions to drink moderately, 

respondents were asked to indicate their agreement, using a 5-points Likert scale, on a series 

of five sentences. Furthermore, consumers‟ intentions to drink alcohol after the vision of the 

two advertisements were tested with a judgment of agreement on a 5-points Likert scale to 

the statement „This video made me want to go out and drink something‟. 

In order to measure any eventual change in consumers‟ attitudes towards Heineken, 

respondents were asked to answer to three closed questions and to express their agreement on 

a series of statements regarding their perception of Heineken‟s corporate image and their 

intentions to buy Heineken‟s products after the vision of the advertisement.  

Finally, in order to determine consumers‟ evaluations of sponsor‟s motives for producing 

this kind of „socially responsible‟ advertising, a series of statements about different possible 

motivations was employed; participants were asked to indicate their impression about the 



 58 

„presence‟ or „absence‟ of these motivations, and subsequently to express their perception on 

the nature of sponsor‟s motives in a 5-points scale
59

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
59 From ‘Exclusively to promote their products/improve corporate image’ to ‘Exclusively to promote 
responsible consumption of alcoholic beverages’. 
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7. DATA ANALYSIS 

 

 

Participants‟ answers were collected in an „Excel‟ worksheet and then analysed through the 

use of the statistical data processing software SPSS
60

. All the respondents were Italians and 

they were all males between 16 and 30 years old
61

. Amongst them, 12,4% were younger than 

22 years old, 66,7% were between 22 and 25 years old and 20,9% were older than 25 years. 

In large majority the participants were students (59,7%), followed by employee (27,1%), self-

employed (6,2%) and unemployed (3,9%). 

The first part of the questionnaire was aimed at investigating consumers‟ drinking habits. 

The first aspect that has emerged is a big shift in the amount of alcoholic beverages 

consumed in average during the weekend and during a normal day of the week. The amount 

of alcohol has been measured in Units of Alcohol (U.A), which correspond approximately to 

a pint of beer, a glass of wine or to a small glass of spirits. The collected data showed that, in 

a single day during the weekend, nearly one out of four respondent (23,3%) stated he used to 

drink at least five U.A., which is actually considered „binge drinking‟ (Wechsler et al., 2005). 

41,1% declared they used to consume three or four U.A. and the 34,9% usually limited their 

consumption to one or two units of alcohol. Only the 0,8% did not consume alcoholic 

beverages during the weekend. The situation is completely different in a normal day of the 

week, when 42,2% of the participants never drink and 51,2% use to drink at most one or two 

units of alcohol. This means that, outside of the weekend, just a 6,2% of the respondents 

usually consume three or more units of alcohol per day
62

, whereas this percentage reaches the 

64,4% in a day during the weekend. 

It is therefore evident that the consumption of alcoholic beverages augments consistently 

during the weekend. This fact reflects a hint already emerged during the qualitative research: 

respondents tend to drink more when they want to let themselves go and have fun in some 

pub or nightclub, instead of just to accompany a meal. In effect, 77,5% of the respondents 

                                                        
60 Statistical Package for Social Science – Version: SPSS 20.0.0 
61 The subjects for the sample have been selected with the same criteria illustrated in the qualitative 
research: ‘it has been chosen to employ only boys because beer companies such as Heineken address 
their communications almost exclusively to a male audience. With regards to the age of the respondents, 
16 is the minimum legal age to buy alcoholic beverages in Italy, and the limit of 30 has been chosen 
because, according to EUCAM, these ‘drink responsibly’ communication campaigns are thought 
predominantly for a young audience’.  

 
62 The assumption of three or more U.A. in a single drinking session is considered ‘risky drinking’ 
(Anderson, 2007). 
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stated they use to drink predominantly in pub and clubs rather than in their or their friends‟ 

homes (respectively 10,1% and 12,4%). However, in large part this is probably due to the 

young age of the sample and actually reflects youngsters‟ will of facilitating social 

interactions by drinking something in company. 

Respondents also showed a certain predisposition to binge drinking: during last month, in 

fact, 10,1% of them declared to have binged
63

 six times or more, 13,4% four or five times, 

27,1% two or three times and 26,4% just once. 23,1% stated they have not binged during last 

four weeks. This means that, again, nearly one out of four respondents (23,5%) use to „binge‟ 

more than once a week. This datum further increases up to the 27,3% among the students of 

the sample: however, in general, no significant difference in drinking habits has been noticed 

between workers and students or between different age groups. 

The first hypothesis of the research (H1-A) predicted that viewers would infer a higher 

multiplicity and diversity of interpretations about the content of the message for the industry-

sponsored campaign than for the analogous PSA. In particular, it was hypothesized that 

respondents would see almost uniquely messages of „responsibility‟ in the public service 

announcement, whereas in the Heineken‟s campaign they would notice the presence of both 

„moderation‟ messages and „pro-drinking‟ elements‟. In fact, the hypothesized employment 

of „strategic ambiguity‟ in the construction of the industry-sponsored advertisement may 

allow the simultaneous perception of different – and even conflicting – meanings in the same 

message. To test this, consumers‟ perceptions on the content of the message of the two 

campaigns were confronted, and the results actually confirmed almost entirely the 

hypotheses. In fact, as evidenced by the graph below, the elements of „moderation‟ were 

noticed in similar measure in both campaigns – with just a slight prevalence in the PSA – 

whereas the presence of pro-drinking messages was perceived to be definitely predominant in 

the Heineken‟s campaign and almost absent in the PSA. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
63 Wechsler et al. (1995) define ‘binge drinking’ as “four or more drinks in a row for women and five or 
more drinks in a row for men”. According to Anderson (2007), binge drinking is the fast assumption of 
more than 50g of alcohol in a short period of time. 
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Next chart illustrates better the difference between Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟ and the 

analogous „Know Your Limits‟ in terms of perceived presence of positive alcohol 

expectancies in the campaigns. For instance, a „social‟ pro-drinking message such as 

„Spending a night drinking in a pub/club can be really funny‟ was perceived to be included in 

the industry-sponsored advertisement by the 59% of the respondents, which means three 

times more than the 19% that have noticed the same message in the PSA. Or again, a 

„physical‟ pro-drinking message such as „Drinking alcoholic beverages can help you in 

getting rid of your inhibitions‟ reached the peak of 78% in the industry-sponsored campaign, 

versus a 33% in the PSA. 
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However, the same graph shows also that the initial hypothesis was not completely 

confirmed: in fact, even though it is undeniable that pro-drinking elements are largely 

predominant in the industry-sponsored campaign, it is also true that they have been perceived 

to be present even in the PSA, which evidently conveys almost exclusively a message of 

„moderation‟ and „responsibility‟, but also – even if only in minor measure– positive alcohol 

expectancies
64

.  

It can therefore be concluded that H1-A is partially supported: even though pro-drinking 

elements were perceived in small measure also in the PSA, overall the „Know Your Limits‟ 

campaign has been shown to convey almost exclusively messages of „moderation‟, whereas 

the industry-sponsored campaign has been perceived to be a mix of „moderation‟ messages 

and positive alcohol expectancies. Next two graphs clearly illustrate this conclusion by 

showing the top 5 messages perceived in each campaign. Among ten statements – half of 

which expressed „moderation‟ and half pro-drinking messages - the PSA conveyed 

exclusively the five messages of moderation, whereas Heineken‟s Know The Signs mixed the 

messages of moderation with two pro-drinking messages: „When you‟re drunk, very funny 

situations may happen to you‟ and „Drinking alcoholic beverages may help you in getting rid 

of your inhibitions‟. 

 

 

                                                        
64 The criticisms expressed by the researchers from the University of Bath 
(http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/scepticism-over.html) were therefore in part confirmed. 
Probably the presence of ‘humour’ in the PSA has allowed the perception of pro-drinking elements in the 
message. 
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H1-B predicted that, as regards the industry-sponsored advertisement, respondents who 

used to drink more or who were more likely to be engaged in excessive drinking behaviours – 

such as „binge drinking‟ – would notice the pro-drinking aspects of the message to a greater 

extent in comparison with respondents who already had moderate drinking habits. Also, it has 

been hypothesized that, on the contrary, respondents who used to drink less would notice in 

larger measure the „moderation‟ messages of the campaign. To test these hypotheses, 

respondents‟ perceptions on the message content have been crosschecked with their drinking 

habits, and in particular with the amount of alcohol usually consumed during the weekend 

(expressed in U.A.) and with the frequency with which they „binged‟ during last month 

(times/month). The results of the quantitative research actually confirmed the hypotheses and 

two precise trends were found: with the increasing of the quantity of alcohol consumed (and 

of the frequency of their binge drinking sessions), respondents‟ likeliness to notice the pro-

drinking aspects of the message continuously augmented; at the same time, the more they 

used to drink, the less they noticed the messages of „moderation‟ and „responsibility‟ of the 

advertisement. It is therefore safe to state that H1-B is fully supported. The following graphs 

provide a few examples to illustrate the clearness of the trends: 
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- PRO-DRINKING ELEMENTS  POSITIVE TREND 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- MODERATION ELEMENTS  NEGATIVE TREND 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0,00%

20,00%

40,00%

60,00%

80,00%

100,00%

Never Once 2-3
times

4-5
times

6 times
or

more

Spending a night drinking 
in a pub/club can be really 

funny  

0,00%

20,00%

40,00%

60,00%

80,00%

100,00%

Never Once 2-3
times

4-5
times

6
times

or
more

Drinking alcoholic 
beverages helps in being 

more active and extrovert  

30,00%

50,00%

70,00%

90,00%

1-2 U.A. 3-4 U.A. 5 U.A. or
more

When you're drunk, very 
funny situations may 

happen to you  

30,00%

50,00%

70,00%

90,00%

1-2 U.A. 3-4 U.A. 5 U.A. or
more

Drinking with friends 
makes easier having fun in 

a night out  

0,00%
20,00%
40,00%
60,00%
80,00%

100,00%

Never Once 2-3
times

4-5
times

6
times

or
more

If you decide to drink, it is 
better to do it with 

moderation  

0,00%

20,00%

40,00%

60,00%

80,00%

100,00%

Never Once 2-3
times

4-5
times

6 times
or

more

If you drink excessively, 
you will behave 

pathetically  



 65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

H2 predicted that viewers of Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟ would infer manifold and 

contrasting interpretations about sponsor‟ motivations behind the advertisement, with the 

simultaneous perception of both intrinsic (pro-social) and extrinsic (self-serving) motives. To 

verify this, at first consumers had to indicate which motivations they perceived among the 

nine possibilities provided (3 public relations motives + 3 selling motives + 3 pro-social 

motives). The results showed that the two most-indicated motivations were public relations 

motives („Improve corporate image‟ - 96%, and „Appear concerned for the problems caused 

by excessive drinking‟ – 73%), followed by two „selling motives‟ („Augment the sales of its 

products‟ and „Promote its products as socially responsible‟, respectively chosen by the 71 

and 69% of the participants). The first „pro-social‟ motive was the sixth in general: 56% of 

the respondents indicated that the campaign was realized to „Promote consumers‟ awareness 

on the harms caused by excessive drinking‟. Even though it is evident that respondents 

selected self-serving motives as predominant in the realization of the campaign, when asked 

to indicate the nature (intrinsic or extrinsic) of sponsors‟ motivations, nearly all of them 

chose the simultaneous presence of both types. As illustrated in the following graph, eight out 

of ten respondents indicated the simultaneous presence of both intrinsic and extrinsic 

sponsors‟ motives for the realization of the campaign. H2 is therefore supported. 
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H3-A predicted that Heineken „alcohol moderation‟ campaign would not bring any 

impoverishment on corporate image nor losses in intentions to buy Heineken‟s products even 

in presence of consumers‟ perceptions of „extrinsic‟ and „self-serving‟ motives. Even in this 

case, the results supported the hypothesis. Overall, both consumers‟ buying intentions and 

Heineken‟s corporate image were enhanced (or, at least, unchanged) after the vision of the 

advertisement in the vast majority of the cases, as evidenced by the following graphs: 
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participants‟ perception of extrinsic and intrinsic motives, but no significant result was found. 

This confirmed the hypothesis that, despite the multiple and divergent interpretations about 

sponsor‟s motives, consumers‟ evaluations and attitudes toward the company would be 

uniformly positive and there would not be any particular impoverishment in corporate image 

and buying intentions. In fact, for example, losses in purchase intentions were manifested 

only by a 2% of the respondents who had perceived the presence of purely extrinsic and self-

serving motives. Or again, only the 6% of the participants who perceived uniquely extrinsic 

motivations behind the campaign has indicated a slight impoverishment in the corporate 

image, versus a 43% who did not change its previous perception and a 51% for which 

Heineken‟s corporate image was enhanced after the vision of „Know The Signs‟. It is 

therefore safe to state that the results fully supported H3-A, as clearly illustrated by the 

following graphs. 
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  Finally, H3-B predicted that the industry-sponsored campaign would be less effective than 

the analogous PSA in promoting true awareness about alcohol-related harms. It was therefore 

hypothesized the finding of greater propensity to „drink moderately‟ after the vision of the 

„Know Your Limits‟ campaign rather than after Heineken‟s „Know The Signs‟. In order to 

test this, respondents were asked to express their agreement on a series of statements about 

the effects of the two campaigns. Once again, the results confirmed the hints emerged from 

the qualitative research and this last hypothesis. For instance, 78% of the respondents agreed 

that „This video made me understand that excessive drinking is harmful‟ after the vision of 

the PSA, versus a 38% who declared the same after the vision of Heineken‟s advertisement. 

Or again, commenting the PSA, the 62% of the respondents agreed on the fact that „This 

video made me reflect about the inappropriate behaviours linked with excessive drinking‟, 

whereas less than 27% said the same after the vision of „Know The Signs‟. The following 

graph highlights the differences in the effects between the two campaigns in terms of 

promotion of „responsible drinking‟. 

 

  

 

On the contrary, for what concerns participants‟ intentions to drink alcohol after the vision 

of the two advertisements, results show that Heineken „Know The Signs‟ stimulated 

definitely more its viewers to go out and drink something than the analogous PSA.  
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Finally, combining respondents‟ level of agreement (from 1=‟strongly disagree‟ to 5= 

„strongly agree‟) on the different statements about their „proneness to drink moderately‟ and 

their „will to drink‟ after the vision of the campaigns, it appears evident that, overall, the 

industry-sponsored campaign is way less effective than the PSA in promoting awareness and 

stimulating changes in dangerous drinking behaviours. On the contrary, it stimulates viewers‟ 

intentions to drink alcohol definitely more than the „Know Your Limits‟ campaign. H3-B is 

therefore fully supported, as evidenced by the following graph. 
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8. CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 

 

 

Since both a consistent portion of consumers and public health advocates held alcohol 

industry in a very low regard (Lipman, 1991), beer companies started to feel the need of 

creating „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, in order to soften the increasing 

criticisms and to improve their corporate image. Since then, beer producers have continued to 

employ increasingly more these communication strategies, but it seems that these „socially 

responsible‟ approaches have convinced more the general public than public health 

organizations. In a recent report
65

, for instance, EUCAM – the European Centre for 

monitoring Alcohol Marketing – warned that similar CSR practices employed by the tobacco 

industry have been proven to be ineffective and counterproductive, and that therefore similar 

studies on the alcohol industry would reasonably show similar outcomes: “It may be clear 

that a similar way of reasoning can hold for the alcohol industry”. The main issue that 

worried EUCAM and other public health organizations arises from the fact that, even though 

the effects of these campaigns have not been sufficiently investigated yet, for analogy with 

similar practices utilized by the tobacco industry, they may be considered to have little or no 

effects in promoting true awareness about alcohol-related problems, serving instead uniquely 

industry‟s objectives of public relations and product promotion. Also, “an additional problem 

that comes with CSR of alcohol producers is that it treads uncharted territory and as such 

lends many opportunities to circumvent existing regulations on alcohol marketing” (EUCAM 

Report, 2009a). 

In this sense, the dispute between public-health advocates and beer producers is still open, 

with the former supporting the idea that these campaigns are deliberately ineffective and 

created ad hoc to promote product consumption, increase brand market share and, at the same 

time, to soften criticisms, and the latter defending their conduct and claiming that their 

„socially responsible‟ campaigns are instead “strategically sound, evidence based and not 

designed to simply grab headlines”.
66

 

The debate is still unsolved even because - as Atkin et al. (2008) suggested - there is a lack 

of concrete studies on the impact that these „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns 

                                                        
65 EUCAM Report (2009a) Trends in Alcohol Marketing. Corporate Social Responsibility: the new marketing 
tool 
66 Diageo’s spokesman defending the validity of the industry’s adverts. 
http://www.ias.org.uk/resources/publications/alcoholalert/alert200801/al200801_p6.html 

http://www.ias.org.uk/resources/publications/alcoholalert/alert200801/al200801_p6.html
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may have on the audience, even though it should be of great interest for both beer producers 

and public health organizations. However, if the two positions are incompatible, the best key 

to the reading on the topic may be provided by a direct analysis on the other actors involved 

in the issue:  the consumers. 

Accordingly, the present study has tried to fill the cognitive gap with an empiric research 

aimed at investigating consumers‟ evaluations and interpretations about „alcohol moderation‟ 

messages promoted by beer industry, in order to obtain findings valuable from both a public 

health and a corporate point of view. In this context, the purpose of this research was 

therefore to reach a better understanding on the way in which consumers interpret and react 

to „drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, investigating the main outcomes of the 

perceived messages in terms of consumers‟ attitudes towards the sponsoring firm and of 

eventual positive changes in their drinking behaviours. In doing that, the study has developed 

the general guidelines indicated by the recent reference literature and has integrated these 

theoretical insights with an empiric experiment aimed at confronting an industry-sponsored 

„moderation‟ advertisement with an analogous Public Service Announcement, in order to 

verify the presence of eventual differences in the construction of the two messages and in 

their effects on the audience. 

The first issue investigated in the research concerned the content of the message of the two 

advertisements. Based on the literature on the topic and on the findings emerged during the 

qualitative research, it was hypothesized that „Know The Signs‟, the industry-sponsored 

campaign, would result to be constructed more „ambiguously‟ than the analogous PSA, with 

the inclusion of both moderation messages and pro-drinking elements. In fact, it was argued 

that the industry-sponsored advertisement was constructed with „strategic ambiguity‟ – that 

is, the purposeful use of messages with high levels of abstraction that allows the sender to 

simultaneously achieve different and even contrasting objectives (Eisemberg, 1984). The 

results actually confirmed this hypothesis: whereas „Know Your Limits‟, the PSA employed 

as stimulus for the research, was found to convey almost exclusively a message of 

moderation and responsibility, the „similar‟ campaign sponsored by Heineken was perceived 

to be more „ambiguous‟, with the inclusion of „positive alcohol expectancies‟ (Zwarun, 2010) 

and pro-drinking elements that in some cases even stimulated consumers‟ intentions to drink 

beer. 

Also, it was found that consumers who used to drink more and who were more likely to be 

engaged in excessive drinking behaviour noticed the pro-drinking aspects of the industry-

sponsored advertisement to a greater extent in comparison with those who already had 
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„moderate‟ drinking habits. In fact, respondents who used to „binge‟ more frequently or to 

consume a greater amount of alcohol often recognized themselves or their friends in the 

„funny‟ and „ridiculous‟ situations depicted in the campaign and remembered with 

amusement the nights out spent drinking in company. In this way, Heineken was able to send 

to the „moderate‟ audience a message of responsibility, while, at the same time, winning 

sympathy and empathy in the eyes of the heaviest consumers
67

, that is, the best clients in 

terms of profits.  

In conclusion, the Public Service Announcement, obviously constructed with the only goal 

in mind of promoting awareness about alcohol-related problems, resulted to convey really 

almost uniquely a message of responsibility. On the contrary, Heineken campaign was found 

to be more „strategically ambiguous‟ and constructed with elements of „moderation‟ mixed 

with positive „alcohol expectancies‟. This probably reflects the fact that, in the creation of its 

„drink responsibly‟ communication campaigns, Heineken wants to simultaneously pursue 

different objectives, such as actually promoting responsibility, dispelling criticisms, 

improving corporate image and stimulating product consumption. 

Right as regards consumers‟ evaluations of beer companies‟ motives for producing this kind 

of „socially responsible‟ advertising, the research showed that respondents infer a multiplicity 

of purposes behind these campaigns, with the simultaneous perception of both intrinsic and 

extrinsic motives. The former concern the pro-social objectives of promoting awareness 

about alcohol-related problems and discouraging the misuse of alcoholic beverages, whereas 

the latter relate to the self-serving efforts in public relations and in the promotion of brand 

image and product consumption. However, even though the perception of extrinsic and 

opportunistic motives was predominant in respondents‟ evaluations, hardly any negative 

outcome has been found in terms of consumers‟ attitudes towards the sponsoring firm and in 

purchasing intentions. Contrarily to what hypothesized in recent studies (Landman et al., 

2002; Atkin et al., 2008; Park et al., 2010), these industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ 

communication campaigns do not represent a risk for sponsor‟s reputation and business even 

in presence of consumers‟ perceptions of opportunistic and self-serving motives. On the 

contrary, the results showed that both corporate image and purchasing intentions are 

generally enhanced or unchanged
68

 after the vision of these „socially responsible‟ 

                                                        
67 ‘Worldwide, 30% of all drinkers consume the 80% of the total alcohol: it is therefore evident that a 
large part of the industry’s profit relies on ‘irresponsible’ and heavy consumers’. Data from the University 
of Southampton, presented at the conference Alcohol and Health, Amsterdam, 2010 
68 Corporate Image: 95% Enhanced or Unchanged; 5% Worsened.  
Purchasing Intentions: 98% Increased or Unchanged, 2% Decreased. 
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advertisements, which, at the same time, presumably augment brand recognition, functioning 

similarly to standard product advertising
69

. 

 As regards the effects and the differences in the effects between the industry-sponsored 

campaign and the analogous PSA, the results of the empiric research showed that Heineken‟s 

„Know The Signs‟ is way less effective than the „Know Your Limits‟ advert in promoting 

responsibility and in discouraging excessive drinking behaviours. On the contrary, it 

sometimes even stimulates viewers‟ intentions to drink alcohol. However, the differences are 

not all that marked. In fact, it is undeniable that even Heineken‟s advertisement has actually 

promoted reflection about the inappropriate behaviours linked with excessive alcohol 

consumption in a large part of the audience, even if in lower measure than the PSA. Besides, 

results showed that in some cases even „Know Your Limits‟ campaign has somehow 

stimulated viewers‟ intentions to go out and drink something, even if definitely less than the 

similar Heineken ad. This is probably due, as already suggested by critics from the University 

of Bath
70

, to the presence of „humour‟ and „nonsense situations‟ in the message. 

In conclusion, from a public health perspective, from this study emerges that industry-

sponsored „moderation‟ campaigns are not sufficiently effective in actually promoting 

awareness about alcohol-related problems and in discouraging dangerous drinking 

behaviours. They therefore should be reformulated and created without the inclusion of 

„strategically ambiguous‟ messages, positive alcohol expectancies and other pro-drinking 

elements. Also, even the alcohol moderation Public Service Announcements could be 

enhanced following the suggestions illustrated in chapter number two
71

, since they work 

definitely better than the analogous industry-sponsored campaigns but apparently they are 

still not completely effective. 

On the other side, from a corporate point of view, these campaigns are useful tools for 

simultaneously achieving different objectives; first of all, they serve the public relations 

functions of softening criticisms and lending a positive light on the industry in the eyes of the 

general public. Secondly, these advertisements serve the marketing purposes of promoting 

sponsor‟s brand and enhancing corporate image. Lastly, but not less importantly, promoting 

responsibility and simultaneously inserting positive portrayals of product consumption, beer 

companies are able to pursue the objectives of being perceived as „socially responsible‟ and 

                                                        
69This aspect was not investigated in the research, but, as EUCAM suggests, ‘by including the brand name 
in social responsible campaigns, brand awareness and brand recognition are raised. Therefore, it is safe to 
label such campaigns as advertisements’ (EUCAM, 2009a). 
70 http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/scepticism-over.html) 
71 Paragraph: ‘How to construct an effective message’ 

http://www.alcoholpolicy.net/2008/05/scepticism-over.html
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reducing the harms caused by alcohol misuse, without at the same time truly undermining 

most forms of beer consumption.  

The results of the research therefore supported in great part the criticisms advanced by 

EUCAM and other public health organizations about the ineffectiveness and the „ambiguous‟ 

nature of industry-sponsored „drink responsibly‟ campaigns. On the other side, beer 

companies are obviously enthusiastic for this new kind of „socially responsible‟ marketing 

tool and, until they are allowed to, they should continue to employ these forms of 

communications, since they allow them to win sympathy in the eyes of most stakeholders and 

to simultaneously pursue multiple objectives with exclusively positive outcomes for their 

business under different aspects, as already extensively discussed. 

This study has the merit of empirically integrating the reference literature with a direct 

research on consumers‟ evaluations of industry-sponsored alcohol moderation campaign, but 

it also presents several limitations that need to be addressed in future studies.  

First of all, the topic is so important for all the actors involved that it requires a definitely 

more exhaustive research. For instance, little more than one hundred and fifty participants 

were interviewed for the empiric experiment; future studies should instead employ a larger 

and more representative sample. 

Also, the issue is strongly controversial and therefore need additional investigations to be 

fully analysed and comprehended. In particular, while in this study most measures were 

created to simply provide a general knowledge on the investigated issues, more precise and 

sophisticated measurement scales – such as those commonly used in the marketing literature 

to assess attitudinal outcomes - should be employed to fully understand consumers‟ 

evaluations and reactions to these „drink responsibly‟ communications.  

A further limitation of this study lies in the fact that it is focused exclusively on „general‟ 

moderation campaigns and therefore does not consider more specific messages such as those 

concerning the issue of „drunk driving‟. 

It is also evident that the empiric research has employed as stimuli only a single example of 

„drink responsibly‟ campaign sponsored by a beer company and a single example of Public 

Service Announcement: for obvious reasons, the results cannot therefore be fully extended 

and generalized; additional studies are still needed to provide more solid evidences. 

Nevertheless, in the not-yet-developed context of studies about industry-sponsored alcohol 

moderation campaigns, the present work succeeded in providing useful findings and hints for 

further in-depth researches, serving as orientation for future investigations on this 

controversial issue. 
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