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ABSTRACT. Objective: This article provides a systematic review of
cross-sectional research examining associations between exposure to
alcohol marketing and alcohol use behaviors among adolescents and
young adults. Method: Literature searches of eight electronic data-
bases were carried out in February 2017. Searches were not limited
by date, language, country, or peer-review status. After abstract and
full-text screening for eligibility and study quality, 38 studies that
examined the relationship between alcohol marketing and alcohol
use behaviors were selected for inclusion. Results: Across alcohol
use outcomes, various types of marketing exposure, and different
media sources, our findings suggest that cross-sectional evidence in-
dicating a positive relationship between alcohol marketing exposure
and alcohol use behaviors among adolescents and young adults was
greater than negative or null evidence. In other words, cross-sectional
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evidence supported that alcohol marketing exposure was associated with
young peoples’ alcohol use behaviors. In general, relationships for alcohol
promotion (e.g., alcohol-sponsored events) and owning alcohol-related mer-
chandise exposures were more consistently positive than for other advertis-
ing exposures. These positive associations were observed across the past four
decades, in countries across continents, and with small and large samples.
Conclusions: Despite issues of measurement and construct clarity within
this body of literature, this review suggests that exposure to alcohol industry
marketing may be important for understanding and reducing young peoples’
alcohol use behavior. Future policies aimed at regulating alcohol marketing
to a greater extent may have important short- and long-term public health
implications for reducing underage or problematic alcohol use among youth.
(J. Stud. Alcohol Drugs, Supplement 19, 42–56, 2020)

THIS ARTICLE PROVIDES a systematic review of
cross-sectional research examining associations between

exposure to alcohol marketing and alcohol use behaviors
among adolescents and young adults. Understanding if and
how exposure to marketing influences young people is an
important issue for researchers, public health advocates,
and practitioners. Concerns have been raised about youth,
in particular, because of their potential vulnerability to mar-
keting influences (Bonnie & O’Connell, 2004), extensive
consumption of media and exposure to alcohol marketing
(Jernigan et al., 2005; King et al., 2017; Ross et al., 2014b),
and heightened risk of engaging in heavy drinking (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2017). Because
alcohol marketing has the potential to reach large audiences,
even small effects on behavior may have substantial effects
at the population level.

Compared with most other products, there are key dif-
ferences in the ways in which alcohol can be advertised and

marketed as a result of statutory and self-imposed regula-
tions, with self-regulation often used to avoid governmental
regulation (Babor, 2010). In the United States, for example,
voluntary codes specify that alcohol advertising should be
restricted to media where 71.6% of the expected audience is
of legal drinking age (≥21 years), should not depict exces-
sive drinking or acceptance of drunken behavior, and should
not claim or represent that alcohol consumption is related
to success or status (Beer Institute, 2018; Distilled Spirits
Council of the United States, 2011; Wine Institute, 2011).
Public health advocates, however, have criticized industry
codes because there is no independent oversight, monitoring,
or enforcement. In particular, concern has been expressed
that these codes may be ineffective at limiting young peo-
ple’s exposure to alcohol marketing and may be aimed more
at placating policy makers than at protecting public health
(Babor, 2010; Casswell & Maxwell, 2005; Noel & Babor,
2017; Noel et al., 2017; Pierce et al., 2019).

Whether young people are deliberately targeted by al-
cohol advertisers or not, adolescents and young adults are
regularly exposed to alcohol advertising (Jernigan et al.,
2005; King et al., 2017; Ross et al., 2014b). Although ex-
posure to advertising may influence alcohol consumption
directly, theoretical conceptualizations such as the marketing
receptivity model and message interpretation process model
posit that effects of exposure may be mediated through cog-
nitive and affective responses (Austin, 2007; McClure et al.,
2013a). Importantly, then, studies suggest that young people
are not only exposed to alcohol advertising but also attend
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to it and often find it appealing and attractive (Austin et al.,
2006; Chen et al., 2005).

Although cross-sectional studies of alcohol marketing
cannot establish causal or time-ordered relations between
marketing exposures and alcohol use, they are nonetheless
important. Cross-sectional studies represent a substantial
proportion of the research on alcohol marketing, in part be-
cause they are relatively easy to conduct, are less expensive
than longitudinal studies, and avoid ethical issues that arise
in experimental studies. Despite their shortcomings, cross-
sectional studies can provide important information. Of note,
they can establish whether associations between alcohol
marketing exposures and alcohol use exist and whether these
associations are substantive enough to deserve further study
using more rigorous research designs. In addition, cross-
sectional studies can identify potentially important mecha-
nisms that may mediate or moderate marketing influences.
They thus can play an important role in theory development,
increase our understanding of how marketing influences
might work, and identify potential targets for intervention.

In this article, we provide a systematic review of the
cross-sectional research on alcohol marketing and alco-
hol use behaviors among adolescents and young adults.
Although there have been previous literature reviews on
alcohol advertising among youth (e.g., Berey et al., 2017;
Grube, 2004; Russell et al., 2016), most have been narrative
reviews, and none have undertaken a systematic consider-
ation of the extensive cross-sectional literature. As part of
the larger consensus project investigating alcohol marketing
and alcohol use, we address differences across forms of
media, types of exposures, and alcohol use outcomes, and
whether the evidence of associations is robust across studies.
We also critically consider the quality of the research and
provide directions for future studies focusing on strengthen-
ing the measurement and conceptualization of both exposure
to marketing and alcohol use outcomes. Last, we discuss
the implications of the findings for policy and prevention or
intervention.

Method

Literature search strategy

The project coordination team searched eight electronic
databases for the concepts of “alcohol” and “marketing” up
to February 14, 2017 (see supplement introduction, Sargent
et al., 2020). Databases included Cochrane Central Register
of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL; 1992–February 14, 2017);
MEDLINE via Ovid (1946–February 14, 2017); Embase
via Elsevier (1947–February 14, 2017); Web of Science and
CINAHL (nursing/allied health) via EBSCO (1900–Febru-
ary 14, 2017); PsycINFO via EBSCO (1806–February 14,
2017); Communication & Mass Media Complete via EB-
SCO (1918–February 14, 2017); and Econlit via Proquest

(1969–February 14, 2017). Literature searches of databases
were not limited by date, language, country, or peer-review
status. Some of these databases indexed grey literature (e.g.,
books/monographs, conference papers, and other nonperiodi-
cal sources).

The search of key concepts by the project coordination
team yielded 27,351 results. After de-duplication and two
rounds of title and abstract screening, 409 titles remained
potentially eligible for our cross-sectional review. The project
coordination team provided us with full texts of these ar-
ticles, which we screened according to our inclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria

Studies were evaluated for inclusion based on language,
study design, sample age, exposure measure, and outcome
measure. First, only studies in English were included. The
study design was limited to cross-sectional studies that con-
trolled for at least some known confounders. For the purpose
of parsimony, control variables were grouped into individual
(e.g., age or gender), interpersonal (e.g., parental percep-
tions), and environmental (e.g., alcohol outlet density) level
controls (Table 1). We excluded studies that used simple
descriptive or bivariate analyses. For the sample, we included
only research that focused on individuals 25 years old or
younger. Studies that included a broader age range were
included only if subgroup analyses considered participants
within the age range of interest. Studies that examined any
exposure to industry alcohol advertising were included, other
than exposure through earned media (e.g., watching others
use alcohol on social media). Studies that assessed only gen-
eral measures of time using media (e.g., hours of television
watched) were excluded. Last, for outcome measures, only
studies that examined alcohol use behaviors or problems
were included (e.g., heavy episodic drinking [HED], alcohol
dependence).

Using these inclusion criteria, titles and abstracts of the
409 studies were first screened for inclusion independently
by two or three of the researchers (LJF, SLK, JWG, AB, and
EK) using Rayyan (Ouzzani et al., 2016). Disagreements
were resolved through discussion. A total of 110 articles
were selected through the initial screening for a full-text re-
view. Full-text review of these articles resulted in 43 studies
that met all the eligibility criteria.

Data extraction and quality assessment

Extracted data included study authors, publication year,
data-collection year, country, participants’ age, sample size,
definition and operationalization of the outcome measures,
definition and operationalization of alcohol marketing ex-
posure measures, covariates included in the analyses, and
key findings related to the associations among exposure and
outcome measures in the fully adjusted models. We used a
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Figure 1. Flow diagram depicting the literature reviewed for inclusion in the review article

combination of criteria from the Quality Assessment Tool
for Observational Cohort and Cross-Sectional Studies and
the Newcastle-Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale to assess
the quality of the articles (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, n.d.; Wells et al., 2000). Studies were
scored on a scale of 0–10, with higher scores indicating
greater quality. Five studies with quality scores below 5 were
excluded, leaving 38 studies in the review (Figure 1). The
average quality-assessment score of included studies was
8.00 (SD = 0.77; Table 1).

Analytic strategy

All 110 full-text articles were examined independently
by two reviewers (LJF, SLK, or JGW) who extracted data
from each study and assessed the study quality. Reviewed

articles were discussed and discrepancies in extracted data
and quality-assessment scoring were resolved by consensus
among reviewers. Using extracted data, results of eligible
studies were stratified and organized by alcohol use outcome
and marketing exposure type. We conducted the review in
accordance with the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines (Moher
et al., 2010).

To summarize findings, several data reduction techniques
were used. First, findings were grouped by alcohol use out-
comes to include lifetime, past-year, past-month or current,
and heavy or problematic alcohol use categories. The heavy
or problematic alcohol use outcome category included find-
ings from a range of referenced time frames (e.g., past-2-
week HED or past-month HED). Further, two studies that
assessed very unique alcohol use outcomes—number of
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21st birthday drinks consumed (Mittmann et al., 2009) and
a composite measure of many different alcohol use behaviors
(Paek & Hove, 2012)—are not discussed in the text. Second,
given the range of and diversity in the assessed types of
alcohol marketing exposures used, we collapsed types of
marketing exposures into three categories: (a) alcohol ad-
vertising (e.g., seeing ads or marketing awareness, Gordon
et al., 2011; Strickland, 1982), (b) alcohol promotion (e.g.,
receiving sponsorship or attending alcohol-sponsored events,
Strickland, 1982; Thomsen et al., 2004), and (c) ownership
of alcohol-related merchandise (de Bruijn et al., 2016; Mc-
Clure et al., 2013a). This categorization allowed us to draw
conclusions about the role of different marketing exposure
types on various alcohol use outcomes. Last, we summarized
findings across the types of media examined (e.g., television,
billboards, etc.). Given the limited number of studies that
conducted subgroup analyses (e.g., Jones & Magee, 2011;
Naimi et al., 2016; Saffer & Dave, 2003), we reviewed main
or whole sample findings because there was too little infor-
mation to draw reliable conclusions on the relationship be-
tween marketing exposure and alcohol use outcomes among
subgroups.

Results

Table 1 provides information about and a brief summary
of key findings for each of the 38 included studies. Most re-
search was conducted in the United States (47%) or Europe
(16%). Data were collected from 1980 to 2015, and samples
ranged from 89 to ~63,000 participants. Of the studies in
the review, 11 used objective measures of alcohol market-
ing exposure (e.g., ad stock; Naimi et al., 2016) compared
with 27 studies that relied only on perceived exposures (e.g.,
recalling ads; McClure et al., 2013b).

Lifetime alcohol use

In total, 10 studies from 8 countries (Australia, Brazil,
Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Scotland, United States)
assessed 32 different associations between marketing expo-
sures and lifetime drinking outcomes. These studies covered
many different types of media and used different measures
to assess exposure to alcohol marketing.

Alcohol advertising. Positive associations were found
across different media types including advertising on televi-
sion, in magazines and newspapers, in mixed media types, in
music, at bottle shops and the point of sale, and in bars and
pubs (Austin & Nach-Ferguson, 1995; de Bruijn et al., 2016;
Gordon et al., 2011; Hurtz et al., 2007; Jones & Magee,
2011; McClure et al., 2013a; Morgenstern et al., 2011; Pin-
sky et al., 2007; Primack et al., 2014; Unger et al., 2003). A
few of these studies (Austin & Nach-Ferguson, 1995; Jones
& Magee, 2011; McClure et al., 2013a; Unger et al., 2003)
identified positive associations for advertising for some types

of media but not others. For example, an Australia-based
study found positive associations between lifetime drinking
and exposure to alcohol advertising in magazines, in bottle
shops or at the point of sale, and in bars and pubs but not
with exposure to alcohol advertising on television or bill-
boards (Jones & Magee, 2011).

Other studies identified positive associations between
exposure to alcohol advertising and lifetime alcohol use
when using some but not all types of exposure measures. For
example, a study conducted in the United States found posi-
tive associations between lifetime alcohol use and exposure
to alcohol advertising when considering media receptivity
or liking alcohol advertising but not when considering see-
ing alcohol advertising as an exposure measure (Unger et
al., 2003). Across these associations, 21 positive relation-
ships compared with 11 null association relationships were
observed, suggesting moderate evidence for the association
between alcohol advertising exposures across media types
and lifetime alcohol use outcomes among young people. No
unexpected direction associations were observed for these
outcomes.

Alcohol promotion and owning alcohol-related merchan-
dise. Results related to associations between lifetime alcohol
use and alcohol promotion or owning alcohol-related mer-
chandise were more consistent. Across all six studies assess-
ing these relationships, positive associations were observed
for alcohol promotion (Gordon et al., 2011; Jones & Magee,
2011; Pinsky et al., 2007) and self-reported ownership of
alcohol-related merchandise (de Bruijn et al., 2016; Hurtz et
al., 2007; Primack et al., 2014). For example, in a study con-
ducted in Scotland, positive associations were found between
participating in alcohol promotions and lifetime alcohol use
among 12- to 14-year-old participants (Gordon et al., 2011).
No null or unexpected direction findings were observed for
this outcome suggesting strong evidence for the association
of these marketing exposures with young peoples’ lifetime
alcohol use behaviors.

Past-year alcohol use

We identified five studies from four countries (Australia,
New Zealand, Thailand, United States) that assessed 19 dif-
ferent associations between alcohol marketing exposures
and past-year alcohol use outcomes. These studies assessed
different types of media and used a range of exposure
measures.

Alcohol advertising. Positive associations were found
across television, bar or pub, and mixed media advertising
types (Jones & Magee, 2011; Lin et al., 2012; Saffer &
Dave, 2003; Vantamay, 2009). For example, a study in New
Zealand found a positive association between brand alle-
giance and past-year frequency and typical-quantity alcohol
use (Lin et al., 2012). However, many of these articles also
found null associations for other media types or when us-
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ing different measures of exposure. For example, this same
study found no associations between alcohol advertising and
past-year frequency or quantity when assessing marketing
awareness or engagement with traditional marketing (Lin et
al., 2012). Across the five studies, the assessed associations
of similar positive relationships (n = 9) compared with null
associations (n = 10) suggest inconclusive evidence for the
relationship between alcohol advertising across media types
and past-year alcohol use outcomes among young people.
No unexpected direction associations were observed for
these outcomes.

Alcohol promotion and owning alcohol-related merchan-
dise. None of the studies included in our review examined
the relationship between ownership of alcohol-related
merchandise and past-year alcohol use. The only study ex-
amining alcohol promotion found a null association. Specifi-
cally, this single study from Australia found no association
between seeing promotional materials and past-year alcohol
use frequency (Jones & Magee, 2011).

Past-month and current alcohol use

The majority of studies included in this review assessed
past-month or current alcohol use outcomes. In total, 21
studies from seven countries (Australia, Brazil, Cambodia,
Germany, New Zealand, United Kingdom, United States) as-
sessed 52 associations between alcohol marketing exposures
and past-month or current alcohol use outcomes.

Alcohol advertising. In studies that assessed young peo-
ples’ exposure to alcohol advertising, positive relationships
were found across media types including television, maga-
zines and newspapers, movie, mixed media, bar and pub,
internet, and brand allegiance (Atkin et al., 1984; Faria et
al., 2011; Faulkner et al., 2017; Gunter et al., 2009; Jones
& Magee, 2011; Kinard & Webster, 2010; Lin et al., 2012;
Morgenstern et al., 2011; Naimi et al., 2016; Peltzer et al.,
2016; Ross et al., 2014a, 2015; Saffer & Dave, 2003; Sie-
gel et al., 2016; Unger et al., 2003). For example, a British
study reported positive associations between seeing alcohol
advertising on television, in movies, and in magazines
with past-month drinking frequency (Gunter et al., 2009).
Similarly, two American studies found positive associa-
tions between seeing alcohol advertising on television, as-
sessed using ad stock data, and past-month brand-specific
consumption frequency (Ross et al., 2015) and quantity
(Naimi et al., 2016). As with other alcohol use outcomes,
many of the studies also found null associations for other
media types or when using different measures of exposure.
Across the assessed associations, observed positive rela-
tionships (n = 31) were more numerous than null associa-
tions (n = 20). Taken together, moderate evidence for the
relationships between alcohol advertising exposures and
past-month and current alcohol use among young people
was observed.

Alcohol promotion and owning alcohol-related merchan-
dise. Four studies assessed associations between past-month
or current alcohol use and exposure to alcohol promotion
(Clapp & McDonnell, 2000; Faulkner et al., 2017; Jones &
Magee, 2011; O’Brien et al., 2014). Whereas one of these
studies reported positive associations between alcohol pro-
motion and past-month alcohol use (O’Brien et al., 2014),
two others observed null findings (Faulkner et al., 2017;
Jones & Magee, 2011). For example, a British study found
that receiving alcohol industry sponsorship for a team or
club was positively associated with young people’s current
alcohol consumption (O’Brien et al., 2014). In contrast, a
recent study in Australia found no association between spon-
sorship awareness and past-month drinking status among 12-
to 17-year-old adolescents (Faulkner et al., 2017). One study
found a negative relationship between perceived alcohol
promotion on campus and past-month alcohol use frequency
among college students (Clapp & McDonnell, 2000). The
limited evidence from different countries using different
measures makes it difficult to summarize findings about
associations between alcohol promotion and past-month
alcohol use. Focusing on owning alcohol-related merchan-
dise, the two studies that assessed this marketing exposure
found positive associations between owning alcohol-related
merchandise and past-month alcohol status, using samples in
the United States and Australia (Faulkner et al., 2017; Hurtz
et al., 2007).

Heavy or problematic alcohol use

Sixty-one different associations between alcohol market-
ing exposures and heavy or problematic alcohol use out-
comes were reported in 18 studies included in our review.
Samples from 14 countries (Australia, Brazil, Cambodia,
Chile, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, New Zealand,
Philippines, Thailand, United Kingdom, United States,
Zambia) and many different types of media and measures of
exposures were assessed.

Alcohol advertising. Of the studies that assessed alcohol
advertising, positive associations were found across televi-
sion, magazines and newspapers, music, and mixed media
(Critchlow et al., 2016; de Bruijn et al., 2016; Faulkner et al.,
2017; Kheokao et al., 2013; Morgenstern et al., 2011; Peltzer
et al., 2016; Pinsky et al., 2007; Primack et al., 2014; Saffer
& Dave, 2003; Sanhueza et al., 2013; Swahn et al., 2013;
Unger et al., 2003). For example, a study of adolescents in
four European countries (i.e., Germany, Italy, Netherlands,
and Poland) found a positive association between self-
reported exposure to alcohol advertising on television and
past-month HED status (de Bruijn et al., 2016). However,
null associations were also reported considering these types
of media or using different measures of exposures (Huckle
et al., 2008; Kheokao et al., 2013; McClure et al., 2013a,
2013b; Peltzer et al., 2016; Pinsky et al., 2010; Swahn et al.,
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2011; Swahn et al., 2013; Unger et al., 2003). For example,
a study conducted in Thailand found positive associations
between high levels of alcohol use with media exposure,
information reception, and skepticism but no association
with desirability of or identification with alcohol advertising
(Kheokao et al., 2013). Further, one study found a negative
relationship between television advertising exposure and
heavy or problematic alcohol use outcomes (Unger et al.,
2003). Across the assessed associations, observed positive
relationships (n = 32) were only slightly more common com-
pared with the null associations (n = 28), suggesting mixed
evidence for the relationship between alcohol marketing
and heavy drinking or problematic alcohol use outcomes in
cross-sectional research.

Alcohol promotion and owning alcohol-related mer-
chandise. Positive associations for alcohol promotion
(O’Brien et al., 2014; Pinsky et al., 2007, 2010; Swahn et
al., 2011, 2013) and ownership of alcohol-related merchan-
dise (de Bruijn et al., 2016; Faulkner et al., 2017; McClure
et al., 2013a; Primack et al., 2014) were also observed.
In a study in Zambia, having been offered free samples
of alcohol from an industry representative was associ-
ated with lifetime drunkenness or problem-drinking status
(Swahn et al., 2011). In an American study, a positive as-
sociation between owning alcohol-branded merchandise
and past-month frequency of HED was reported (McClure
et al., 2013a). Only one study reported a null association
between alcohol promotion (i.e., sponsorship awareness)
and past-week risky drinking (Faulkner et al., 2017). Two
studies—one in the Philippines (Swahn et al., 2013) and
one in United States (Primack et al., 2014)—reported null
associations between owning alcohol-related merchandise
and heavy or problematic alcohol use outcomes. Taken
together, considerable evidence for the association between
alcohol promotion or owning alcohol-related merchandise
and heavy or problematic alcohol use outcomes among
young people was observed.

Discussion

The goal of this systematic review was to summarize
cross-sectional research investigating the relationship be-
tween alcohol marketing exposures and alcohol use behav-
iors among young people. Across alcohol use outcomes,
marketing exposure types, and different media sources, our
findings suggest that, overall, the cross-sectional research
provides more evidence for a positive relationship between
alcohol marketing exposure and alcohol use behavior among
adolescents and young adults than negative or null evidence.
In other words, the cross-sectional evidence supports that
alcohol marketing exposure may be associated with young
peoples’ alcohol use behaviors. In general, relationships for
alcohol promotion and owning alcohol-related merchandise
exposures were found to be more consistently related to

alcohol consumption than for other marketing exposures.
These positive associations were observed across the past
four decades, in countries across continents, and with small
and large samples.

Methodological issues have made it challenging to review,
evaluate, and summarize findings. First, there was substantial
variability in the types of alcohol outcomes, marketing expo-
sure measures, and media sources assessed. Thus, summariz-
ing across these diverse constructs made it difficult to draw
firm conclusions about specific associations. Also, across the
studies, there was often poor or inconsistent measurement of
study constructs. Alcohol outcome measures, for example,
varied substantially and were sometimes ambiguous, mak-
ing it difficult to compare across the different studies. Media
types were often inadequately described, arbitrarily grouped
together, or inconsistently assessed.

Further, the issues surrounding measurement of marketing
exposures were substantial. Some studies combined different
exposure types (e.g., hours of media use, liking advertise-
ments, owning of branded items) into a single measure, also
making it difficult to interpret results and compare across
studies. When these indicators are combined into summative
measures, it may cloud the true nature of the relationship
between marketing and alcohol use. For example, the mar-
keting receptivity model (McClure et al., 2013a) suggests
that some measures of exposure may be more proximal to
behaviors than others. From this perspective, exposure to
advertising per se is less closely associated with alcohol
consumption than is recall of specific advertisements or
ownership of branded items. Further, seeing advertisements
on television may be experienced differently by youth than
seeing advertisements on billboards or at the point of sale.
Similarly, although some studies assessed exposure to media
types individually (Jones & Magee, 2011), others combined
these media types (Gordon et al., 2011). Although this ap-
proach may help us understand the potential cumulative
relationship between marketing exposure and behavior, it
makes it difficult to inform intervention or policy aimed
at addressing specific media exposures or types. Last, this
literature was limited by the potential systematic bias in
studies that rely on young peoples’ recall of media content
(e.g., those predisposed to drink may attend more closely to
marketing).

Moving forward, researchers need to more carefully con-
ceptualize and operationalize marketing exposure. Greater
uniformity will help the literature become substantially
more robust and conclusive. Further, future research should
continue to carefully document the nature of industry alcohol
marketing in both traditional and new media. Detailing the
nature and source of messages that circulate through social
media or internet platforms is essential and will help support
effective policy development (Biglan et al., 2019). See Noel
et al. (2020) in this issue for a review of exposure to digital
alcohol marketing and alcohol use.
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Findings from this review may have important policy
and prevention implications. Current voluntary codes for
the alcohol industry (e.g., Beer Institute, 2018) that are de-
signed to limit underage youth’s exposure to marketing may
be insufficient (Babor, 2010). It may be important to adjust
these industry standards or assign external agencies to as-
sess compliance with them. Indeed, research suggests young
people are frequently exposed to alcohol advertising (e.g.,
Jernigan et al., 2005). Evidence from this review supports
these concerns as it highlights the wealth of research that
demonstrates positive associations between diverse market-
ing exposures across media types and alcohol use behaviors
among vulnerable populations. Results of this review also
highlight the need to eliminate or reduce youth exposure to
alcohol promotion, such as free sampling or owning alcohol-
related merchandise. Future policies aimed at regulating
alcohol marketing to a greater extent may have important
short- and long-term public health implications for reducing
underage or problematic alcohol use among young people.
Further, prevention interventions to reduce potential effects
of exposure to alcohol marketing on young peoples’ alcohol
use and problems may be important. For example, media
campaigns or other interventions can be tailored to reduce
effects of such exposures.

Limitations

Our findings should be interpreted in light of some limi-
tations. First, notwithstanding the observed correlations
of advertising exposure with alcohol use behaviors, cross-
sectional survey studies are limited by the correlational na-
ture of the data. It is possible to determine only that there
is a relationship between media exposure and alcohol use
behaviors but not the directionality of these relationships
or whether they are spurious and the result of common pre-
disposing factors that influence both choice of media and
alcohol use. Experimental and longitudinal work is needed
to better demonstrate potential causal relationships and
mechanisms. Second, although our search strategy was ex-
pansive, it may be possible that additional studies were not
included in this review, particularly unpublished research.
Publication bias is a potential issue that needs to be consid-
ered, as a bias toward publishing studies showing a positive
association between alcohol marketing and alcohol use
may result in overestimated size and consistency of these
associations (Nelson, 2011). That our systematic review
found a range of effect sizes, including null findings, some-
what mitigates this concern. Third, given the range of study
outcomes, exposures, and media types, it was not pos-
sible to calculate and determine overall effect sizes across
the various studies (e.g., meta-analysis). Last, we used a
quality-assessment system to ensure that only high-quality
studies were included to make more robust conclusions,
therefore limiting included studies.

Conclusion

The current systematic review study of cross-sectional re-
search found support for the claim that, in general, exposure
to alcohol marketing is associated with diverse alcohol use
behaviors among adolescents and young adults. Although
these positive associations were observed, the cross-sectional
literature is plagued with challenges related to construct
clarity and measurement. Nonetheless, evidence from this
review may have important research and policy implications
for researchers, stakeholders, practitioners, and public health
advocates.
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