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Alcohol sponsorship of football

Foreword

Foreword from Rt Hon. Henry McLeish,
former First Minister of Scotland

One of my greatest passions and interests is Scottish sport,
and football in particular. It has now been 12 years since

| conducted my review into Scottish football, but | am as
interested and involved in the sport as ever.

Football is a source of great pride, health, fithess, and cultural
importance for Scotland. No other country in Europe has such
a large percentage of its population attending weekly football
games. This is the case across the whole country, with
leagues, teams and fans spanning the entirety of Scotland.
Huge numbers of people enjoy a shared experience

of attending games and coming together to celebrate,
commiserate and hopefully dream, time and time again.

There is something very special and unique about the
dedication of our Scottish football fans and their emotional
connection to their clubs and the game. Football provides a
sense of community for many; a place where folks catch up
with friends and family; making memories.

Scottish football should inspire positive relationships, good
health, and team spirit. However, club sponsorship has
allowed the promotion of harmful products such as alcohol
to take part in our beloved game and for the alcohol industry
to capitalise on our unique relationship with football - the
beautiful game.

Sport sponsorship provides alcohol companies with a
prominent and highly attractive method of reaching a large
audience, influencing how much and how often they consume
alcohol. It is well established that exposure to alcohol

marketing is associated with the initiation of drinking, an
increase in alcohol consumption, and has been reported to
increase risk of relapse (for those in recovery). Sponsorship
allows brands to form attractive associations and to capitalise
on fans’ emotional connections with sport and sports teams.

As former First Minister, | have seen the devastating harms
caused by alcohol in Scotland in recent decades. Tragically,
alcohol continues to be one of Scotland’s most serious public
health issues - as evidenced by the latest alcohol death
figures from the National Records for Scotland. These figures
show an increase from 1,020 alcohol-specific deaths in 2020
to 1,245 in 2021, with death rates 5.6 times higher among
those living in the most deprived areas of Scotland, compared
to the least.

However, these figures reflect only those deaths where
alcohol was solely responsible. If you include those where
alcohol has played a part, the true alcohol death toll is at
least 3 times higher. While a fatal outcome is the most tragic
demonstration of alcohol harm, the adverse impact on society
is much wider, affecting not only those suffering alcohol
problems, but also those around them. Everyone in Scotland
knows someone whose life has been damaged by alcohol.

This report makes valuable findings which | welcome. The
report highlights that Scottish football has a comparatively
lower number of sponsors than our European counterparts,
and within this we have a higher proportion of alcohol
sponsors. We must find a better way to finance Scottish
football, finding sponsors with values that align with sports
and community, and who are not damaging our Scottish
population by marketing harmful products. | have no doubt
that this aim could be easily achieved. Even in tough times
Scottish football could do much better.

This form of avoidable harm has no place in sport, and the
Scottish Government must show leadership in implementing
decisive, effective approaches to tackle this. Sport should no
longer be a forum for alcohol to be promoted.

Scotland needs to call time on alcohol sports
sponsorship.

A report prepared for Scottish Health Action on Alcohol
Problems by the Institute for Social Marketing and
Health, Faculty of Health Sciences and Sport, University
of Stirling.

Published November 2022
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Summary

Background and aims: Alcohol sports sponsorship
provides a highly effective, high-profile, and high-reach
platform for alcohol companies to promote their products
and allows brands to capitalise on existing emotional
connections that consumers have with their favourite
teams, players, or events. Controls on alcohol marketing,
including alcohol sponsorship, are recommended by

the World Health Organization (WHO) as one of their
three ‘best buy’ policies to reduce harmful use of alcohol.
Most countries in the WHO European region have some
form of controls in place for alcohol marketing, ranging
from self-regulation to statutory restrictions. However,
there is limited evidence on the extent of alcohol sports
sponsorship in various European countries and whether
this is impacted by different approaches towards regulating
alcohol sports sponsorship. This report therefore examines
the extent of alcohol sport sponsorship in the top tier of
professional football across various European nations.

Methods: An open-source audit of the main sponsors
(and/or partners) of ‘top flight’ male professional football
teams (n=178) and leagues in 10 European countries. The
main sponsors/partners for each team and league were
captured from official websites.

Findings: Across the 178 teams audited, 7,807 main
sponsors / partners were identified. Of these main
sponsors / partners, 2.6% (n=200) were judged to be
alcohol related (range: 0.6% in Sweden to 7.4% in
Belgium). Most were for producers/distributors/brands of
alcoholic drinks (93.5%). A smaller proportion were for
brand variants with no (zero) or low alcohol content (4.0%)
or licensed premises that primarily sold alcohol (2.5%).
Of the 178 teams audited, 72.5% (n=129) were judged

to have at least one alcohol related sponsor/partner.
Across the 10 leagues, 110 main sponsors / partners
were identified. Of these, four were judged to be alcohol
related (3.6%, all individual leagues), all of which were for
producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks.

Conclusion: The extent of alcohol sponsorship across
European countries with varying approaches to alcohol
marketing is complex. Although alcohol sponsors made
up a small percentage of all main sponsors / partners
identified, three quarters of teams were judged to have at
least one alcohol related sponsor/partner. While the data
supports that countries with statutory controls do appear
to have comparatively less alcohol sponsorship, the
differences observed between other countries - particularly
where no statutory controls exist - suggests that wider
cultural and commercial factors are also important
determinants.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Alcohol Sponsorship

Marketing is the main source of communication between
a brand and consumers. There is evidence from multiple
systematic reviews and primary studies that awareness
of, and engagement with, alcohol marketing is associated
with increased likelihood of alcohol consumption amongst
young people (Smith & Foxcroft, 2009; Booth et al., 2008;
Jernigan et al., 2017; Sargent & Babor, 2020). There is
also increasing awareness of the impact of marketing on
other vulnerable groups, for example dependent drinkers
or those in recovery (Alcohol Focus Scotland, 2022).

One form of alcohol marketing is sponsorship, which
provides a highly effective, high-profile, and high-reach
platform for alcohol companies to promote their products
and brands. Sponsorship of sporting teams and events
allows brands to capitalise on the existing emotional
connections that consumers have with their favourite
teams, players, or events (Purves, 2017). Sponsorship is
an umbrella term that encompasses a range of marketing
practices including, but not limited to: shirt sponsorship;
advertising across stadiums (e.g., hoardings around the
pitch or electronic screens); exclusive ‘pourage rights’
within the stadiums and fan zones; limited edition products
that feature the names of teams and/or their achievements;
a presence on official social media channels; and players
and/or managers featuring in advertisements (Purves

& Critchlow, 2020). Research has found an association
between exposure to alcohol sport sponsorship and
increased consumption, including among young people
and adult sportspersons (Brown, 2016). The World Health
Organization (WHO) describes alcohol sponsorship as

a key strategy used by transnational alcohol companies
to increase awareness of their products and reach new
audiences in different parts of the world (World Health
Organization, 2022).

1.2. Restricting Alcohol Sponsorship

Controls on alcohol marketing, including sponsorship,

are listed by the WHO as one of their three ‘best buy’
policies to reduce the harmful use of alcohol (World Health
Organization, 2017). Most countries in the WHO European
region have some controls in place for alcohol marketing,
ranging from self-regulatory codes overseen by the alcohol
and/or marketing industries to statutory controls imposed
by governments (World Health Organization, 2020). In

the United Kingdom (UK), for example, sponsorship

is largely self-regulated by a representative body of
alcohol producers (Portman Group, 2014). Reviews of

the literature, however, have concluded that such self-
regulatory approaches for alcohol marketing are subject to
several limitations which may, in turn, limit any protective

effect for consumers (Noel et al., 2017, Noel et al., 2017).
Conversely, countries such as France and Norway

have statutory controls on alcohol marketing, including
prohibitions on sports sponsorship (Purves et al., 2022).
There is, however, evidence that the alcohol industry
may circumvent these statutory controls, for example by
using alibi marketing in France during the UEFA Euro
2016 football tournament and rugby union Six Nations
Championship (Barker et al., 2021; Murray et al., 2018;
Purves et al., 2017; Purves & Critchlow, 2021).

1.3 Research Objectives

There is limited evidence on the extent of alcohol sports
sponsorship in various European countries and to what
extent different approaches to restricting alcohol sports
sponsorship impacts on the sponsorship arrangements of
football clubs in these countries. In response, this report
had two research objectives (RO):

RO1: To examine the extent of alcohol sport sponsorship
in the top tier of professional football across various
European nations.

RO2: To explore to what extent different approaches to
restricting alcohol sports sponsorship impacts on the
sponsorship arrangements of football clubs in these
countries.
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2. Methods

2.1. Design

The data come from an open-source audit of the main
sponsors (and/or partners) of professional football teams
and leagues in 10 European countries. This builds on
research examining sponsor relationships for professional
football and rugby union teams in Scotland (Purves

& Critchlow, 2020) and elsewhere (Belt et al., 2014;
Macniven et al., 2015; Maher et al., 2006; Sartori et al.,
2018).

2.2. Sample

We chose a purposive sample of 10 European countries
to represent varied league size and profile, geographical
distribution, and regulatory approaches for alcohol
sponsorship (Table 1). From each country, we sampled
all teams who competed in the ‘top-flight’ of male football
(n=178), as well as sponsors of the leagues themselves.
Data for most leagues relates to the 2021/2022 season,
except for the Swedish Allsvenskan and Norwegian
Eliteserien, which are played over the summer rather
than winter months. For this analysis, we only focused
on the sponsors associated with the men’s first team
(i.e., not women'’s teams, affiliate teams, or youth teams).
Information on the alcohol marketing regulations in each
country was sourced from the website of the European
Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing (EUCAM, 2022)
and from previous work (Purves et al., 2022).

2.3. Data collection

All data was captured between April and May 2022. Clubs
were reviewed in chronological order of league end date
to limit any potential confounding influence of sponsors

/ partners being changed or delisted at the end of the
season. The main sponsors / partners for each team and
league were captured from official websites using the
screenshot function on an iPhone, which enabled capture
of a large amount of data within and across leagues in a
time and resource efficient manner. We did consider that
mobile optimised websites may differ from those designed
for browsers on computers. In cases where it appeared
that mobile optimisation may have led to key changes in
website format/design, such as the number of sponsors

[ partners displayed prominently on the homepage, the
website was checked using a laptop web browser. Most
websites were captured in the country’s native language,
using search engines to translate key terms as necessary.
Some websites offered the option of switching to a
purpose-built English version. These translated sites,
however, sometimes contained less information and fewer
sponsors than the native language version. As such, where
translations were available, these were cross-checked
against the native language version.

2.4. Identifying main sponsors or
partners

Consistent with a previous study examining sponsorship
among professional sports teams in Scotland (Purves

& Critchlow, 2020), we sought to identify companies or
organisations presented as the ‘main sponsors’ or ‘official
partners’ of each club or league (hereafter ‘main sponsors /
partners’). We did not seek to identify ‘minor’ relationships,
such as sponsoring individual players or match-days or
purchasing corporate hospitality packages.

Table 1. Countries and professional football leagues sampled

Is alcohol sport

sponsorship allowed?*

Belgium First Division A
England Premier League
France Ligue 1

Germany Bundesliga

Italy Serie A

Netherlands Eredivisie

Norway Eliteserien

Scotland Scottish Premiership
Spain La Liga

Sweden Allsvenskan

18 Yes
20 Yes
20 No
18 Yes
20 Yes
18 Yes
16 No
12 Yes
20 Yes
16 Yes

Notes: *As per the restrictions listed in the country profiles on the European Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing (EUCAM, 2022).
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In practice, the main sponsors/partners were defined in
myriad ways across the 10 countries. This included, but

is not restricted to, main/premium/principal partners, shirt/

kit sponsors, stadium partners, official partners/suppliers
(including variations such as official beer partner/official wine
supplier), tiered levels of sponsorship (platinum, gold, silver,
bronze), business partners, and network/media partners. To
standardise the information collected within and between
countries, we principally searched for pages and/or sections
on websites that detailed each club or league’s official
sponsors / partners. In addition, or where no specific sponsor/
partner page could be identified, we also captured the
organisations or companies who were displayed prominently
on the official websites, for example those clearly reported
across the header or footer.

Identification of main sponsors and partners was carried
out by AM. To ensure consistency, RP and NC also
independently extracted data from a team that had already
been extracted and coded by AM. The three researchers
then met to discuss their rationale for extraction and
resolve any discrepancies, thus ensuring a consistent

and coherent approach for the main coding. Any other
ambiguities that arose during the main coding were
discussed among the research team. For all leagues and
teams, a detailed narrative log was kept to document
where data on the main sponsors / partners was extracted
from (e.g., rotating widget at the bottom of the website) and
the rationale for any data excluded.

2.5. Information recorded about each
sponsor or partner

For each main sponsor / partner identified, we coded: (1)
which country, league, and team it was associated with;
(2) the sponsor name; (3) a link to their website [where
available or found through search engines]; (4) notes

on where the sponsor information was identified and
extracted on the website (e.g., rotating widget at the base
of homepage); and (5) whether the sponsor/partner was
related to alcohol (using information from the sponsor
website as required — such as unfamiliar brands). For the
purposes of this analysis, an alcohol sponsor was defined
as any company and/or organisation which produced or
distributed an alcoholic product/brand. We also captured
licensed premises with a clear focus on selling alcohol
(e.g., pubs or bars) and sponsorship related to no (zero) or
low-strength alcoholic drinks.

3. Results

3.1. Sample overview

Across the 10 leagues, we observed 110 main sponsors /
partners. Of these main sponsors / partners, four were judged
to be alcohol related, all of which related to separate leagues
and were for producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks.

Across the 178 teams audited in the leagues, 7,807 main
sponsors / partners were identified (range: 5 to 386) (Table
2). Of these main sponsors / partners, 2.6% (n=200) were
judged to be alcohol related. This ranged from 0.6% of the
main sponsors / partners observed for teams in Sweden’s
Allsvenskan to 7.4% for teams in Belgium First Division A.
Of the 178 teams audited, 72.5% (n=129) had at least one
main sponsor / partner related to alcohol.

Of the 200 main sponsors / partners judged to be alcohol
related, most for producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic
drinks (93.5%; n=187). A smaller proportion were for brand
variants with no (zero) or low alcohol content (4.0%; n=8)
or licensed premises that primarily focused on the sale of
alcohol (2.5%, n=5; e.g., pubs or bars).

3.2. Belgium

Belgium has some statutory legislation in place to restrict
alcohol marketing. These, however, do not seem to extend
to sports sponsorship. Instead, sponsorship is covered

by self-regulation for youth protection policy and content
restrictions (Covenant on practice and advertising for
alcoholic beverages) (EUCAM, 2022).

The top men’s football league in Belgium is the First Division
A. There were six main sponsors / partners identified for
the league, one of which was an alcohol producer. This
producer was also the league’s title sponsor, which was re-
branded as the Jupiler Pro League under this arrangement.
Across the 18 teams, we identified 460 main sponsors /
partners (range: 8-68). Of these main sponsors / partners,
7.4% (n=34) were judged to be alcohol related. All of these
were for producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks,
apart from one relationship for a zero-alcohol brand variant.
Of the 18 teams, 17 were observed to have at least one
main sponsor / partner that was related to alcohol.

3.3. Scotland

Scotland is part of the United Kingdom which has a self-
regulatory system covering alcohol marketing. In Scotland,
there are currently no known legislative restrictions on
alcohol sport sponsorship (EUCAM, 2022). Sponsorship
activities are instead self-regulated by the advertising and
alcohol industry, with the most recent guidance published
in 2014 (Portman Group, 2014).
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The top men’s football league in Scotland is the Scottish
Premiership, also known as the Cinch Premiership for
sponsorship purposes. Of the 19 main sponsors / partners
identified for the league, one was judged to be a producer/
distributor/brand of alcoholic drinks. Across the 12 teams,
we identified 236 main sponsors / partners (range: 7-42).
Of these main sponsors / partners, 6.4% (n=15) were
judged to be alcohol related, all of which were alcohol
producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks. Of the
12 teams, six were observed to have at least one main
sponsor / partner that was related to alcohol.

3.4.England

England is part of the UK which, as discussed for Scotland,
has a self-regulatory approach to alcohol marketing. In
England, there are currently no statutory restrictions on
alcohol sport sponsorship. Sponsorship activities are
instead self-regulated by the advertising and alcohol
industry, with the most recent guidance published in 2014
(Portman Group, 2014).

The top level of the men's English football is the Premier
League. Of the 15 main sponsors / partners observed for
the league, one was producer/distributor/brand of alcoholic
drinks. Across the 20 teams in the league, we observed
526 sponsorship relations (range: 11-52). Of these main
sponsors / partners, 5.5% (n=29) were judged to be
alcohol related, all of which were for producers/distributors/
brands of alcoholic drinks. Of the 20 teams, 18 were
observed to have at least one main sponsor / partner that
was related to alcohol.

3.5. Spain

There is no state-level legislation in Spain covering alcohol
marketing. The advertising of alcoholic beverages in various
media (press, radio, cinema, outdoor and TV) is regulated

at the regional level. Advertising during sporting events is
covered by the content restrictions in Article 5.5 General Law
of Advertising. There are no known statutory restrictions on
sports sponsorship (EUCAM, 2022).

The top men’s football league in Spain is LaLiga, also known
as LalLiga Santander for sponsorship purposes. Of the 22
main sponsors / partners identified for the league, one was
judged to be a producer/distributor/brand of alcoholic drinks.
Across the 20 teams, we identified 472 main sponsors /
partners (range: 5-68). Of these main sponsors / partners,
4.7% (n=22) were judged to be alcohol related, all of which
were producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks. Of the
20 teams in this league, 19 were observed to have at least
one alcohol related sponsor / partner.

3.6. Netherlands

There are statutory regulations in the Netherlands which
cover the availability, placement, and price promotions of
alcohol products. However, there are no known statutory
restrictions on sports sponsorship (EUCAM, 2022).

The top men’s football league in the Netherlands is the
Eredivisie. Of the 11 main sponsors / partners observed for

the league, none were judged to be alcohol related. Across

the 18 teams, we identified 589 main sponsors / partners
(range: 9-235). Of these main sponsors / partners, 3.1% (n=18)
were judged to be alcohol related. Within the alcohol related
sponsors / partners, 13 were for producers/distributors/brands
of alcoholic drinks and five were for no (zero) alcohol brands.
Of the 18 teams, 16 were observed to have at least one main
sponsor / partner that was related to alcohol.

Table 2. Sponsor relationships and proportion alcohol related, by league / country

League (Country) N sponsors / Per cent (%) Is alcohol sport

partners for teams alcohol related  sponsorship allowed?*

First Division A (Belgium) 460 7.4% Yes
Premiership (Scotland) 236 6.4% Yes
Premier League (England) 526 5.5% Yes
LaLiga (Spain) 472 4.7% Yes
Eredivisie (Netherlands) 589 3.1% Yes
Bundesliga (Germany) 1,148 2.5% Yes
Serie A (ltaly) 1,016 2.5% Yes
Ligue 1 (France) 412 1.9% No
Eliteserien (Norway) 1,586 0.8% No
Allsvenskan (Sweden) 1,362 0.6% Yes
Total 7,807 2.6%

Notes: *As per the restrictions listed in the country profiles on the European Centre for Monitoring Alcohol Marketing (EUCAM, 2022).
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3.7. Germany

In Germany three different regulations exist that
specifically refer to alcohol marketing and advertising.
However, these regulations do not extend to sports
sponsorship. In practice, the self-regulatory ‘Code of
Conduct’, designed by the alcohol and advertising
industries, is the main regulatory system in place in
Germany (EUCAM, 2022).

The top men’s football league in Germany is the
Bundesliga. Of the six main sponsors / partners observed
for the league, none were judged to be alcohol related.
Across the 18 teams, we identified 1148 main sponsors
or partners (range: 9-386). Of these main sponsors /
partners, 2.5% (n=29) were judged to be alcohol-related,
all of which were for producers/distributors/brands of
alcoholic drinks. Of the 18 teams, 17 were observed to
have at least one main sponsor / partner that was related
to alcohol.

3.8. Italy

In Italy six different regulations (statutory and non-
statutory) exist that specifically refer to alcohol marketing
and advertising. Application of these rules appears very
complicated. In practice, the ‘Advertising self-regulation
code” is the main regulatory system in place in Italy. There
are no known statutory restrictions on sports sponsorship
(EUCAM, 2022).

The top men’s football league in Italy is the Serie A, also
known as the Serie A TIM for sponsorship purposes. Of the
nine main league sponsors / partners, none were judged
to be alcohol related. Across the 20 teams, we identified
1016 main sponsors / partners (range: 16-117). Of these
main sponsors / partners, 2.5% (n=25) were judged to be
alcohol related, all of which were for producers/distributors/
brands of alcoholic drinks. Of the 20 teams, 15 were
observed to have at least one main sponsor / partner
related to alcohol.

3.9. France

France has statutory legislation which restricts the
marketing of alcohol products over 1.2% alcohol by
volume. The aims of the Evin law are: (1) to limit where
advertising appears; (2) to ban the use of aspirational
imagery in alcohol advertising and only allow informative
data; (3) and to ensure that all alcohol advertising includes
warnings about alcohol harm. Any sponsorship operation
is prohibited when its purpose or effect is the direct or
indirect propaganda or advertising of alcoholic beverages
(L3323-2 Code de la Santé publique). (Purves et al.,
2022). Sponsorship of sporting events is prohibited.

The top men'’s football league in France is Ligue 1, also
known as the Ligue 1 Uber Eats for sponsorship purposes.
Of the nine main sponsors / partners observed for the

10

league, none were judged to be alcohol related. Across
the 20 teams, we identified 412 main sponsors / partners
(range: 7-49). Of these main sponsors / partners, 1.9%
(n=8) were observed to be alcohol related, all of which
were for producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks.
Of the 20 teams in the league, six were observed to have
at least one main sponsor / partner that was related to
alcohol.

3.10. Norway

Norway has extensive statutory restrictions on

alcohol marketing. The ban applies to all commercial
communication (including traditional advertising channels
and social media) targeting the Norwegian market,
regardless of channel or medium. The ‘Alcohol Act’
includes a ban on advertising for all alcoholic beverages
during sporting events (Chapter 9, the Alcohol Act)
(EUCAM, 2022; Purves et al., 2022).

The top men’s football league in Norway is the Eliteserien.
Of the six main sponsors / partners observed for the
league, none were judged to be alcohol related. Across
the 16 teams, we identified 1,586 main sponsors / partners
(range: 56-216). Of these main sponsors / partners, 0.8%
(n=12) were judged to be alcohol related. Within the
alcohol related sponsors / partners, seven were producers/
distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks, four related to
licensed premises with a primary purpose of selling alcohol
(e.g., pubs or bars), and one was for a no (zero) alcohol
variant. Of the 16 teams, eight were observed to have

at least one main sponsor / partner that was related to
alcohol.

3.11. Sweden

There is statutory legislation partially banning alcohol
advertising in Sweden. The advertising of beverages of
over 2.25% ABV (alcohol by volume) is restricted, and low
and no-alcoholic beverages must not be advertised in a
way that may cause them to be confused with stronger
alcoholic beverages. In general, restrictions relate to
media, content, and location of advertising, with the aim
being to protect children and young people from exposure.
However, there are no statutory restrictions on sports
sponsorship (EUCAM, 2022; Purves et al., 2022).

The top men'’s football league in Sweden is the
Allsvenskan. Of the seven main sponsors / partners
observed for the league, none were judged to be alcohol
related. Across the 16 teams, we identified 1,362 main
sponsors / partners (range: 12-136). Of these main
sponsors / partners, 0.6% (n=8) were judged to be alcohol
related. Six of these were for producers/distributors/brands
of alcoholic drinks, one was a no (zero) alcohol brand, and
one for a licensed premises which primarily focused on
selling alcohol. Of the 16 teams in this league, seven were
observed to have at least one alcohol related sponsor /
partner.
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4. Discussion

4.1. What is the extent of alcohol
sport sponsorship in the top tier of
professional football across European
nations?

The findings are mixed. Of 178 teams audited, only 2.6%
of the main sponsors / partners identified were judged to
be alcohol related. Conversely, however, three quarters
of teams had at least one sponsor judged to be alcohol
related. The findings for the leagues were similarly mixed.
Specifically, of the 10 leagues audited, only four main
sponsors / partners were judged to be alcohol related (out
of 110), yet four of the ten leagues had an alcohol related
sponsor. For the most part, the main sponsors judged

to be alcohol related (for both teams and leagues) were
producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks, with
only a smaller proportion for no-or-low alcohol brands or
licensed premises.

4.2. Do different approaches to
restricting alcohol sports sponsorship
influence the sponsorship
arrangements of football clubs in these
countries?

The data provides some evidence about the impact

of differing approaches to regulating alcohol sport
sponsorship. Specifically, teams from countries identified
as having no statutory restrictions on alcohol sponsorship
appeared to have a higher proportion of alcohol related
sponsors versus non-alcohol sponsors. In Belgium’s First
Division A, for example, 7.4% of all the main sponsors

/ partners identified were judged to be alcohol related,
almost all teams were judged to have at least one alcohol
related sponsor/partner, and the title sponsor of the league
was an alcohol producer/distributor. Conversely, in Norway
and France, both of which already have statutory controls,
only a smaller proportion of the main sponsors / partners of
the teams audited were judged to be alcohol related (0.8%
and 1.9%, respectively) and neither league was observed
to have a main sponsor/partner that was alcohol related.

The data also provide some evidence that wider controls
on alcohol marketing may also have an indirect effect on
sport sponsorship. Specifically, in Sweden, there are no
known statutory restrictions on alcohol sport sponsorship,
yet only 0.6% of the main sponsors / partners identified
for teams in the Allsvenskan were judged to be alcohol
related, less than half of teams had at least one alcohol
related sponsor/partner, and the league itself did not have
an alcohol related sponsor. Sweden does, however, have
some statutory restrictions on wider alcohol advertising
(EUCAM, 2022; Purves et al., 2022). Thus, the lower
number of alcohol related sponsors may be an indirect

consequence of these broader restrictions limiting how any
sponsorship relation could be promoted (e.g., on television
or billboards).

There are, however, important caveats. The first is that the
presence or absence of statutory controls does not appear
to be the sole determinant of alcohol related sponsorship.
For example, neither Germany nor England have

statutory controls on alcohol sponsorship. Despite this,

the proportion of main sponsors / partners for the teams

in Germany’s Bundesliga that were judged to be alcohol
related (2.5%) was half of those judged to be alcohol
related in England’s Premier League (5.5%). Moreover,
while the Premier League itself had a main sponsor /
partner judged to be alcohol related, the Bundesliga did
not. The same is also true for Netherlands versus Scotland.
Both countries employ a self-regulatory approach to
alcohol sponsorship and neither have significant statutory
controls on wider alcohol advertising activity. Nevertheless,
the proportion of main sponsors / partners for teams in

the Netherland’s Eredivisie that were judged to be alcohol
related (3.1%) was half of those for teams in the Scottish
Premiership (6.4%). The Scottish league also had a main
sponsor / partner that was judged to be alcohol related, but
the Netherlands league did not. As such, it appears that
other cultural and commercial factors also determine the
degree of alcohol sponsorship.

The second caveat is that a small degree of alcohol
sponsorship was still observed in countries with statutory
controls, namely Norway and France. For both countries,
most of these main sponsors / partners related to
producers/distributors/brands of alcoholic drinks. This
report, however, is not intended to suggest that these
relationships are in breach of either countries alcohol
marketing controls. This is a matter to be determined by
their own respective monitoring and enforcement bodies.
This finding is, however, consistent with previous studies
which have reported that alcohol brand cues do appear
during sport even in countries that have statutory controls.
For example, previous research has reported that alibi
marketing has been used to circumvent the Evin law during
both UEFA Euro 2016 finals (Murray et al., 2018; Purves
et al., 2017) and rugby union Six Nations Championship
(Barker et al., 2020; Purves et al., 2021).

4.3 Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. The first relates
to how information was captured. The format, design,
and contents of the websites varied greatly within and
between countries and, although we attempted to gather
sponsorship information in a consistent and systematic
manner (e.g., specific pages/sections and sponsor logos
displayed prominently on the website), some margin

of error is possible. Moreover, except for the English
and Scottish leagues, data from all other websites was
captured in languages not native to the research team.
While attempts were made to mitigate this, for example
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using options to display websites in English or translate
terms using online search engines, this may have led to
some margin of error for the information captured. We also
only captured information from the official websites of each
league and club. The format and detail about each sponsor
may vary on other marketing platforms, for example their
social media accounts or official smartphone applications.

The second limitation relates to determining what
companies and/or organisations were considered main
sponsors / partners. Both within and across leagues,

a very broad and diverse range of terms were used to
describe different types of sponsor relationships (see
Section 2.4 for examples). This created some challenges
in differentiating between major and minor sponsors. This
challenge was further complicated by how varied terms
may have translated between the native language and
English. In some cases, the distinction between major and
minor sponsors was also unclear in the website layout, or
the website did not make a distinction between the two
groups. We responded to these challenges by conducting
a consistency check between researchers prior to the main
coding to establish mutual understanding what constituted
a main sponsor, and we discussed any issues that arose
during the main coding. Nevertheless, there is a degree of
inherent subjectivity in categorising main sponsors within
and between countries.

The final limitation is that we only captured whether a
company or organisation was listed as a main sponsor /
partner of a club or league. This data does not, however,
provide insight into the financial importance of these
relationships to the individual clubs or leagues, for example
the proportion of overall revenue or the degree of in-kind
support provided. Neither does it provide insight into the
sponsorship activities involved in the relationship (see
Purves and Critchlow, 2020). Searching for and analysing
such information (e.g., through club financial reports) was
beyond the scope and resource of this project. This is an
important consideration for the study findings. Although
most clubs were judged to have at least one sponsor/
partner related to alcohol, this does not necessarily equate
to significant financial input. Equally, however, although
only a small number of the main sponsors / partners
identified were judged to be alcohol related, this could still
equate to a substantial proportion of overall sponsorship
income. Both are plausible interpretations, and it is also
likely the extent of financial contribution will vary within and
between leagues (e.g., by club profile).

5. Conclusion

The extent of alcohol sponsorship across European
countries with varying approaches to alcohol marketing

is complex. Although alcohol sponsors made up a small
percentage of all main sponsors / partners identified,
three quarters of teams were still observed to have at
least one main sponsor/partner related to alcohol. This
study, however, cannot determine the financial value of
these relationships (e.g., revenue or in-kind support) or
the sponsorship activity involved. While the data does
broadly support the hypothesis that countries with statutory
controls have comparatively less alcohol sponsorship,
differences between countries (particularly where no
statutory controls exist) suggests that wider cultural and
commercial factors are also likely to be an important
determinant. Some alcohol sponsorship was still observed
in Norway and France, which have statutory restrictions,
although whether this is compliant with the legislation is a
matter for each country’s enforcement authorities.
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