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Joint Select Committee on Social Media and Australian Society

Dear Committee,

We welcome the opportunity to provide a submission to the Joint Select Committee on Social Media
and Australian Society inquiry into the influence and impacts of social media on Australian society.

Every Australian should be able to grow up and live in an environment that supports their health and
wellbeing. Yet our community is constantly bombarded with promotions for alcohol, including on
social media. Alcohol companies advertise relentlessly through a wide range of media, using
sophisticated technology to target people with marketing for their products. Higher standards and
regulation for how unhealthy products are marketed on digital platforms, including social media, are
urgently needed to better protect the community.

Our response focuses on the harms to Australian society because of digital alcohol marketing
practices, including on social media. It also encompasses the opportunities to harness the power of
social media to spread evidence-informed messages about the harms caused by alcohol, to
empower the Australian Community.

Our response addresses the following terms of reference:

(c) the important role of Australian journalism, news and public interest media in countering mis and
disinformation on digital platforms;

(d) the algorithms, recommender systems and corporate decision making of digital platforms in
influencing what Australians see, and the impacts of this on mental health;

(e) other issues in relation to harmful or illegal content disseminated over social media, including
scams, age-restricted content, child sexual abuse and violent extremist material; and

(f) any related matters.

About Alcohol Change Australia.

Alcohol Change Australia is a group of health and community organisations working together to
improve the health and wellbeing of the Australian community. Alcohol Change Australia encourages
policy change to prevent and reduce alcohol harm in Australia. Further information on Alcohol
Change Australia, including our members and policy priorities, can be found on our website at
www.alcoholchangeaus.org.au.
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Alcohol causes significant levels of harm to the Australian community.

Alcohol takes a significant toll on our communities, fuelling violence, injuries, and deaths. Every day,
15 people die from alcohol-related harm in Australia.! In 2018, alcohol contributed to 4.5% of the
total burden of disease and 15% of the overall burden of injury.? Alcohol use is causally linked to
over 200 disease and injury conditions,?® and causes at least seven types of cancer.* Some of those
most at harm from alcohol include children and young people, unborn babies, those living in rural
and remote areas, and people living with mental health conditions. There is a complex relationship
between mental health and alcohol.? Alcohol intake is associated with mental health issues and is a
risk factor for suicide.®

Alcohol marketing on digital platforms is causing harm.

The expansion of digital platforms has given the alcohol industry the opportunity to market products
in ways that are highly targeted, time-relevant, and interactive. Alcohol companies bombard the
Australian community with 40,000 alcohol ads a year on Facebook and Instagram alone.® The
extensive amounts of personal data used in digital marketing allows alcohol companies to profile
and target people based on particular behaviours and characteristics. Algorithms developed by
digital platforms allow the alcohol industry to specifically target heavy users of alcohol at the same
time as recruiting new consumers in a range of markets and demographics.” Online tracking,
profiling, and data collection enables harmful marketing of alcohol.

Concerningly the marketing of harmful products does not only target adults. Digital platforms collect
the data of children and young people for marketing purposes, with technology companies collecting
over 72 million data points on a child by the time they are 13 years old.® Meta has been found to
have flagged children as being ‘interested’ in harmful products, including alcohol.’ It has also been
reported to use personal data collected to create profiles of young people with harmful or risky
interests, including 13- to 17-year-olds interested in alcohol, smoking, and gambling.'® Furthermore,
Meta has allowed advertisers to buy access to the data of young people profiled as having harmful
interests.’ This is just a snapshot of some of the harmful marketing practices that occur on digital
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platforms. The lack of transparency and visibility of online marketing means the true extent of harms
is unknown.

The health, wellbeing and online safety of children, individuals and the community should be
protected above the profits of online service providers and companies selling harmful products.
However, right now, online marketing benefits digital platforms and the alcohol and advertising
industries. This is coming at a cost to the community. A recent study found that when online,
children and teenagers are being targeted by advertising of unhealthy products, including alcohol.**
The more children and young people are exposed to alcohol advertising, the more likely they are to
start using alcohol products at a younger age, and to drink more if they are already using alcohol.?
This impact is seen with digital marketing, with young people’s exposure to alcohol marketing online
linked to increased alcohol use.'® Research has found ‘liking’ or following alcohol marketing pages on
social media is associated with riskier alcohol use among young Australians.*

The constant flow of pro-alcohol messages is confronting and difficult for people with lived
experience of alcohol harm. Unfortunately the collection of personal data means that the people
most likely to be targeted with advertising for alcohol and other harmful products are often the
people most harmed by these products, such as people experiencing dependence.’ A recent survey
of Australians who were trying to reduce or stop their use of unhealthy products found 83% agreed
or strongly agreed that digital marketing makes it more difficult for them to reduce their use of
alcohol, gambling, and unhealthy foods. Almost 9 in 10 people would prefer to see less or no online
marketing for alcohol.®

Reforms are urgently needed to better protect the community.

Regulatory approaches have not kept pace with the increased sophistication and diversity of modern
alcohol marketing, including on social media. Australia continues to rely on voluntary, industry-
managed codes and practices for managing alcohol marketing. Research has consistently shown the
self-regulatory system is inadequate, ineffective, and lacks transparency and accountability.?’
Existing codes do not adequately restrict alcohol companies from marketing on digital platforms that
are used by children, and there are few rules limiting how companies can use data for marketing
purposes, including the collection and use of children’s data. The system does little to reduce
community exposure to alcohol marketing and is failing to protect people’s health.

The Australian Government has the opportunity to introduce higher standards for how the alcohol
industry markets and sells its products, including via social media. We need regulatory systems that
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ensure safe and healthy environments for everyone, especially for children and other Australians
most at risk from harm.

Use of social media to share health promoting messages.

Social media is a powerful mechanism to share evidence-based health messages. Australians have a
right to know if the products they are using can cause them harm. However, many people in the
community are not aware of the range and magnitude of the harms caused by alcoholic
products.’®1%20 \We recently released a report that highlighted that less than half of Australians were
aware that alcohol could cause cancer.?! Social media provides a platform to raise awareness of the
harms caused by alcohol, to empower the Australian society to make informed decisions for their
health and wellbeing.

Australia is a world leader in tobacco control and the decades of tobacco control action in our
country have demonstrated how combining effective public health-focused policies with strong
public education campaigns can help change social norms. Unfortunately, compared to smoking,
Australian governments have invested far less in public education campaigns to help increase
awareness of alcohol harms. Campaigns that highlight the harms caused by alcohol have been
effective in changing knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs about alcohol. For example, the Western
Australian Mental Health Commission has run ongoing mass media campaigns to inform the public
of alcohol harms and to promote the NHMRC alcohol guidelines to reduce risks from alcohol. These
campaigns have increased understanding of the link between alcohol products and cancer, and have
ranked among the most effective advertisements in the world for motivating people who drink
alcohol to reduce their alcohol use.??3

We know Australians are currently being flooded with marketing of alcohol products, including on
social media. Instead, Australians need to see more health messages that show the true impact of
the harms caused by alcohol. There is strong public support for education campaigns with two-thirds
of Australians believing there should be public education campaigns about alcohol-related harms.?
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Recommendations

We strongly recommend the Australian Government implement the following recommendations to
protect Australians from harm caused by alcohol:

e Introduce a regulatory framework with legislative basis that effectively protects the
community from exposure to alcohol marketing, including on social media.

e Prohibit the collection, use and disclosure of children’s data for commercial purposes
(including the profiling, monitoring, tracking, and targeting).

e Substantially invest in the development and implementation of evidence-based, targeted,
and ongoing campaigns and preventative programs, including through social media, that
increase awareness of alcohol harms and the NHMRC Australian guidelines to reduce health
risks from drinking alcohol.

Thank you once again for the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry. Any questions regarding our
submission, please contact Natalie Stapleton, Executive Officer — Alcohol Change Australia, at
natalie.stapleton@adf.org.au.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Erin Lalor Natalie Stapleton
Chair, Alcohol Change Australia Executive Officer, Alcohol Change Australia
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