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Abstract

Objective: To examine the extent of nutrition-related claims on ready-to-drink (RTD) alcohol products to provide insights into the types and
prevalence of claims across the category.

Methods: Product type, alcohol content, and presence/type of nutrition-related claims (n=491) information was collected, March-May 2022.
Chi-square analyses with pairwise z-tests were used to identify differences in claim prevalence by product type. Spearman’s correlation was
used to assess the relationship between alcohol content and number of claims.

Results: Approximately half (52%) of RTDs displayed at least one claim, with the most common claims referring to naturalness (32%), sugar-

(31%), and energy-content (32%). Hard seltzers displayed the most claims (96%, M=3.4 claims/product, SD=1.6). There was a moderate
negative correlation between alcohol content and number of claims (r =-.43, p<.001).

Conclusion: Results show the extensive use of nutrition-related claims on RTDs in Australia, particularly for hard seltzers.

Implications for public health: Nutrition-related claims have the potential to mislead consumers about the healthiness of alcohol products and

more stringent regulation of nutrition-related claims is needed.
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Introduction

Icohol consumption per capita is declining in many countries,

especially among younger cohorts.' This decline has been

partly attributed to growing awareness of health harms
associated with alcohol and increasing health consciousness among
consumers.” The alcohol industry is employing strategies to increase
the perceived healthiness of these products in an attempt to
rejuvenate sales, including increasing utilisation of ‘better-for-you’
messaging in the form of on-pack nutrition-related claims (‘claims’).” >
In the limited work in this area, these claims have been found to be
most evident on alcoholic ready-to-drink (RTD) beverages,®* a
product category popular among younger drinkers.’

The use of claims on alcohol products is concerning due to their
potential to mislead consumers by creating a ‘health halo’.>*
Regardless of beverage type, alcohol is a carcinogen and its use is
associated with physical and psycho-social harms." Very little is
known about how nutrition-related claims are used across different

alcoholic beverage types, and hence whether they are being applied
strategically to target particular drinker segments.®

The present study aimed to assess the use of claims in the Australian
RTD market and whether usage varies by RTD type. Packaged
beverages sold in Australia that exceed 1.15% alcohol by volume
(ABV) are not permitted to display claims suggesting consumption is
beneficial for health, but are permitted to display claims about
energy, carbohydrate, and gluten content.” Generic terms such as
‘natural’ are neither explicitly permitted nor banned.

Methods

Data were collected at three major alcohol retailers in Sydney (Dan
Murphy’s, Liquorland, BWS), March—May 2022. Photographs were taken
of alcohol products in-store and subsequently coded (as per the
FoodSwitch protocols). RTD products (n=491) were classified by alcohol
type (e.g., whiskey). Exceptions were hard seltzer products (commonly
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fermented sugar base with carbonated water), products with multiple
base alcohols (‘multiple’), and products where alcohol type was not
listed or there were few products (<20) in the sub-category (‘other’).
Single-serve and multiple-pack (ranging from 2 to 30 items) versions of
products were included in analyses as separate products.

Data extracted from product images included product type, alcohol
content, and nutrition-related claims. Descriptive analyses were
conducted to determine type and prevalence of nutrition-related
claims. To examine whether the proportion of products making
nutrition-related claims differed by RTD product type, chi-square tests
with pairwise z-tests were conducted for each claim (Bonferroni
adjusted alpha level (¢=.002)). Spearman’s rank correlation was used
to examine the relationship between ABV% and the number of claims
displayed on products.

Results

Approximately half (52%) of the assessed products displayed at least
one nutrition-related claim (Table 1). Prevalence of claims was highest
among hard seltzers (96%), vodka (44%) and gin RTDs (40%). The
average number of claims per product was 1.5 (SD=1.8), with the
largest number of claims on a single product being six (distribution by
number of claims shown in Supplementary Table S1). Hard seltzers
had the highest average number of claims (M=3.4, SD=1.6), followed
by vodka RTDs (M=1.2, SD=1.6).

Average ABV% across RTD product categories ranged from 4.5% to
11.3%. ABV% had a moderate negative association with number of
nutrition-related claims; for every 1% increase in ABV, the average
number of nutrition-related claims on products decreased by

43 (p<.001).

Around one-third of the sampled products displayed claims allocated
to the natural (32%), energy (32%) and sugar (31%) categories. Natural
claim examples included ‘natural flavours’, and ‘natural ingredients’.
Energy and sugar claims included statements referring to the absolute
or relative amount of energy/sugar in the drink (e.g., ‘5 g sugar’ and
‘low calories’). All energy claims used ‘calories’ terminology. Gluten
(23%: e.g., ‘gluten free’) and carbohydrate (21%: e.g., ‘only 2 g carbs’)
were the next most common claim types, followed by vegan (13%:
e.g., ‘vegan friendly’). Hard seltzers had substantially larger

proportions of products displaying all claim types than other RTD
categories, with most differences reaching statistical significance.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to analyse the nature and
prevalence of nutrition-related claims displayed on RTDs available for
sale in Australia. Previous research in the alcohol and food domains
has found that claims such as those identified in the present study are
often interpreted by consumers as indicators of overall product
healthfulness.”'° The common use of claims on the sampled RTDs is
thus highly problematic.

Hard seltzers demonstrated the greatest prevalence of nutrition-
related claims, both overall and in terms of specific claim types. This
product category is primarily targeted at younger drinkers,'" who
have been found to be more health conscious than older age groups.®
The average of 3.4 nutrition-related claims on hard seltzers indicates
that producers are intensively using these claims to market these
products as healthy options.

The most commonly displayed claims were those relating to
naturalness, sugar, and energy. The relatively frequent use of gluten-
free claims in the assessed sample is also noteworthy due to RTDs being
generally free from gluten. Further, all energy claims in the sample used
calories terminology, despite kilojoules being the Australian measure.
This may reflect industry efforts to make the energy contribution of the
product appear as small as possible. Overall, it appears that RTD
producers are taking advantage of the current Australian alcohol
labelling code to use nutrition-related claims to promote these
products in ways likely to enhance perceived healthiness and
desirability while downplaying harms associated with alcohol.’

Consistent with previous research, products with higher alcohol
content were less likely to display claims.® This has been partially
attributed to alcohol being the most energy-dense component of
alcoholic beverages (e.g., 29 kJ/g of ethanol vs 17 klJ/g of sugar),
making lower-alcohol products more suitable for low energy claims.’
The finding that hard seltzers were significantly more likely to display
most types of nutrition-related claims could be due to their relatively
low alcohol content and the use of carbonated water as the mixer.

Table 1: Presence of nutrition-related claims on sampled alcoholic ready-to-drink alcoholic beverages.

RTD Number ABV% Display at Number of Claim category
product of least one claims Sugar Carbohydrates Energy Natural Vegan Gluten
type  products daim (n=155) (n=101) (n=156) (n=159) (n=62) (n=114)
n Mean (SD) % Mean (SD) % % % % % %
All products 491 63 (5.2) 52 15 (18) 31 2 32 32 13 bi]
Hard seltzers 135 45 (09) 9% 3.4 (1.6) 64' 62" 64" 67" 25 60"
Vodka 121 5.9 (5.0) 44 1.2 (16) 32 6" 34" 28" 7 134w
Whisky 85 7.5 (6.5) n 0.4 (0.8) 13" 0" grwayz 6 4 4
Gin 60 6.2 (6.5) 40 1.0 (14) 2% 5u 2% 184 0% 20°
Rum 8 7.1 (4.8) 40 0.4 (0.5) 5 (g 0 28" gt oY
Multiple® 24 113 (8.4) 33 0.7 (1.1) 0" 17 33ume 7 o o
Other® B 8 (34) 17 0.3 (0.9) 9 0 (g g gt g

RTD = ready-to-drink.

Notes: Proportions with the same superscript in each column did not significantly differ from each other at a Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .002; Very
small numbers of products displayed other types of nutrition-related claims such as additive free and lactose free.

@Products with multiple types of base alcohol.

bProducts with other alcohol types or those that did not have >20 products in the group.



The diversity and quantity of claims might suggest the targeting of
health-conscious younger drinkers.®

The primary study limitation was the collection of data from three
stores, although the outlets represented the largest alcohol retailers in
Australia. A second limitation was the confinement of analyses to the
RTD product category; further research is needed to replicate analyses
across the broader alcohol market. Finally, consumers’ responses to
these claims were not assessed, and this is an important area for
future research attention.

Public health implications

These results show extensive use of nutrition-related claims on RTD
alcohol products, especially in the youth-targeted hard seltzer category.
As such claims have the potential to mislead consumers about the
healthiness of alcohol products, more stringent regulation of nutrition-
related claims is needed to provide appropriate consumer protection.

Funding

This study was funded by National Health and Medical Research
Program Grant (#GNT1149987). The funder had no role in
determining the study design, the contents of the paper, or decisions
relating to its publication.

Ethics

No human or animal data were used in this study, so ethics approval
was not required.

Author ORCIDs

https://orcid.org/0009-0008-2566-6972
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6326-1908
Simone Pettigrew (@ https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3921-1174

Bella Strauli
Leon Booth

CHRONIC DISEASE PREVENTION AND CONTROL 3

Conflicts of interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to
influence the work reported in this article.

References

1. World Health Organization. Global status report on alcohol and health. 2018.

2. Keric D, Stafford J. Proliferation of ‘healthy’ alcohol products in Australia: im-
plications for policy. Public Health Res Pract 2019;29(3):1-6.

3. Demers-Potvin E, Gaucher-Holm A, Hobin V, Provencher M, Niquette A,
Bélanger-Gravel A, et al. Nutrition cues on ready-to-drink alcoholic beverage
containers sold in grocery stores in Québec City, Canada. Prev Med Rep 2023;
33(3):102164.

4, Barons KP, Mann D, Orellana L, Miller M, Pettigrew S, Sacks G. Nutrition-related
information on alcoholic beverages in Victoria, Australia, 2021. Int J Environ Res
Publ Health 2022;19(8).

5. Keric D, Myers G, Stafford J. Health halo or genuine product development: are
better-for-you alcohol products actually healthier? Health Promot J Aust 2022;
33(3):782-7.

6. Movendi International. Big alcohol targets millenials with "wellness" products,
youth-specific marketing. https://movendi.ngo/news/2019/06/03/big-alcohol-
targets-millennials-with-wellness-products/; 2019.

. Food Standards Australia New Zealand. Labelling of alcoholic beverages. 2022.
8. Dunford E, Trevena H, Goodsell C, Ng KH, Webster J, Millis A, et al. ,Foodswitch: A

mobile phone app to enable consumers to make healthier food choices and
crowdsourcing of national food composition data. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth 2014;
2(3):e37.

9. Cao S, Tang C, Carboon |, Hayward C, Capes H, Chen Y JM, et al. The health halo
effect of ‘low sugar’ and related claims on alcoholic drinks: an online experiment
with young women. Alcohol Alcohol 2022;58(1):93-9.

10. Oostenbach LH, Slits E, Robinson E, Sacks G. Systematic review of the impact of
nutrition claims related to fat, sugar and energy content on food choices and
energy intake. BMIC Publ Health 2019;19(1):1296.

11. Boys C. The biggest trend in brewing is boozy water. Sydney Morning Herald;
2020. https://www.smh.com.au/goodfood/eating-out/the-biggest-trend-in-
brewing-is-boozy-water-20200814-h1q0kn.html.

~N

Appendix A Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.anzjph.2023.100106.


https://orcid.org/0009-0008-2566-6972
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-2566-6972
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6326-1908
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6326-1908
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3921-1174
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref5
https://movendi.ngo/news/2019/06/03/big-alcohol-targets-millennials-with-wellness-products/
https://movendi.ngo/news/2019/06/03/big-alcohol-targets-millennials-with-wellness-products/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1326-0200(23)05283-4/sref10
https://www.smh.com.au/goodfood/eating-out/the-biggest-trend-in-brewing-is-boozy-water-20200814-h1q0kn.html
https://www.smh.com.au/goodfood/eating-out/the-biggest-trend-in-brewing-is-boozy-water-20200814-h1q0kn.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anzjph.2023.100106
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anzjph.2023.100106

	Type and prevalence of nutrition-related claims on alcoholic ready-to-drink beverages
	Introduction
	Methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Public health implications

	Funding
	Ethics
	References


