Branding the beautiful game
A frequency analysis of alcohol marketing during the 2026 FIFA World Cup
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Context

Alcohol sponsorship of sport is an important public health concern because it can expose large and diverse audiences, including children and young people, to alcohol branding and embed alcohol within the positive social and cultural experiences associated with sport. The 2026 FIFA World Cup had a global audience of billions providing alcohol companies with a platform for brand promotion across tv coverage, digital media, and tournament environments. This exposure is a public health concern: substantial evidence shows that young people’s exposure to alcohol advertising and sponsorship is associated with more positive attitudes towards alcohol, earlier initiation of drinking and increased consumption. Among younger British adults, a quarter view FIFA World Cup sponsorship as the most impactful of major sporting events.

The issue is directly relevant to the Scottish Government’s Preventing Harm, Promoting Recovery: Scotland’s Alcohol & Drugs Strategic Plan 2026–2035. Its priorities for prevention and early intervention include reducing the attractiveness, affordability and availability of alcohol and supporting the healthy development of children and young people. Internationally, the World Health Organization identifies restrictions on alcohol marketing, including sports sponsorship, as one of its cost-effective “best buy” approaches to reducing alcohol-related harm. Despite this, alcohol marketing in Scotland, including sports sponsorship, remains largely governed through UK-wide self- and co-regulatory systems rather than comprehensive statutory controls. The global and increasingly digital nature of major sporting events raises questions about whether these arrangements adequately protect children and young people from alcohol promotion.

The scale and reach of the 2026 FIFA World Cup therefore provide an important opportunity to examine the nature, extent and potential public health implications of alcohol marketing during a major sporting event. Documenting how alcohol brands appear across broadcasts, digital platforms and tournament environments can provide policymakers with evidence on whether existing regulatory arrangements align with Scotland’s prevention priorities and whether stronger restrictions on alcohol marketing and sports sponsorship are warranted.

This study measured the frequency of alcohol marketing and sponsorship during Scotland’s matches at the 2026 FIFA World Cup.

Key findings

· Alcohol branding was present in almost one quarter (23%) of all 30-second broadcast intervals across the three Scotland matches analysed, indicating frequent exposure to alcohol marketing throughout match coverage.
· Exposure to alcohol branding occurred across all stages of the broadcast. The highest concentration of branding was observed after matches (44% of references), although substantial exposure was also present during live play (32%), before matches (27%), at half-time (17%), and during commercial breaks (15%).
· Advertising around the pitch border was the primary location of alcohol branding exposure, accounting for almost half (47%) of all references. Additional branding also appeared in interview backdrops (17%), crowd shots (16%), and broadcast video segments (20%), demonstrating that audiences were exposed to alcohol marketing through multiple elements of the broadcast environment.
· Electronic advertising was the most common format of alcohol branding (50% of references), followed by static advertising (25%) and alcohol product packaging (22%). This highlights the prominence of embedded marketing within the televised sporting environment.
· The majority of alcohol branding exposure was attributable to a single sponsor, Michelob Ultra, which accounted for over two-thirds (69%) of all branded references. Other alcohol-related brands and companies identified included Diageo (9%), Michelob Ultra Zero (7%), Budweiser (4%), and Tennent's (4%).



Study

A purposive sample of three matches from the 2026 FIFA World Cup was recorded as broadcast in Scotland (Haiti v Scotland, Scotland v Morocco, Scotland v Brazil) using Box of Broadcasts (BoB), an online television recording service available to UK academic institutions. For each broadcast, we recorded the presence of alcohol branding using 30-second interval coding.

During the coding, each interval was coded on the following criteria: whether alcohol branding was visible within the 30-second interval; what segment of the broadcast the segment took place (pre-match, first half, half-time, post-match, commercial break); location of reference (e.g. whether it appeared around the pitch border, in the crowd, stadium interior, interview area, on-screen graphic or video segment); format of reference (e.g. electronic or static pitch-side advertising, branded packaging, branded merchandise or on-screen graphic); and the alcohol brand featured.


Policy Recommendations


· The Scottish Government should consider comprehensive restrictions on alcohol sports sponsorship. Frequent exposure to alcohol branding throughout sporting broadcasts suggests that policy measures should extend beyond traditional advertising to include sponsorship, pitch-side advertising, brand placement, merchandise and other event-based promotions.
· Policy measures should address alcohol marketing across the full sporting and broadcast environment. Alcohol branding was more prevalent during match coverage than commercial breaks, suggesting that restrictions focused solely on traditional advertising may not substantially reduce audience exposure.
· Policy measures should give particular consideration to children and young people's exposure during major sporting events. Football attracts large youth audiences, creating substantial opportunities for exposure to alcohol branding. Protection should reflect the number of children exposed through these events, rather than relying solely on the proportion of children within audiences.
· Policy measures should consider restrictions that apply to alcohol brands, rather than alcohol products alone. The prominence of Michelob Ultra and Michelob Ultra Zero highlights the potential for shared branding and brand extensions to maintain alcohol marketing exposure. Future regulations should consider whether brand-level restrictions are needed to prevent circumvention through zero- and no-alcohol variants.
· Policy measures should account for cross-border and digital alcohol marketing. Major international sporting events can expose Scottish audiences to alcohol branding through broadcasts and online platforms. Scotland should learn from countries that have introduced statutory restrictions on alcohol marketing and sports sponsorship, including at international sporting events. Scotland has also previously used devolved powers to restrict the marketing of health-harming products, demonstrating that regulatory complexity need not prevent action. Scottish measures should therefore be ambitious within devolved powers while complementing UK-wide and international action.
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