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Alcohol corporations and marketing in social media 

Introduction  

This chapter offers a conceptual intervention in how we understand the role of media 

technologies in the marketing machinery of alcohol corporations. Policy-makers, critics and 

activists need to develop an account of the infrastructural and computational dimensions of 

media in order to respond to participatory, culturally-embedded and data-driven alcohol 

branding. A critical move here is to position analysis of the current capacities of platforms 

like Facebook, Instagram or Snapchat as part of a larger trajectory of experiments in media 

engineering (McStay 2013). What we variously call digital, online, social, mobile or 

interactive media might be more productively approached as a series of interrelated processes 

by which media become: social and participatory; mobile and locative; entangled with our 

bodies; and data-driven, experimental and algorithmic. This chapter aims to map out some of 

the ways alcohol brands are becoming social, mobile, experimental and embodied in order to 

prompt productive ways to conceptualise and calibrate the harms that are intensified by 

alcohol marketing.  

Critical examination of alcohol marketing and associated calls for policy reform have 

focussed on the content, volume and exposure of audiences to advertising (Anderson et al. 

2009, Jones 2010, Jones and Magee 2011, Pettigrew et al. 2012). For the most part, these 

studies define the harms of alcohol advertising in terms of excessive consumption, health 
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impacts and violence (Casswell 2010). Studies of alcohol and social media have categorised 

the content produced by marketers (Mart et al. 2009, Nicholls 2012) and the portrayal of 

drinking by young people (Griffiths and Casswell 2010; Moreno et al. 2010; Ridout et al. 

2011). While the description of the content marketers produce and the quantification of harms 

in terms of health impacts and violence is important, I argue that we also ought to consider 

the impact the alcohol industry’s marketing machinery has on the composition of urban 

spaces, the development of media infrastructure and the quality of our public and mediated 

lives. By this I mean that as much as we might be concerned with the economic cost to the 

health system of alcohol consumption or the rates of alcohol-related assault, we also need to 

ask questions like: what qualities of urban spaces like nightlife precincts are worth cultivating 

and investing in? And, how is the industry investing in the iterative development of media 

platforms that enable modes of promotion that unfold beyond the purview of public scrutiny? 

The marketing machinery of the alcohol industry raises questions that go to the foundation of 

how we understand media and manage public space and culture.  

This chapter proceeds in five parts. Firstly, I connect current perspectives on branding and 

digital media to argue that alcohol brands operate as open-ended computational applications 

on digital media platforms. This enables us to think of ‘social media’ as not only the currently 

existing or emerging platforms but rather to turn our attention to their expanding data-

processing, sensory and participatory capacities. Secondly, I examine how alcohol brands 

leverage the capacity of media platforms to collect and process data to shape user 

engagement. Thirdly, I explore the role that real world activations and material objects play 

in stimulating and organising brand engagements on media platforms. Fourthly, I consider the 

expansion of ‘below the line’ forms of promotional labour and culture used by alcohol brands 

on media platforms. These sections draw attention to how cultures of alcohol consumption 

are integrated with the calculative and participatory nature of digital media. Throughout, I 
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examine a range of scenarios that illustrate the complicated interplay between drinking 

culture, media platforms and alcohol brands. Each facet illustrates how the industry’s 

marketing strategies are woven into everyday drinking culture. Finally, I offer regulatory 

interventions that might go beyond attempting to contain the content of brands and instead 

directly address the platform protocols, algorithms and interfaces that are the critical 

infrastructure of alcohol branding. Throughout the chapter I argue that we must train our 

attention on the infrastructure rather than the representational content of alcohol brands. Of 

course, the symbolic still matters, but it is no longer enough to only attempt to conceptualise, 

account for and regulate the symbolic interventions brands make in the world. Self-regulatory 

systems that focus on monitoring the representational content of campaigns are not capable of 

apprehending the brand activity on media platforms.  

The material presented in this chapter is drawn from analysis of alcohol brand content on 

Facebook and Instagram, observation at cultural events like music festivals where alcohol 

brands create activations, and fieldwork with informants who are patrons of nightlife venues 

and precincts, promoters or photographers. I aim in this chapter to synthesise findings across 

this work into a conceptual account of how media platforms and alcohol brands are 

interdependent. 

Media platforms and computational brands 

In recent years, media scholars have developed the concept of ‘media platforms’ to 

conceptually undergird a range of terms that are often used to describe contemporary media: 

social, mobile, digital, participatory, locative, sensory, algorithmic, interactive and so on 

(Gillespie 2013, van Dijck 2013). Jose van Dijck (2013: 29) argues that: 

[Media] platforms are computational and architectural concepts, but can also 

be understood figuratively, in a sociocultural and a political sense, as 
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political stages and performative infrastructures. A platform is a mediator 

rather than an intermediary: it shapes the performance of social acts instead 

of merely facilitating them. Technologically speaking platforms are the 

providers of software, (sometimes) hardware, and services that help code 

social activities into a computational architecture; they process (meta)data 

through algorithms and formatted protocols before presenting their 

interpreted logic in the form of user-friendly interfaces with default settings 

that reflect the platform owner’s strategic choices.  

While this definition is conceptually dense it usefully connects together the technical 

elements of media platforms that we need to place at the centre of any consideration of 

alcohol marketing in the digital era. Media platforms are computational architectures in the 

sense that they are primarily organised around collecting, storing and processing data, rather 

than producing content as ‘traditional’ print or broadcast media institutions are. Van Dijck 

(2013: 29) defines five technical elements – data, algorithm, protocol, interface and default – 

that together offer a schema for investigating the interplay between media platforms and the 

creative capacities of users. This directs us toward the experimentation of alcohol marketers 

with the technical capacities of platforms, rather than just the content that flows through the 

user interface. Advertisers like alcohol corporations invest in media platforms not just 

because of their capacity to capture audience attention, but also because of their capacity to 

‘engineer sociality’ and experiment with market formations (van Dijck 2013).  

A media platform is a technology stack – the infrastructure necessary to run applications – 

upon which brands operate as computational applications. In making this claim, I connect 

together van Dijck’s (2013) account of media platforms with Lury’s (2004) conceptualisation 

of brands as ‘programming devices’. Lury (2004) takes the concept of the brand beyond the 

symbolic to examine how brands work to coordinate action. A brand is ‘a way not of 
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representing but of modelling markets in many dimensions’. Brands are devices for 

experimenting with, modulating and calibrating relationships between markets and 

consumers. The work of branding involves the ‘soft’ interpretation of cultural judgments and 

the ‘hard’ calculus of analytical experiments. Brands are computational applications in the 

sense that they operate in an ongoing and iterative way to calibrate action, they are open-

ended processes that seek to optimise and harmonise the interplay between market 

imperatives and cultural life. A brand, in this sense, is a part of a larger infrastructure that 

coordinates market exchange. The brand is not confined to symbolic meaning-making, but 

rather is any aspect of the coordination of the touchpoints between marketing machinery and 

the open-ended nature of cultural life.  

Brands that run as computational apps on media platforms are comprised of software, 

hardware and living users. Software organises, calculates, and shapes flows of information. It 

sequences that information in an interface for specific users. Hardware is the range of 

input/output (I/O) devices between the calculative capacities of software and the living 

capacities of users. Hardware like smartphones can be understood as having sensory 

capacities: collecting data like expression and movement from users, and conveying sensory 

stimulus to users in the form of images, sounds and vibrations. Users generate social action 

and creativity that is channelled onto media platforms via hardware where software is able to 

make calculations about how to calibrate the ongoing action of those users and others like 

them. The value of understanding alcohol brands in the digital era as computational apps that 

run on media platforms is that it enables us to account for how the participatory aspects of 

branding (Arvidsson 2005, Moor 2003) are interdependent with their analytic capacities 

(Andrejevic 2011, Turow 2011). Media platforms are computational architecture for bringing 

together the creative and generative capacities of users with the analytical capacities of 
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computational systems. In the section to follow we examine alcohol brand activities that 

operate on this computational media platform logic.  

Media platforms as experiments  

Platforms like Facebook and Instagram are commercially-driven media engineering projects. 

When Facebook was launched as a public company in 2012 the platform had a significant 

infrastructural problem that market analysts anticipated could undermine performance of the 

stock. Facebook users were rapidly moving to the mobile app, which had no advertising 

model. To solve the problem Facebook had to develop a native content model that integrated 

paid advertiser content into the news feed along with all the other content users saw from 

friends and pages they followed. By 2015 about 87% of Facebook’s audience used the mobile 

app and advertising revenue from the mobile app accounted for 73% of their total revenue.i 

Also in 2012, Facebook purchased the mobile photo-sharing app Instagram for $1 billion.ii 

Like Facebook’s mobile app at the time, Instagram had no advertising or revenue model. The 

acquisition was arguably about acquiring Instagram’s technology stack, design capabilities 

and the flow of images and metadata that users generated. But, Facebook have also worked to 

monetize Instagram’s growing and highly engaged user base. In 2015 Instagram have 

progressively rolled out a native advertising model on the platform.iii The integration of 

advertising into the Facebook and Instagram mobile apps is the first time that a native 

advertising model has been implemented at scale.  

The emergence of these native content models is significant because, to use van Dijck’s 

(2013) schema, the default interface is now one where advertising content uses the same 

protocols as all other content on a platform. Advertising material appears like any other story 

in the Facebook news feed or like any other image in the Instagram home feed. These native 

content models are iterative and ongoing experiments. They accumulate data over time that 



7 
 

enable them to improve their targeting, predictions and real-time customisation. Furthermore, 

native models stimulate more complicated interplay between advertisers and other users on 

the platform. Both consumers and cultural intermediaries like celebrities, stylists, hipsters, 

musicians, photographers and models become producers of brand content. Brands contract 

intermediaries to incorporate the brand into their flow of images by sending them product or 

inviting them to branded events (Marwick 2015, Carah and Shaul 2015). 

Alcohol brand activity within Facebook’s native content model is extensive and growing 

(Carah 2014). By the end of 2012 the top twenty alcohol brands in Australia had 2.5 million 

followers on their Facebook pages. During the year they posted more than 4500 items of 

content. Their followers interacted with that content – liking, sharing or commenting on it – 

over 2.3 million times. Each of those interactions increase the reach of the brand into the 

news feeds of users and the affinity between brands and users within the network. In 2012, 

Facebook’s advice was that an average post reached 16% of fans. If the posts of these top 

twenty brands reached 16% of their fan base on average they would have generated 90 

million impressions on Facebook in Australia in 2012. Reach is increased by generating 

engagement and affinity within the network and by paying Facebook to promote content into 

the news feeds of target audiences. Alcohol brands have above average engagement and we 

don’t know what they spend promoting content. It is likely their reach is much higher than 

this 16%. The industry does not often disclose details of its partnerships with social media 

platforms. Occasionally information will be published in trade press or at industry 

conventions. For example, at the 2013 Australian Media Federation Awards Wild Turkey 

won the Best Demonstration of Results award. Recognising that alcohol sponsorship of 

professional sport was over-crowded, Wild Turkey used Facebook to engage with local 

sporting clubs. The brand reported that the campaign helped make it the number one bourbon 

brand on Facebook in Australia with a ‘60% increase in top of mind and a 42% increase in 
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intention to purchase. Its sales outstripped the bourbon category’s 2.5% annual growth by a 

factor of 8.5 times, realising 21% growth’.iv These observations are just some indications of 

the strategic partnerships between media platforms like Facebook and alcohol marketers.  

A follow up study conducted of brand activity on Facebook in 2014 reveals continuing 

growth in fan bases (ref?). Furthermore, while brands are posting content less frequently, 

many are generating more engagement. This is attributable to investment in higher quality 

content from brands in response to changes in Facebook’s architecture. Brands generate less 

organic reach in the news feed, but Facebook has opened up more opportunities for brands to 

generate paid reach by ‘sponsoring’ content into the feeds of targeted users. Rather than buy 

advertisements, brands can pay to have their content ‘natively’ integrated into the news feeds 

of select users, where it appears like any other item of content. In order to protect overall user 

engagement, Facebook limits the number of ‘spots’ available in each users news feed for this 

native promoted content. Spaces are sold via auction, advertisers bid for space in specific 

users’ feeds at specific times of day. Brands pay more for users and times for which there is 

more demand. 

Speaking at the Australian Association of National Advertisers Connect conference in 2014 

Facebook’s Head of Measurement and Insights in Australia Helen Crossley made a pitch to 

advertisers about the platform’s capacity to use data to create custom and lookalike 

audiences.v Custom audiences are created by integrating marketer’s in-house data, third party 

data and Facebook’s data to locate specific users on the platform. Lookalike audiences are 

created by using marketers’ data and third party data to locate users on the platform who are 

similar to a client’s existing market. Crossley promoted Facebook’s capacity to work with 

major brands to integrate data from the platform with corporations’ own marketing analytics. 

Facebook’s custom and lookalike audience features enable advertisers to leverage data to 

simulate potential audiences based on a range of criteria. In 2011, Diageo announced that its 
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partnership with Facebook involved ‘unprecedented levels of interaction and joint business 

planning’ but since then no major distributor has revealed any details of their partnerships 

with Facebook publicly.vi While the industry is highly secretive about its partnerships and 

investments in media platforms, it is plausible to argue that the partnerships aim to leverage 

user data to more seamlessly integrate brands into the lived cultural experiences of 

consumers. The value proposition that platforms make to advertisers is not just about selling 

audience attention, or even about being able to target highly customised audiences. It is also 

about the capacity of the platform to leverage data to simulate and experiment with potential 

audience configurations. For alcohol brands owned by global distributors, this 

experimentation with potential audiences involves the profiles and datasets of millions of 

Facebook users worldwide. 

Alcohol branding on data-driven media platforms 

Media platforms use data to shape user engagement in ongoing loops. Data (van Dijck 2013: 

30) are any type of information converted to digital form. This can include media content like 

text, images or sound and other information that users enter such as demographic details, 

opinions or preferences. An important category of data is metadata – data about data – that 

adds context to a user’s engagement with a platform. Metadata might, for instance, record 

when, where and in proximity to who users engage with certain types of content in the 

platform database. For alcohol marketers, data enables time and context specific targeting of 

content. A platform might be able to discern that a consumer is a fan of a rugby team because 

they follow the team’s Facebook page, have read news stories about the team, or have posted 

content relating to a game in the past. During a game an alcohol brand may be able to use that 

data to target content at fans of specific teams at critical moments in the game. When Team A 

scores a try, fans of Team A will receive a promotional post such an image or video replaying 

the try. They can then share that content to their networks. In a moment when they have their 
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smartphone in their hand and want to express their joy to their social network, the alcohol 

brand offers a compelling item of content that enables them to do that. While, moments later 

if Team B scores a try, fans of that team will receive customised content featuring the 

highlight from their team. Fans act as nodes or transfer points between cultural moments and 

brand content, switching brand content into their own social networks as part of their 

enjoyment of a game. Australian beer brands have used this kind of data-driven content 

targeting during games like Rugby League’s State of Origin. Data about cultural pastimes is 

also increasingly geo-spatial. If fans at a rugby game open their Facebook app while at a 

sporting stadium, they may register their location on the platform, enabling real time 

targeting of promotional content during the game as well as registering themselves a fan of 

that sporting code and one of those teams for future engagement.  

The data that platforms collect is leveraged by algorithms. In computer science, an algorithm 

is a ‘finite list of well-defined instructions’ for processing data (van Dijck 2013: 30). The 

emergence of algorithm-driven media platforms has led cultural researchers to articulate the 

emergence of ‘algorithmic’ cultural formations and practices where flows of cultural 

information and everyday cultural practices are shaped by algorithmic decisions. When we 

search for information on Google, when we look for a film on Netflix, when we load our 

Facebook news feed, algorithms sort and order content from a database for us (Hallinan and 

Striphas 2014). Alcohol brands, like all content producers in an algorithmic media system, 

must ‘address’ the decision making logic of algorithms if they want to be visible to other 

users. If a brand is using a platform like Facebook they must create content that the news feed 

algorithm will notice and favour in decision making. Facebook’s news feed uses an 

expanding array of data to decide how to select and order items of content in each user’s feed. 

One of these judgements is ‘affinity’ between users in a network. In simple terms, a user is 

more likely to see content posted by other users that the news feed algorithm determines are 
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‘similar’ to them. Alcohol brands must address this algorithmic logic by behaving in a similar 

manner to their target audience.  

Brands carefully time their posts to ‘intersect’ with consumers’ drinking practices. This 

makes them more visible in news feeds because consumers incorporate the brand into their 

own ‘real-time’ expressions about drinking. In our 2012 study we found that Friday afternoon 

was the most common time and day for brands to post content (Carah 2014). One way to 

understand this is that content posted at this time generates more engagement and therefore 

more visibility in users’ news feeds because it coincides with their cultural practices. On 

average an item of content generates 530 interactions, when it is targeted at a specific event 

or time of day that rises to 792 (ref). On a Friday afternoon, many users have ‘knocked off’ 

work for the week and are enjoying a drink, often with smartphone in hand, seeking to link 

up with their friends for the weekend. The orchestration of a drinking ritual in conjunction 

with a media platform generates data that the platform can harness to calibrate interplay with 

brands. For example, at 3pm on a Friday afternoon Bundaberg Rum posted an image of the 

Bundy Bear looking at his watch and saying ‘118 minutes till Rum O’Clock’. The post 

received 830 interactions, a selection of comments in the first half hour included: ‘sorry, too 

late, couldn’t hang in anymore!’, ‘it’s always rum o clock on my watch!’ and ‘you need to get 

your watch checked 10am was 4 hours ago’. Likewise, on another Friday afternoon the beer 

brand Victoria Bitter posted ‘is there anything better than your first cold VB on a Friday 

afternoon?’ Fans’ comments included, ‘yeah the second cold VB cause the first 1 don’t touch 

the sides’, ‘yeah, the 18th’, and ‘yep, ya first VB Saturday morning’.  

We can understand this engagement between brands and consumers as a participatory mode 

of branding. The comments of fans are user-generated content. They perform the brand as 

part of their identities and self-narratives. Consumer fans deploy their position in the social 

world and the tone and vernacular of their expression to create a resonant performance of the 



12 
 

brand for their peers. These two examples are broadly reflective of ‘Friday afternoon’ 

conversations that consumers have with each other about drinking. Many of these Friday 

afternoon conversations involve fans celebrating forms of excessive drinking that alcohol 

brands themselves could never explicitly endorse. In their response to the Alcohol Beverages 

Advertising Code regarding user-generated content of this nature, VB in fact argued that the 

exchanges were akin to being ‘privy to a conversation say at a restaurant or pub in Glen 

Waverley or Subiaco or Wallsend or Kirribilli’. They argued that users on the Facebook page 

chose to be part of and participate in the conversations and therefore found their tone and 

content acceptable. In their view, because the VB page would most likely only be accessed 

by consumers familiar with the brand’s ‘tone’, it shouldn’t be considered marketing but 

rather, a conversation between like-minded peers (Carah and Brodmerkel 2014). VB 

explicitly used the concept of ‘affinity’ – a shared drinking culture – between brand and users 

as an explicit defence of its activity on Facebook. They infer that the ‘affinity’ dimension of 

Facebook’s algorithmic content sorting ensures that people who would find content offensive 

would be unlikely to see it.  

What VB’s argument evades however is that the critical issue emerging here is not the 

content so much as the creation of a media infrastructure for leveraging and exploiting 

cultural identities and performances. The protocols of the platform, which I discuss below, 

are the key devices that enable the brand to function. The algorithms ensure content is seen 

by users who share affinity with the brand. Facebook now also provide ‘gating’ devices, 

where advertisers can choose to target content directly at specific users, they can also use 

gating to ensure that specified users do not see content. This is most commonly used for age 

and region to ensure that consumers who have declared their age as under 18 do not see 

alcohol brand pages, or where brands wish to post region-specific content to the platform. 

But, it is also easy to imagine how gating could be used as a risk management strategy by 
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brands. For instance, a brand targeting young males could ensure that no consumers who 

were female or over say 21 years old saw certain content and the conversations around it. 

This means that brands could engage in forms of marketing that, while breaching a self-

regulatory code like the Australian Alcohol Beverages Advertising Code, fit well within the 

vernacular of a specific target market. Marketing of this kind contributes to public harms over 

time but is increasingly not open to any kind of public scrutiny.  

We also need to consider the calculative and algorithmic dimension of branding unfolding in 

these interactions. By interacting with the brand as part of their drinking rituals users initiate 

vectors that link their cultural world, alcohol consumption and a brand together in time and 

place. That enables the brand to respond in real-time, by boosting posts within peer networks 

or lookalike networks where it is generating engagement. Preliminary research has illustrated 

a link between engagement with alcohol content on social media and risky drinking (Ridout 

et al. 2011). This finding is logical when considered in relation to the platform infrastructure. 

Those whose social networks and activities on social media indicate engagement with or 

consumption of alcohol are more likely to be determined to share ‘affinity’ with alcohol 

brands, and therefore more likely to be exposed to their appeals. Social media platforms are 

different to other media technologies in that they are configured to disproportionately target 

heavier or riskier drinkers with alcohol-related content. For instance, imagine the likely 

public concern if advertising breaks in television broadcasts could target heavier drinkers 

with more alcohol advertising than other viewers. The protocols and algorithms of media 

platforms like Facebook are weighted toward determining heavier drinkers to share a higher 

affinity with alcohol brands and other heavy drinkers. The array of data that might indicate 

this affinity is extensive, in addition to direct engagement with an alcohol brand page or 

content, other useful data could include: a social network with peers who follow alcohol 

brands, interaction with nightlife related pages or content such as following the page of a club 
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night, following particular cultural intermediaries like musicians or sports clubs, geo-

locational data that indicates patterns of consumption in a nightlife precinct, and so on. 

Platforms archive this range of associations for future analysis and action. For instance, in 

future Friday afternoon posts the brand will be able to more accurately predict which users 

are engaged in afternoon drinking rituals and what kind of content they might interact with. 

Bundaberg Rum produce customised content for different niche audiences on the platform. 

Content featuring the Bundy Bear and afternoon drinking rituals appears to be targeted at an 

older working class demographic, while content featuring savvy internet memes appears to 

target a younger demographic. For example, Bundaberg use of the ‘99 Problems’ meme 

would likely only make sense to younger users who are part of the vernacular use of these 

images.vii We can assume, if Bundaberg Rum are using the technical capacities of the 

platform to their full extent, that they are using data to target these different streams of 

content at customised user groups in designated locations and at specific times of the day and 

week.  

Media platforms are governed by protocols that open and close possible actions to users. Any 

action a user takes depends on a protocol. A platform like Facebook enables activities like 

adding friends, joining groups, sharing and liking content. The protocols that platforms 

develop in part serve the interests of investors. For instance, platform protocols only enable 

users to ‘like’ a brand, they can’t ‘dislike’ it. While Facebook are moving toward giving users 

a range of ‘emojis’ instead of a like button to express a wider array of reactions to items in 

their news feeds, it seems likely that brands will be able to control the selection of ‘emojis’ 

available to users on their items of content. On an alcohol brand page, protocols ensure that 

any unsolicited content posted by a user is not logged on the brand’s timeline unless the 

brand chooses to share it to their timeline. This grants the brand control over which user 

engagements are made visible. If a user posts content critical of a brand it is not likely be 
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visible to other users. Platform protocols are set to the preferred defaults of powerful actors 

on the platform like advertisers (van Dijck 2013: 30). The platform interface – buttons, icons, 

boxes and devices a user can interact with - prompts and governs behaviour on the platform, 

enacting the ‘protocolized relations’ between data, software and hardware that enable the 

platform to function (van Dijck 2013: 31). On a media platform, a brand is usefully 

understood as an interface that users interact with. A media platform’s user interface is the 

touchpoint between the computational capacities of the brand and the creative capacities of 

the consumer. To think of a brand as interface, rather than a persuasive symbolic message, is 

to understand the production of brand value as the use of data to orchestrate, engineer, predict 

and shape the relationship between brand, users, cultural practices and contexts of 

consumption. As users engage with platforms they register connections between their lives, 

social networks, patterns of movement, moods and so on that brands can leverage in real-time 

or in the future.  

Platform protocols configure a commercial productive user: one who is engaged with a 

platform often, integrating use of it into their everyday practices. Protocols such as share and 

like buttons prompt users to circulate brand images and content. Protocols like comment 

boxes enable users to extend brand narratives, incorporating them into their own life 

narratives and social worlds. Protocols like photo capture and upload enable users to create 

content that incorporates brands into rituals of alcohol consumption. The data collection and 

analysis components of a platform make users visible to brands, algorithms enable that data 

to be leveraged to generate engagement, simulate and experiment with audience 

configurations, and target specific users in time and space. Alcohol brands’ creation of 

symbolic content is one part of this larger technical infrastructure of the media platform. As I 

discuss in the following sections, media platforms also shape the activity of alcohol brands in 

real-world cultural spaces.  
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Real world entanglements between brands, users and platforms 

In recent years alcohol brands have installed a range of brand activations at cultural events. 

Yellowglen wines installed an old fairground car  ousel at race days. Strongbow cider placed 

an antique sailing ship on the grounds of the Splendour in the Grass music festival. At the 

same festival Kopparberg set up a traditional Swedish village where festival-goers could play 

traditional games like Kubb. XXXX leased a tropical island and changed its name to XXXX 

Island. These are just a few of the most spectacular real-world activations brands have 

implemented. Brands also send promotional staff into venues and nightlife precincts with 

more ad-hoc or low-cost devices to generate interaction and engagement with consumers. Jim 

Beam took a cardboard cut-out of Jim Beam V8 Supercar drivers around pubs, getting 

consumers to pose with their face in the driver’s race-suit. Jagermeister took an oversize 

cardboard cut-out bottle and passed it among patrons in venues. They posed with the bottle, 

danced with it, and pretended to skol from it.  

These activations and material objects take on a variety of utilities on media platforms. A pre-

platform view of an object like a cardboard cut-out bottle of Jagermeiester would understand 

it as a symbolic device. The purpose of a bottle would be to increase brand awareness, make 

the brand present in a specific cultural setting, and perhaps capture images that can be used in 

word of mouth promotion. For instance, in the era before social media promotional staff 

would frequently enter bars and venues with various branded props. Often they would carry 

Polaroid cameras and get patrons to pose with the props for photos that were then given to 

them as a memento of the night out. A cardboard cut-out bottle still functions in this way, 

though when considered as a device that acts in relation to a media platform it takes on 

additional properties. The bottle (or carousel, or island, or Swedish village, or supercar 

driver) acts as a stimulus for patrons to mediate the experience. Consumers take their 

smartphones out and create images that get circulated via their peer networks. The material 
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action of the brand generates media content and data. While it creates peer-to-peer brand 

promotion, perhaps more importantly it registers connections in databases. If several people 

in a bar take images of themselves with a branded object and post it to a media platform, then 

the platform can link them together determining other relationships in social networks and 

cultural tastes people who go to the venue, the cultural entertainment at the venue, and the 

brand.  

Objects like a bottle, carousel or bespoke village might also come to operate as scannable 

codes. Facebook’s algorithms already recognise faces and landmarks to suggest user and 

location tags. From here, it is not difficult to see how platforms could recognise specific 

logos or objects in images and use them analytically. Brands format themselves to 

algorithmic cultural formations (Hallinan and Striphas 2014, Carah 2015). Part of what a 

brand does is undertake actions within cultural spaces that address the decision-making 

architecture of algorithmic media platforms. Understanding alcohol marketing in the age of 

social media platforms involves more than tracking the interaction that takes place on the 

platform itself, but how the platform is shaping material spaces of consumption. The 

infrastructure of a media platform extends beyond the databases, hardware and interface to 

include smartphones, venues, nightlife precincts, cultural events and the bodies of consumers.  

 

Promotional culture and below the line branding on platforms 

Promoters or ‘promos’ are critically important labourers in the marketing of alcohol on media 

platforms. Promos promote venues, club nights, artists and DJs for a combination of cash and 

in-kind payment. Many are ‘paid’ in free access to venues and free drinks. A thorough 

understanding of alcohol marketing on social media must account for the growth of this 

below the line workforce, especially because as more scrutiny is applied to above the line or 
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mainstream modes of alcohol marketing, the incentive to invest in below the line activities 

increases. Promos use their own bodies, sense of taste and style and social networks to 

generate engagement with venues and products. They most often work by circulating images 

of themselves at specific venues, events or parties. Many promos acquire a large following 

online because of their ability to put people on the ‘door list’ at clubs, their provocative and 

entertaining content, or their advice and insider knowledge on events and venues. They are a 

particularly valuable class of labour because they directly insert brands into their own life-

casting. They are also adept at moving across media platforms to promote brands and events. 

For instance, they might simultaneously use Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat and Tinder to 

promote a night, venue or product. In the specific case of alcohol marketing, promos operate 

at arms-length from the alcohol brands and venues. Hardly any are formally employed or 

associated with a venue or alcohol brand. This means that they can incorporate brands into 

narratives of excessive alcohol and drug consumption, intoxication, sexual promiscuity and 

so on without indicting the company.  

Promos play an important role within the calculative operation of media platforms. As they 

generate engagement and following online, and encourage people within their peer networks 

to follow their venues, brands and club nights they create associations between users, cultural 

spaces and practices, times of the day and week, venues and brands in the databases of media 

platforms. These associations can then be leveraged by both humans and algorithms. Promos 

might head into a venue or nightlife precinct and use their smartphone to recruit people to a 

particular club night, scrolling through their Facebook or Instagram feed they might see 

people who are headed out for the night and send a message giving them an invite or offering 

them a free drink at their venue. They might create a Snapchat video of wild dancing in their 

club and send that out to their network as evidence their venue has a good atmosphere. Some 

even use Tinder to find dates and hook-ups who they invite to their venue. In this respect 
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media platforms can be understood as live catalogues of available bodies that promos can 

access and guide toward their venues to consume alcohol.  

Furthermore, platform algorithms become more adept at shaping flows of images and content 

around nightlife practices. A user might be having pre-drinks with friends in one part of the 

city and post an image to Facebook, they might then catch a cab into a nightlife precinct, and 

post an image or even just open their Facebook app. In doing so, their news feed will 

recognise their proximity to friends also in the precinct and to venues they have visited before 

and post content to their feed. The news feed reinforces drinking narratives in real time. 

Alcohol brands might target promotional content based on data such as people who have 

checked in, been in an image from, or followed a particular venue or promoter. They 

effectively use the venue or promoter as a node that assembles a niche market of consumers 

available in a specific place and time. The important issue to consider here is the work that 

users and promos do in ‘knitting’ media platforms into their cultural and consumption 

practices, and in doing so, making those practices visible to platforms and the brands that run 

on them. This enables a range of below the line, culturally-embedded and data-driven 

promotional practices to emerge. These practices fall well outside of any existing regulatory 

or policy frameworks but are key sites for incubating brand and promotional strategies.  

Icon and dashboard: regulating protocol, interface and database 

To conclude I consider how policy-makers, critics, activists, lobbyists and scholars might 

approach the question of regulating alcohol marketing on media platforms. In The New York 

Times in 2009 Saul Hansell considered a proposition by Joseph Turow, a leading figure in 

scholarly and public debate about interactive advertising (see, Turow 2011). Turow suggested 

to Hansell that online advertisements have an interactive icon, ‘if you click the icon, you will 

go to what he calls a ‘privacy dashboard’ that will let you understand exactly what 
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information was used to choose that ad for you. And you’ll have the opportunity to edit the 

information or opt out of having any targeting done at all’. Turow envisages the dashboard 

would display the whole range of data used to select that item of content from the marketer, 

media platform and third-party providers. In this configuration the icon is a transparency 

initiative.  

By requiring platforms to disclose how data is used to tailor content, they are more 

accountable to their users. While the icon Turow suggests would be politically unpalatable to 

a powerful industry used to regulating itself, it would be technically simple and relatively low 

cost. Platforms would zealously resist a privacy dashboard that revealed how data is used to 

customise content not only because it would undermine the ‘seamless’ and apparently 

‘natural’ flow of content through the user interface, but it would also erode competitive 

advantages between platforms by revealing how different configurations of data are used. We 

ought to contend though that media platforms are now significant public institutions that 

societies need to place certain responsibilities upon with regard to how they construct public 

space, culture and discourse. Societies did this with broadcast media during the twentieth 

century, the time has come for a similar approach to media platforms. Despite likely political 

resistance from platforms and advertisers, the icon proposal is worth further consideration 

because it illustrates how platforms open up new possibilities for how we might understand 

regulation and user control.  

One of the limitations of the current self-regulatory scheme for alcohol advertising in 

Australia is that it relies on complaints from the public, but awareness of the scheme is low, 

and even if a person was sufficiently motivated to make a complaint the system is wilfully 

obtuse. The icon proposition builds on the already existing protocols of Facebook, Instagram 

and Twitter. Every item of content on these platforms contains a ‘button’ that enables users to 

report it for breaching the platform’s terms of service. Turow’s (2011) suggestion is that 
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technically the button could offer users the capacity to manage their data profile: what data is 

kept about them, its accuracy and how it is used.  

His provocation can be productively applied to the specific case of alcohol brands. Most 

content posted by alcohol brands to social media platforms in Australia has a ‘Drink 

Responsibly’ watermark put there by the advertiser and the item of content also has a drop 

down menu within the Facebook interface that enables users to ‘report’ the post. We already 

have a symbolic commitment by the brand to regulation on the advertisement, and a button 

that enables users to make and report a judgment about the content in relation to a regulatory 

framework (the platform’s terms and conditions). What if, for alcohol brands, the ‘Drink 

Responsibly’ logo was replaced with a button that users could click? This would drop down a 

menu that would alert users to the regulatory code under which the content is produced and 

enable them to report the post by clicking any guideline the content breaches. This would be 

‘one-click’ reporting of content from within the platform interface. Of course, it is likely that 

very few users would use this function, but if the industry were serious about their self-

regulatory code being accessible than an innovation of this sort would be far more effective 

than the awareness advertising campaigns the industry has funded on television in recent 

years. Furthermore, following Turow’s (2011) suggestion, the icon could also take users to a 

dashboard that indicates what information alcohol brands are leveraging to target and 

customise content for them. Users ought to be able to delete data as they choose. In practice, 

the icon would draw consumers’ attention to how brands operate in a computational way. The 

icon explicitly makes user-experience design a critical part of the politics of regulation. 

If the icon proposal intervenes in the user interface of media platforms, we ought to also 

consider how regulation might more productively bring public scrutiny to alcohol marketing. 

This means going beyond specifying what kind of content is acceptable and instead seeking 

to define and regulate the infrastructure, devices and databases that alcohol brands run on. 
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This is a much larger structural reform, but at the very least we must open up the public 

debate about how the alcohol industry’s use of media platforms can be subjected to 

meaningful public scrutiny. The current paradox is that at the very moment when the industry 

has gained the greatest real-time visibility of consumers and their engagement with brands it 

has ever had, its own marketing activities become far more impervious to regulation. 

In a broadcast media system it was relatively easy to quantify the volume of alcohol 

marketing. If you wanted to know how many advertisements the industry ran in newspapers, 

magazines, radio and television you just monitored the streams of content. On social media 

platforms this is not possible, customised and gated content means that only the industry and 

the media platforms know how much content is actually produced. But, in a broadcast media 

system it was relatively difficult and expensive to quantify the reach of alcohol marketing in 

anything other than crude terms. Ratings data would give an understanding of the size of an 

audience and rudimentary demographic characteristics. If researchers or policy-makers 

wanted to know the reach of alcohol advertising to specific target markets they would need to 

conduct audience research. This research is expensive and limited by the recall bias of 

respondents. Media platforms generate a fine-grained portrait of reach for alcohol marketers. 

The marketers know how many people view and engage with an item of content and can 

associate that engagement with detailed information about who those people are, what their 

interests are, where they were when they engaged with the content, and perhaps even 

predictions about their alcohol consumption practices. If alcohol marketing is a matter of 

public concern and media platforms are understood as significant institutions the public has a 

stake in, then we must acknowledge that it is technically possible in a way it has never been 

before for alcohol brands’ reach and engagement with specific audiences to be open to public 

scrutiny. And, that furthermore, such scrutiny would have a negligible financial cost because 
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it is information that is already provided in dashboards by media platforms to alcohol 

marketers.  

The icon and dashboard are each low cost proposals that would give individual users greater 

control over the regulation of alcohol advertising and open up alcohol marketing to greater 

public scrutiny. We ought to set aside the fact that they might well be politically unpalatable, 

and instead seize the upside in shifting the conversation away from content and volume, and 

instead make this a critical debate about a mode of branding that uses protocols, interfaces 

and databases. The current self-regulatory code does not define how alcohol brands operate in 

the age of media platforms, so critical analysis and proposals for change need to start by 

engaging with the marketing machinery the industry is building. The dashboard proposal 

would explicitly make a platform’s databases objects of public scrutiny. Databases, 

algorithms, interfaces and protocols are the objects in the media system that alcohol 

marketers deploy and these are the devices via which harm is done to individuals and the 

quality of our public life. The data architecture of media platforms is not just a question of 

individual privacy, but much more a question of how marketers shape social life. If we enter 

the debate about regulation with technical proposals about the configuration of platform 

interfaces, protocols and algorithms we engage the industry and politicians on more 

productive ground. In pointing not just to the critical issues, but making concrete low-cost 

demands about what might be done, we would undertake the generative move of not seeing 

media platforms as a threat but instead an opportunity for more fine-grained public scrutiny 

and control of alcohol marketing.  
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