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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Sport is used as a key marketing channel by alcohol companies in Aotearoa New Zealand. Sports games are 
highly-charged arenas; they are popular, emotionally stimulating, with specific ties and loyalty to one’s team and 
fellow supporters. These factors increase the appeal and effectiveness of marketing messages and allow alcohol 
companies to link their harmful product to events that are associated with fitness and healthy living. 

Research has shown that exposure to alcohol sports sponsorship is associated with increased levels of drinking 
amongst schoolchildren and more hazardous alcohol use among adult sporting players. Further, alcohol 
sponsorship of sport must be considered as a key contributor to the total burden of exposure to, and harm from, 
alcohol advertising. In Aotearoa New Zealand, there are substantial inequities in exposure to alcohol marketing, 
with tamariki Māori and Pasifika children aged 11-13 disproportionately exposed.

In June-July 2021, an audit was undertaken to ascertain the prevalence of exposure to alcohol-related branding 
across community-level rugby and rugby league games in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. Findings revealed that, 
of the total number of teams observed, 21% of rugby teams and 5% of rugby league teams had visible alcohol-
related (e.g. alcohol product, off-licence, pub/bar, etc.) logos on any part of the playing uniform. This represented 
13 (32%) of the 41 individual rugby clubs having any alcohol-related logos and two (10%) of the 21 rugby league 
clubs that were observed in the audit. The finding that alcohol-related logos were present across the majority of 
rugby grades has implications in terms of the wide reach of this harmful exposure, particularly the high number of 
children that were present watching games.

Of all logos observed on the playing jersey and shorts, alcohol advertising comprised 6% of all logos visible 
on rugby players and 2% of all logos visible on rugby league players. The most dominant logos observed on 
both rugby and rugby league team uniforms represented sporting-related, construction-related and real estate 
businesses. On average, rugby uniforms had over four logos visible, with rugby league having less than three 
logos visible.

Alcohol-related logos on uniforms were found to be more prevalent on rugby than rugby league players. This 
likely reflects the popularity of each sport and therefore reach of marketing and return on investment.  

Whilst alcohol-related logos comprised a small proportion of all logos observed across teams at the games, it 
is important to note that exposure reaches beyond players to spectators, including vulnerable groups such as 
children and persons with an alcohol use disorder and/or in recovery. When considering the prevalence of alcohol-
related logos at the club level, the potential for exposure to alcohol-related branding to all club members and 
supporters is much higher. For example, 32% of rugby union clubs observed in the audit had one or more teams 
with alcohol-related logos on their playing uniform.

A key limitation of the audit is that only exposure to alcohol-related branding was measured. It is possible, and 
likely, that clubs had secured alcohol sponsorship but the branding was not visible at the sporting grounds. 
Whilst minimising exposure to alcohol-related sponsorships is an important step towards reducing harm, it is also 
essential to address the harms from other forms of sponsorship, 
such as provision of discounted drinks, free alcohol 
products, and alcohol marketing visible in the club 
rooms and via digital media and other communication 
channels. A buy-out of alcohol sponsorship of 
sport would support clubs to diversify their 
sponsorship sources and reduce the harm 
from alcohol marketing to spectators 
and players. This report recommends 
mechanisms to achieve this.
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INTRODUCTION

Sport is used as a key marketing channel by alcohol companies. Sports games are highly-charged arenas; they 
are popular, emotionally stimulating, with specific ties and loyalty to one’s team and fellow supporters. When 
alcohol marketing is able to capitalise on these emotionally-charged moments, it both increases the effectiveness 
of the advertising1, and increases positive attitudes towards the alcohol brand.2 Moreover, advertising works on 
the subconscious level (beyond perception) to increase positive attitudes towards alcohol in general.2 Marketing 
at sports therefore extends from encouraging ‘brand switching’ to promoting, glorifying and entrenching the 
normalisation of alcohol throughout society. As a result, in many Western nations, sponsorship of sport is used by 
alcohol companies as a mechanism to desensitise the community to their presence.3

Alcohol companies may sponsor teams and/or sporting events, utilising a range of marketing media to repeatedly 
expose spectators to alcohol-related branding. Alcohol sponsorship may be evident in the team or event name, 
on signs, playing uniforms, playing equipment, sporting fields, hoardings, etc. Increasingly, the wide reach of 
broadcasted sport, particularly when shared on digital media or replayed post-game, is a primary mechanism 
through which exposure to alcohol sponsorship occurs.4 

Harm from alcohol sponsorship of sport
Research has examined the harms from exposure to alcohol sponsorship of sport on children and adults. A 
systematic review of studies found that indirect exposure to alcohol sports sponsorship was associated with 
increased levels of drinking amongst schoolchildren.5 Among adult sporting players, a positive association 
between direct alcohol sports sponsorship and hazardous drinking has been found.5

Exposure to alcohol advertising may also be particularly harmful to heavy drinkers, in light of evidence that 
advertising has greater appeal to this group.6 International research shows that sportspeople generally 
demonstrate heavier drinking patterns than non-sport players, placing them at considerable risk of harm from 
exposure to alcohol advertising.7 Research has also shown that sportspeople in Aotearoa New Zealand who 
report receiving alcohol sponsorship at the individual, team and club level were more likely to report hazardous 
drinking than those who received no alcohol sponsorship. Receiving free and/or discounted alcohol and feeling 
that they should go to the sponsor's pub/club to drink were particularly associated with heavier drinking.8 

Sponsorship must also be considered within the wider marketing mix as a key contributor to the total burden of 
exposure to alcohol marketing in the environment. Research shows that exposure to alcohol marketing is a cause 
of young people drinking earlier in life and drinking larger quantities.9,10 The impact of exposure appears to be 
cumulative, with levels and frequency of consumption increasing with exposure to advertising messages.11 It is 
suggested that exposure may be equally, if not more important, than content.11 This poses significant long-term 
consequences to children and young people, given the disproportionate harm these age groups experience from 
their drinking.12 In addition to the impairment to brain development from the effects of alcohol13, research shows 
that around half of alcohol abuse and dependence cases in Aotearoa New Zealand are developed by the age of 
20 and 70% by the age of 25.14 

There are also significant inequities in exposure to alcohol marketing with corresponding inequities in risk of alcohol 
harm. Research shows that tamariki Māori are five times more likely and Pacific children three times more likely to 
be exposed to alcohol marketing (excluding screen advertising) than European children.4 Using wearable cameras, 
research found that the majority (47%) of children’s exposure to alcohol marketing took place in the home, primarily 
through sports sponsorship media and merchandise (54% and 37% of all home exposures, respectively). Across all 
marketing media that children were exposed to, sports sponsorship accounted for almost one-third (31%).4

As well as having negative impacts upon children and sportspeople, alcohol sponsorship and marketing in sports 
can have particular detrimental impacts upon males. Often the messaging works to carefully craft certain ideals 
of masculinity that are associated with prolific alcohol consumption and stoicism.15,16 This can perpetuate harmful 
beliefs around masculinity that discourage set ideas of vulnerability. In turn, this can present a barrier for males to 
seek help from the community or health services, for fear of being viewed as vulnerable.15 
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It is further argued that alcohol sponsorship of sport enables alcohol companies to evade criticism about the 
physical and social risks of the products they produce.17 By associating their product with fun, leisure and recreation 
they are able to link their product to values related to fitness, healthy living, an active lifestyle, and youth.17

Estimated value of alcohol sponsorship of sport in Aotearoa New Zealand
In 2010, when the Law Commission conducted their review into alcohol regulation, six sporting codes were 
surveyed (rugby, rugby league, softball, netball, bowls and cricket) to determine the level of alcohol industry 
sponsorship.18 It was found that, on average, around 9% of clubs’ income was received from alcohol industry 
sponsorship. Clubs cited that the level of contribution from the alcohol industry at national levels had declined 
or tapered off markedly over time, for some sports more than others. This was viewed to relate to the following 
reasons: 1) the alcohol industry being ‘smarter’ about who they were targeting/supporting following careful 
analysis of cost-benefit-value factors; 2) that the industry was more consumption-focused (placing product in 
higher volume areas); 3) the general economic conditions; and 4) a sport’s demographic not being a ‘growth area’ 
for their product.

The six sporting codes reported that the most common forms of alcohol sponsorship were: pouring rights, 
supplying product at discounted prices for licensed premises to on-sell through their bars, ‘contra’ (supplying free 
product that recipients can use or sell), and direct cash funding. Rugby appeared to be the only sporting code in 
the above survey that received direct funding from major alcohol sponsors, nationally and regionally. The value 
of these sponsorships was relatively minor, ranging from $200 to $2,000 per year. Sponsorship was particularly 
associated with local bars/taverns and alcohol retailers.18

In 2014, the estimated total value of alcohol sponsorship of sport in Aotearoa New Zealand was $21.3 million 
($24.9 million in 2022 dollars), with $13.8 million (64%) in direct cash contributions.19 The value of alcohol 
sponsorship of televised sport was estimated to be between $7.6 and $9.6 million per year. Half (50%) of the 
total $21.3 million went to community-level sport, with 28% to regional-level sport and 22% to national-level 
sport. Of the $10.77 million to community-level sport, $5.4 million (50%) was in the form of cash and $5.4 million 
(50%) was in the form of non-cash sponsorship. Approximately 75% of all alcohol sponsorship of regional level 
sport went to rugby union.

However, as a proportion all sponsorship funding, it was found that national sport received 7% of total 
sponsorship revenue from alcohol-related companies (5% of all cash sponsorship and 15% of all non-cash 
sponsorship). Regional sport received 11% of its total sponsorship revenue from alcohol-related companies 
(13% of all cash sponsorship, 5% of all non-cash sponsorship) and community-level sport obtained 25% of all 
sponsorship revenue from alcohol-related companies (16% of all cash and 61% of all non-cash sponsorship). 

From a study in 20193, it was found that some large rugby unions had secured up to $1 million from alcohol 
companies. It is unclear if this level of funding was on an annual basis, or over the duration of a sponsorship contract.

‘Controls’ on alcohol sponsorship of sport
Despite the serious and inequitable harms from alcohol advertising exposure, there is a stark absence of effective 
legal protections or safeguards in Aotearoa New Zealand. This is in contrast to tobacco and vaping advertising, 
which is prohibited across all media.20 

The main ‘controls’ on alcohol marketing are via a voluntary industry code of practice known as the Advertising 
Standards Authority ‘Alcohol Advertising and Promotion Code’.21 Principle 3 of this Code covers alcohol 
sponsorship advertising and promotion. The Code allows icons and/or sporting heroes that are popular with 
minors to be sponsored by alcohol companies and feature their branding, provided the expected audience is at 
least 80% adults aged 18 years and over. For a rugby season that is watched by over a million New Zealanders 
aged 14 years and over, the code therefore effectively condones hundreds of thousands of children and young 
people to be exposed to alcohol advertising whilst watching their favourite sport. Children, who learn vicariously 
by emulating their heroes, are therefore at particular risk from alcohol sponsorship of sport.22



Abdication of responsibility for advertising 
standards to the Advertising Standards 

Authority has been cited as evidence of 
the Crown’s failure to fulfil its responsibilities 

under Te Tiriti o Waitangi with regards to alcohol’s 
longstanding, inequitable impacts on Māori and their 

inability to actively protect Māori from unwanted and 
harmful advertising around alcohol.23 

Restricting alcohol advertising (including sponsorship of sport) is recognised as one of the most cost-effective 
and salient strategies to preventing and reducing alcohol use and harm across the population.24 The approach is 
also pro-equity, given the disproportionate exposure to alcohol advertising among tamariki Māori aged 11-13.4 
An effective precedent exists in relation to ending tobacco sponsorship in the 1990s, when a time-limited buy-
out/replacement model was implemented via the establishment of the Health Sponsorship Council. Millions of 
children have since benefitted from these measures taken. Further, evidence shows that there is no monetary loss 
tied to decisions to end sponsorship; indeed, some sport teams actually improved their financial position after no 
longer accepting tobacco sponsorship.25 

Growing calls have been made in Government-commissioned reports and by Government bodies to end alcohol 
sponsorship of sport. These include the Law Commission (2010)26, the Ministerial Forum of Alcohol Advertising 
and Sponsorship (2014)27, the Mental Health and Addiction Inquiry (2018)28, the 20 District Health Boards Chairs 
and Chief Executives (2021)29, the Cancer Control Agency (2022)30 and Te Hiringa Hauora/Health Promotion 
Agency (2022).31 It is important to note that other countries do not allow alcohol sponsorship, including France 
and Norway.32

There is also significant public support for greater restrictions to alcohol sponsorship, particularly in relation to 
protecting children and young people. The 2019/20 Alcohol Use in New Zealand Survey conducted by Te Hiringa 
Hauora/Health Promotion Agency found that more than two-thirds (67%) of respondents supported banning 
alcohol sponsorship at sporting, community, and other events that under 18-year-olds may attend.33 When 
New Zealanders were asked about their preferred sources of sponsorship funding for sport, the least preferred 
industries were gambling, alcohol and fast food companies. Sporting goods companies, banks, health insurance 
companies, telephone companies and supermarkets were ranked as the most preferred funding sources.34  

5
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METHOD

An observational audit of sponsorship of community-level rugby and rugby league was undertaken during 
the months of June and July of 2021. Approximately 10 volunteers visited games across the region to record 
sponsorship logos visible on the players’ and referees clothing, sporting equipment (e.g. goalposts) and on or 
around the sporting ground.

Sampling
Rugby union and rugby league were chosen for three key reasons. Firstly, findings from a 2014 Sport New 
Zealand survey of sporting organisations found rugby union was a key receiver of alcohol sponsorship revenue. 
Secondly, these sports (in particular rugby) are of historical, cultural and national significance in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, having strong, collective influence and reach.35,36 Hence, alcohol advertising would have strong appeal 
among the population of Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland and therefore high reach and effectiveness (i.e. harm). 
Thirdly, rugby and rugby league attract players and spectators from population groups that experience high levels 
of alcohol harm, notably Māori and Pacific people.37

A comprehensive list of sporting fixtures in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland was obtained online for the 2021 rugby 
and rugby league season. A selection of games was chosen to observe over the weekend (Friday to Sunday), with 
observations taking place across playing grades/levels and at sporting grounds in different geographical areas 
and neighbourhood deprivation deciles of Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. The women’s competition was excluded 
from this analysis due to time constraints.

Data collection
Volunteers attended the chosen rugby and rugby league games to observe any alcohol sponsorship logos that 
were present around the grounds or on the player’s and referees clothing. A structured online audit form was 
developed using TypeForm and used to record the sponsorship observed during the sporting games. Data was 
recorded as free text and coded later. Photos of sponsorship were uploaded where possible.

Data collected via the audit form was supplemented with an internet search of sports photography websites, 
club websites and Facebook sites. The high quality of the photos on these sites enabled further evidence of 
sponsorship to be recorded. 

Analysis
Data from the online audit form was downloaded into Microsoft Excel. Alcohol sponsorship was determined to be 
present if the sponsor was a retail outlet (e.g. bottle store), drinking establishment (e.g. pub), alcohol brand (e.g. 
beer brand), licensing trust or other (e.g. drinking game product). Although supermarkets sell alcohol in Aotearoa 
New Zealand, they were not recorded as an alcohol sponsor. In addition, any gambling-related funding that had 
come from pokie machines located in licensed premises were not recorded as an alcohol sponsor.

All logos were categorised by type of business (e.g. construction, sports, etc.). Descriptive analyses were 
undertake using Excel and SAS 9.4. The construction industry category included any company that was related to 
the building and construction industry, including different trades, building supply retailers and building developers. 
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RESULTS

Overall, there were 176 teams in the men’s rugby union competition and 52 teams in the men’s rugby league 
competition in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. Volunteers were able to collect sponsorship data for 101 rugby union 
teams (57% of teams) and 40 rugby league teams (77% of teams). 

1) Rugby Union
Ten (56%) of the eighteen grades had data collected on more than 75% of the teams in the grade, comprising  
84 of the 91 teams in total. For the remaining eight grades, only 17 of the 85 teams had data collected.

Of the 101 teams observed, 21 (21%) had alcohol-related logos displayed on the playing uniform. In total, there 
were 24 exposures to alcohol-related logos – 14 (58%) on the front of the jersey, 7 (29%) on the back of the 
jersey and 3 (13%) on the back of the shorts.

Table 1. Prevalence of alcohol-related logos on the playing uniform of rugby union teams, by grade.

Grade # teams observed  
(/total teams in grade)

# teams that had 
alcohol-related logos

% of teams observed 
with alcohol-related logos 

Championship (Sid Marshall Shield v2) 9/10 (90%) 1 11%

Premiership (McNamara Cup) 5/5 (100%) 2 40%

Premiership (Premiership Plate) 4/5 (80%) 2 50%

Under 21 (Massey Cup) 6/6 (100%) 2 33%

Under 85kg 7/8 (87%) 2 29%

Colts (U21) 7/9 (78%) 1 14%

Premier 1 11/11 (100%) 2 18%

Premier 2 10/10 (100%) 3 30%

Premier (Round Robin) 14/15 (93%) 1 7%

Premier Development 11/12 (92%) 0 0%

Premier Reserves (Bob Chandler Cup) 3/6 (50%) 0 0%

U21 4/11 (36%) 0 0%

U585s 2/7 (29%) 2 100%

Restricted U85 (Round Robin) 3/11 (27%) 2 67%

First grade (Round Robin) 1/10 (10%) 0 0%

Presidents (Round Robin) 3/20 (15%) 1 33%

Under 85kg (Northern) 0/8 (13%) NA NA

Presidents 1/12 (8%) 0 0%

101/176 (57%) 21 (21%)
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Location of alcohol-related logos on the playing uniform
Details of the 21 teams (representing 13 (32%) of the 41 individual rugby clubs observed) with alcohol-related 
logos on the playing uniform are shown below (Table 2, T = team).

Table 2. Placement of alcohol-related logos on the uniform of rugby union players, by grade.

Grade Number of teams Area of team Location of  
alcohol-related logo Logo type

Championship  
(Sid Marshall Shield v2)

1 South Front of jersey Local bar

Premier Reserves (Bob 
Chandler Cup)

None  N/A N/A

Premiership  
(McNamara Cup)

2 South Front of jersey (T1) 
Back of jersey (T2)

Local bar (T1)  
Local bar (T2)

Premiership  
(Premiership Plate)

2 South Front of jersey (T1) 
Front of jersey (T2)

Off-licence chain (T1) 
Licensing Trust (T2)

Under 21  
(Massey Cup)

2 South Front of jersey (T1) 
Front of jersey (T2)

Local bar (T1)  
Off-licence chain (T2)

Under 85kg 2 South Front of jersey (T1) 
Front of jersey (T2)

Off-licence chain (T1)  
Off-licence chain (T2)

Colts (U21) 1 North Back of jersey Off-licence chain

Premier 1 2 North Back of jersey (T1) 
Back of shorts (T1) 
Front of jersey (T2)

Local bar (T1)  
Local bar (T1)  
Local bar (T2)

Premier 2 3 North Back of jersey (T1) 
Back of shorts (T1) 
Back of jersey (T2) 
Back of shorts (T2) 
Front of jersey (T3)

Local bar 1(T1)  
Local bar 2 (T1)  
Local bar 1 (T1)  
Local bar 1 (T2)  
Local bar 1 (T3)

Premier (Round Robin) 1 Central Front of jersey Alcohol brand

Premier Development None  N/A N/A

U21 None  N/A N/A

U85s 2 North Front of jersey (T1) 
Front of jersey (T2)

Local bar (T1)  
Local bar (T2)

Restricted U85  
(Round Robin)

2 Central Front of jersey (T1) 
Back of jersey (T2)

Alcohol brand (T1) 
Alcohol-related game (T1)

First grade (Round Robin) None  N/A N/A

Presidents (Round Robin) 1 Central Back of jersey Alcohol brand

Under 85kg (Northern) None  N/A N/A

Presidents None  N/A N/A
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Type of alcohol-related logo
Of the 24 alcohol-related logos, the most common logo was for a local pub/bar (58%), followed by an off-licence 
bottle store (21%), and an alcohol brand (13%). Only one team featured the logo of the local Licensing Trust (4%).

It’s important to note that a team in the Colts (Under 21 years) grade had an alcohol-related logo on the back of 
their jersey, being an off-licence chain.

Of the 13 Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland rugby union clubs that had alcohol-related logos on their playing uniform, 
five were located on the North Shore, three in Central Auckland, and five in South Auckland. Alcohol brand logos 
(i.e. logo of an alcohol product), were only found on teams located in Central Auckland.

All types of logos visible on rugby players’ uniforms
In total, there were 414 logos observed across all players in the 101 teams observed. Three teams appeared to 
have clean playing kits, and for one team the logos were too difficult to identify.

Most sponsorship logos were on the front of the playing jersey, with 94 teams displaying 219 logos. Players 
across 60 teams had logos on the back of the jersey, totalling 93 logos. There were 58 logos on the front of the 
shorts (across 52 teams) and 44 logos on the back of the shorts (across 33 teams).

Of all 414 logos, 115 (28%) were for companies related to the construction industry, 105 (25%) were for 
sportswear or sports-related companies, 41 (10%) were real estate companies, and 24 (6%) were for 
alcohol-related companies or licensed premises.

The most common categories of logo being visible on different parts of the playing uniforms are 
shown below (Table 3):

• Front of the jersey: construction industry (27% of all logos on front of jersey), 
sportswear (24%) and real estate (10%);

• Back of jersey: construction industry (37% of all logos on back of jersey), real 
estate (16%) and sports-related (10%);

• Front of shorts: sports-related (71% of all logos on front of short), 
construction industry (12%), and real estate (3%); and

• Back of shorts: construction industry (34% of all logos on front of 
short), supermarket (9%), real estate (7%), and alcohol (7%).

The average number of logos visible across the playing 
uniforms was 4.3. Over 80% of 94 teams had three of 
more logos visible, as shown below:

 - 7 teams had one logo visible;

 - 9 teams had two logos visible;

 - 15 teams had three logos visible;

 - 24 team had four logos visible;

 - 17 teams had five logos visible;

 - 11 teams had six logos visible;

 - 5 teams had seven logos visible;

 - 4 teams had eight logos visible; and

 - 2 teams had nine logos visible.
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Analysis of the 105 sports-related logos revealed that 104 related to sporting uniform brands. If these 104 logos 
did not represent sponsorship contracts, then 24 (8%) of the total 310 logos were identified as alcohol-related.

Table 3. Categories of all logos observed on different parts of the rugby union player’s uniform.

Front of jersey Back of jersey Front of shorts Back of shorts

 # of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

Alcohol 14 6 7 8 0 0 3 7

Gambling 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 5

Sports 52 24 9 10 41 71 3 7

Gym 0 0 0 0 1 2 2 5

Construction 59 27 34 37 7 12 15 34

Insurance 1 0 1 1 2 3 1 2

Real Estate 21 10 15 16 2 3 3 7

Security 4 2 1 1 1 2 1 2

Recruitment 2 1 0 0 0 0 1 2

Food 6 3 0 0 0 0 1 2

Supermarket 1 0 2 2 0 0 4 9

Equipment hire 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2

Property 
maintenance

0 0 1 1 0 0 2 5

Café /  Restaurant 1 0 0 0 1 2 1 2

Hair products 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2

Digital 2 1 4 4 0 0 1 2

Plants 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 5

Bank 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 0

Motors 13 6 5 5 1 2 0 0

Trustees 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 0

Clothing 4 2 2 2 0 0 0 0

Health/Medical 7 3 1 1 0 0 0 0

Finance 2 1 2 2 0 0 0 0

Wills 4 2 1 1 0 0 0 0

Facility Management 2 1 3 3 0 0 0 0

Farming 3 1 1 1 0 0 0 0

Transport 4 2 1 1 0 0 0 0

Lawyers 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0

Other 17 8 2 2 0 0 0 0
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2) Rugby League
Of the 52 teams in the competition, volunteers were able to collect data on 40 (77%). For one grade, only five of 
the eight teams had data collected. Of the 40 teams, 2 (5%) had alcohol-related logos on their playing uniforms 
(Table 4). The two teams represented two different clubs, and comprised 10% of the 21 clubs observed in the 
audit.

Table 4. Prevalence of alcohol-related logos on the playing uniform of rugby league teams, by grade.

Grade # teams observed (/
total teams in grade)

# teams that had 
alcohol-related logos

% of teams observed with 
alcohol-related logos 

Fox Championship (Section A) 5/8 (63%) 0 0%

Fox Championship Premier 1st (Section A) 6/8 (75%) 0 0%

Fox Premier 1st (Phase 1) 9/12 (75%) 0 0%

Fox Premiership (Qualifying) 11/12 (92%) 1 9%

Ray Cranch Premier (Section A) 9/12 (75%) 1 8%

TOTAL 40/52 (77%) 2 (5%)

Location and type of alcohol-related logo
The two teams with alcohol-related logos comprised three exposures in total. For one team, two logos for two 
different local bars were observed - one on the back of the jersey and one of the front of the shorts. The other 
team had the logo of an off-licence chain on the front of their jersey. In addition, another team’s off-field apparel 
had a logo of an off-licence chain. 

In relation to location of the club, one team (featuring the two logos of local bars) was located in the North Shore 
whilst the other (featuring the off-licence chain) was located in South Auckland.

Logos visible on rugby league players
In total, there were 126 logos observed across all players in the 40 teams observed. One team had a clean playing 
kit, free of sponsorship. Note: other teams may also have had clean uniforms, if the sportswear logo observed was 
not a sponsorship logo but instead represented the name of the uniform apparel company.

Most logos were on front of jersey, with 38 teams displaying 68 logos. Players across 23 teams had logos on the 
back of the jersey, totalling 32 logos. There were 24 logos on the front of the shorts (across 24 teams) and only 
one team had any logo on the back of the shorts.

The most common logos observed are shown below (Table 5):

• Front of the jersey: sportswear (40% of all logos on front of jersey), construction industry (26% of all logos on 
front of jersey), and real estate, laundry services and charity (4% each);

• Back of jersey: construction industry (41% of all logos on back of jersey), laundry services (16%) and 
sportswear (13%); and

• Front of shorts: sportswear (75% of all logos on front of shorts), construction industry (8%), and transport-
related services (8%).

Only one team had any logo present on the back of the shorts. Of all 126 logos, 49 (39%) were for sportswear or 
sports-related companies and 33 (24%) related to the construction industry. Three (2%) of the 126 logos were 
alcohol-related.
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The average number of logos observed per team was 3.1. More than one-half of teams had three of more logos 
visible, as shown below:

 - 5 teams had one logo visible;

 - 13 teams had two logos visible;

 - 10 teams had three logos visible;

 - 1 team had four logos visible;

 - 7 teams had five logos visible; and

 - 4 teams had six logos visible.

Analysis of the 49 sports-related logos revealed that all related to sporting uniform brands. If these 49 logos  
did not represent sponsorship contracts, then 3 (4%) of the total 77 logos were identified as alcohol-related.
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Table 5. Categories of logos observed on different parts of the rugby league playing uniform.

Front of jersey Back of jersey Front of shorts Back of shorts

 # of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

# of 
exposures

% of total 
exposure

Alcohol 1 1 1 3 1 4 0 0

Gambling 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Sports 27 40 4 13 18 75 0 0

Gym 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Construction 18 26 13 41 2 8 0 0

Insurance 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Real Estate 3 4 2 6 0 0 0 0

Security 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Recruitment 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Food 2 3 0 0 1 4 0 0

Supermarket 0 0 2 6 0 0 0 0

Equipment hire 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Property 
maintenance

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Café/Restaurant 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 0

Hair products 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Digital 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Plants 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Bank 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Motors 2 3 0 0 2 8 1 50

Trustees 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Clothing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Health/Medical 0 0 3 9 0 0 0 0

Finance 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Wills 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Facility Management 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Farming 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Transport 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Lawyers 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Laundry services 3 4 5 16 0 0 0 0

Charity 3 4 0 0 0 0 0 0

Other 6 9 2 6 0 0 1 50
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3) Logos visible at the sports grounds
In total, 91 logos were observed around the 18 sporting grounds of the rugby and rugby league games (Table 6). 
Seven (7.7%) of these were alcohol-related; four were alcohol brands, two were for pubs or bars, and one was for 
a Licensing Trust. The most common categories of logos visible at the sports grounds were construction industry-
related companies (25%) and sports-related companies (21%). Logos were found on hoardings, flags, the side of 
clubrooms, goal posts, and the fence line.

Table 6. Categories of logos observed on, or around, rugby and rugby league sporting grounds.

Type of sponsorship Number observed Percentage of total

Alcohol 7 8

Sports-related 19 21

Construction 23 25

Café / restaurant 1 1

Motors / transport 8 9

Supermarket 5 5

Education 1 1

Real estate / property management 8 9

Clothing 1 1

Garden-related 1 1

Charity 1 1

Insurance 2 2

Other 14 15

4) Logos visible on referees and other officials
The most common logos found on referees and sideline judges was Westie Pies (i.e. convenience food company). 
Other logos observed related to sports or sports facilities, a printing company, transport-related companies, 
construction-related (e.g. Mitre 10) companies, couriers, supermarkets, real estate, and insurance companies. No 
alcohol-related logos were observed on the uniforms of rugby or rugby league officials. Sideline tables showing 
Powerade and Red Bull were also observed. 

Sideline drinking was noted at four sports grounds, in some instances by persons that appeared to be minors (i.e. 
less than 18 years of age).
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DISCUSSION

This audit was conducted to ascertain the prevalence of exposure to alcohol-related branding across community-
level rugby and rugby league games in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. Findings revealed that, of the total number of 
teams observed, 21% of rugby teams and 5% of rugby league teams had visible alcohol-related logos on any part of 
the playing uniform. This represented 13 (32%) of the 41 individual rugby clubs having any alcohol-related logos and 
two (10%) of the 21 rugby league clubs that were observed in the audit. The finding that alcohol-related logos were 
present across the majority of rugby grades has implications in terms of the wide reach of this harmful exposure.

Of all logos observed on the playing jersey and shorts, alcohol advertising comprised 6% of all logos visible 
on rugby players and 2% of all logos visible on rugby league players. The most dominant logos observed on 
both rugby and rugby league team uniforms represented sporting-related, construction-related and real estate 
businesses. On average, rugby uniforms had over four logos visible, with rugby league having less than three 
logos visible. In the event that some sport clothing-related logos were not tied to a sponsorship contract (but 
rather represented the brand of clothing purchased by the club), alcohol-related logos comprised 8% and 4% of 
all logos visible on rugby and rugby league players, respectively.

Alcohol-related logos on uniforms were found to be more prevalent on rugby than rugby league players. This likely 
reflects the popularity of each sport (and therefore reach of marketing and return on investment) and is consistent 
with previous survey data showing that rugby receives the lion’s share of alcohol sponsorship funding.19

Whilst alcohol-related logos comprised a small proportion of all logos observed across teams at the games, it 
is important to note that exposure reaches beyond players to spectators, including vulnerable groups such as 
children and persons with an alcohol use disorder and/or in recovery.38 Non-player involvement in the rugby is also 
considered widespread, including coaches, support networks, medical practitioners, and club administrative staff.39

Where alcohol-related logos were visible on rugby players, they were most prevalent on the front of player’s 
jerseys. This is the highest profile position a sponsor can occupy on a player’s uniform, being the most visible and 
therefore achieving greater reach. This is of concern in relation to exposure to alcohol-related branding. The back of 
the jersey was the next most common placement for alcohol-related logos, with shorts being a much less common 
site for advertising. Overall, most of the alcohol-related logos found in this audit were for local bars and pubs.

Alcohol-related logos were also observed at the sporting grounds, including on goal post pads in storage sheds, 
on field flags and on the exterior of the clubrooms. The presence of these logos further contributes to maintaining 
the strong links between alcohol and sport (in particular, rugby). 

It was concerning that an Under 21 rugby team had an alcohol-related logo on its playing uniform, exposing not 
just the individual players to alcohol marketing but also the other young players in the opposing teams and their 
supporters. In Aotearoa New Zealand, young adults demonstrate the riskiest drinking patterns, with 47% of 
young adult male drinkers reporting hazardous drinking in 2020/21.40 This age group is also most vulnerable to 
the development of alcohol use disorders.14 As shown above, there is an increased risk of harm from advertising 
among heavy drinkers, as they may be more receptive to alcohol marketing messages.6

The audit highlighted key business sectors that are currently stepping forward in providing financial support to 
community-level rugby and rugby league clubs in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. A notable finding was that some 
clubs were able to source multiple sponsors, with five or more sponsors identified across some playing uniforms. 
However, this may reflect playing uniforms that were continuing to be used beyond the expiry of sponsorship 
arrangements. Rugby league players had fewer logos visible on their uniforms, when compared to rugby players. 

It was disappointing that sponsorship logos of banks and insurance companies was relatively uncommon in this 
audit, despite them being ranked among the most preferred sponsorship sources by New Zealanders.34 The lack 
of national logos supports previous research showing that rugby club sponsorship is ‘very localised’, especially 
for rugby clubs in smaller provinces.3 National brands were found to be difficult to attract for community-level 
sponsorship, whereas national beer brands and brewery sponsorship came much more easily.3 The dearth 
of sponsorship options meant that pressure was placed on many rugby clubs to uncritically accept willing 
sponsorship sources, including alcohol companies.3
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Other contributors to alcohol harm in the sport setting
Whilst clubs should be settings that promote healthy behaviour, this is not always the case. In a study of Pacific 
adolescent drinkers in Aotearoa New Zealand, participating in a sports team or sports club outside of school was 
found to increase the likelihood that an adolescent reported binge drinking.41

In this audit, it was concerning to see some occurrences of sideline drinking, including boxes of alcohol products 
being consumed. Policies and enforcement action are important controls to prevent the harm from public drinking. 
This sideline drinking likely represents one result of the normalisation of alcohol from advertising at sports events 
whilst simultaneously acting to further entrench the presence and consumption of alcohol alongside sports. For 
the majority of games observed, volunteers noted the presence of children, further placing them at risk of the 
direct harm of public drinking but also vicarious role-modelling by others.

It is also well-known that club management of alcohol is critical to minimising the harm from alcohol in the 
sport setting. Club management practices such as serving alcohol to intoxicated people, having ‘happy hour’ 
promotions or providing alcohol-only awards and prizes have been found to be most strongly associated with 
hazardous drinking among club members. Stronger associations of these practices were found among rugby 
union clubs, followed by rugby league clubs.42 

Limitations of audit
There are limitations to the current audit. Unfortunately, not all teams across all grades were observed. Alcohol 
sponsorship may have been present on teams that were missed. It was also difficult to determine if the sports 
logo on the playing uniform was connected to a sponsorship or simply reflected the sportswear brand. 

This audit was only undertaken in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. It is strongly recognised that there is likely to 
be variation in sponsorship across geographic regions in Aotearoa New Zealand. This is because rugby clubs 
and regional rugby unions are believed to vary in the funds and resources they receive, their organisational and 
management structure, the number and diversity of teams, and the quantity and scope of potential sponsors.3

A key limitation of this audit is that only sponsorship exposure was assessed; it is likely that more clubs had 
alcohol sponsorship but the sponsorship branding was not visible at the sporting event. It is also unknown 
whether sponsorship arrangements between sporting clubs and local off-licence outlets and pubs/bars extended 
beyond any cash or non-cash payment. For example, it would be further concerning if any alcohol-related 
sponsorship extended to discounted drinks offered at the particular bars, pubs or off-licences. As shown above, 
these sponsorship practices increase the risk of harm.8 Further research is necessary to determine the current 
prevalence of alcohol sponsorship, beyond those sponsorships visible at the sports ground. 

In addition, it was unknown if the alcohol-related logos observed on the playing uniform reflected current 
contracts or contracts that had since lapsed but new playing uniforms had not been purchased. The reality of this 
means that alcohol sponsors can achieve free marketing, beyond the length of their financial commitment.

Implications of audit
This audit has implications for public health efforts to reduce the harm from alcohol sponsorship of sport. Firstly, it 
is important to engage with clubs that exhibited alcohol sponsorship to raise awareness of the associated harms 
and seek their support for a national buy-out model for alcohol sponsorship. Rugby clubs should be the priority 
given the high proportion of clubs that exhibited any alcohol-related logos on the playing uniform. Secondly, it is 
important to raise the voices of those without sponsorship, who are leading the way for other clubs to follow. 

The audit revealed very few examples of exposure to other harmful sponsorships, such as gambling or fast food. 
However, this does not mean that these sponsorships did not exist. Rather, it shows that exposure on the sporting 
field was low (overall). It is recognised that rugby referees were often sponsored by unhealthy foods (i.e. pies). 
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Very few examples of alcohol product brand exposure were revealed in this audit. Again, this does not mean that 
clubs were not necessarily sponsored by alcohol producers, especially breweries, as the sponsorship may be visible 
away from the sporting ground. International reports using trade industry interviews and data have noted the 
increased pressure and calls for an end to alcohol sports sponsorship in Aotearoa New Zealand.43 The lack of visible 
branding may signal the recognition by clubs to be seen to be socially responsible and look like good citizens.3

Whilst all types of alcohol sponsorship should be considered harmful, a useful risk matrix has been developed in 
Western Australia for categorising the risk of harm from each sponsorship type. This matrix comprises five criteria 
to evaluate the risk of harm, with a score of five given for each category of risk. The higher the score, the higher 
the risk and need to mitigate this risk.44 The five criteria are:

• Profile of brand – for example, a local licensed restaurant (lower risk) vs Ready-to-Drink (high risk), local vs 
global brand, how the brand is regarded (risky or prestigious);

• Marketing and distribution practices – marketing practices of the brand (e.g. appeal to minors, aggressive 
marketing, email/online marketing to database, competitions and prizes);

• The event that is being sponsored – low profile local sports team vs high profile team with wide reach;

• Alcohol content of the product – general assessment of the entire product range; and

• Context – who is present at the event and the wider context e.g. a small wine company sponsoring an event for 
only 18+ years vs hoardings at a popular rugby game.

This matrix has usefulness in categorising the alcohol sponsorship in the current audit and future public health 
efforts to reduce harm. Of particular concern should be the alcohol brand and off-licence chain logos identified in 
this audit. The clubs featuring these logos are of priority concern, particularly if the teams are also located in areas 
that experience inequities in alcohol use and harm.

Supporting clubs to replace alcohol sponsorship
In 2010, the Law Commission26 recommended a staged approach over a five-year period to end alcohol 
sponsorship of sport. Firstly, it was recommended that all sponsorship should be prohibited at any event where 
10% or more of the participants are under the legal purchase age. The final recommended stage was to end 
all alcohol sponsorship. It was further recommended that a replacement model was critical to supporting the 
achievement of these restrictions.

Whilst this audit found that many clubs had more than one sponsor, it is recognised that current sponsorship 
arrangements are unlikely to meet the on-going costs of operating a sports club. As shown previously, for some 
larger rugby unions, up to $1 million had been secured from alcohol companies. If this sponsorship was required 
to end, clubs would have to utilise their resources to acquire several, smaller sponsorship agreements. It must 
be noted, however, that the financial stability of community sport demands diversifying sponsorship portfolios 
to reduce the risk of reliance on a single funding source such as alcohol companies.45 Some clubs have noted in 
research that they have confidence in their financial position and diversity of funding and so are less reliant on 
alcohol companies.3 This should be the goal for all sporting clubs in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Whilst replacement of funds from alcohol company sponsorship is critical, so too is personnel support to find 
alternative sponsorship once a buy-out model ends. Research reveals that finding sponsorship is viewed by rugby 
clubs in Aotearoa New Zealand as drudgery. Breweries being forthcoming with funds consequently reduced the 
huge task of ‘hunting and gathering’ sponsors, with the culturally ingrained relationship between rugby and beer 
facilitating the acquisition of sponsorship options from alcohol companies.3 

It is suggested that removing alcohol sponsorship would require sports clubs to draw on their human resources, 
develop strategic sponsorship plans, and expand their networks in order to secure additional, smaller sponsors to 
fill that void.46,47 Further, the suturing of beer sponsorship throughout the rugby system makes it imperative that 
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any sponsorship ban needs to address all levels of sport, and not singularly target the grassroots level nor the 
professional/elite level.3 The complex and interwoven history of rugby and beer in Aotearoa New Zealand, to the 
point that it is difficult to envision one without the other, means that ending alcohol sponsorship of rugby could 
generate significant benefit in terms of breaking or weakening the link between alcohol and sport.3,48,49

It is recognised that ending alcohol sponsorship, without a replacement model, may further accentuate the urban-
rural divide in the New Zealand sport context.50 This is evident where urban unions are more resource-rich, with 
more people working in the rugby union to approach a greater number and diversity of industries and companies 
for sponsorship.3 As such, rural unions would particularly benefit from a sponsorship replacement model. Younger 
people in rural areas may also accrue more benefits from sponsorship replacement, given the higher prevalence of 
binge drinking found among secondary school students living in rural areas.51

In 1990, the Smokefree Environments Act set a national precedent for a buy-out model for replacement of harmful 
sponsorship. The Act prohibited all tobacco advertising and sponsorship (estimated at around $6 million in 1989), 
establishing the Health Sponsorship Council to replace tobacco sponsorship of sports and events for a period of 
five years.52 Similar approaches were used successfully in Australia.

The Smokefree example illustrates a useful example for alcohol sponsorship replacement. A buy-out model for 
alcohol sponsorship would also be time-limited and could be achieved by increasing the hypothecated levy on all 
alcohol sold. Increasing the levy to fund the replacement of alcohol sports sponsorship would add around 2c to 
a can of beer, 2c to a Ready to Drink (RTD), 6c to a bottle of wine and 9c to a bottle of spirits. Western Australia 
have been replacing alcohol sponsorship of community Aussie Rules Football as part of a programme to improve 
men’s mental health.53 This rightly places people before profits.

Currently, a Bill has been proposed to minimise the harm from alcohol sponsorship of sport. MP Chlöe Swarbrick’s 
Private Members’ Bill (The Sale and Supply of Alcohol (Harm Minimisation) Bill) seeks to end alcohol sponsorship 
(by alcohol products and alcohol product companies) of broadcast sport. Whilst the Bill does not seek to reduce 
exposure to alcohol product branding at community-level sport that is not broadcasted, the results of this audit 
show that there was little exposure to alcohol product branding at community-level rugby union and rugby league 
games. Further information on the Bill has been published elsewhere.24,54

As highlighted previously, it is important to note that three in five (62%) New Zealanders support banning 
alcohol-related sponsorship of events that people under the age of 18 may attend.33 There is therefore a strong 
mandate for change.

CONCLUSION

Alcohol sponsorship of sport increases the risk of alcohol harm to both spectators and players. It is associated 
with hazardous drinking by those playing the sport and communicates strong messages about alcohol brands and 
drinking to those watching, including children and young people. The impact of marketing extends beyond brand 
switching to influencing positive attitudes towards alcohol in general.

This audit identified exposure to alcohol sponsorship at sporting grounds, particularly in relation to players of 
rugby union. Although it wasn’t pervasive in terms of the number of teams that had alcohol-related logos on their 
playing uniform, the reach of this exposure across many rugby grades in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland is likely to be 
high. Future research is required to examine the prevalence of exposure to alcohol-related marketing that occurs 
beyond the sporting ground, into the club rooms and particularly on social media. 
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